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Studying abroad can positively impact students’ second or additional language (L2) pragmatic 
development. A growing body of research in this area has documented the development of 
various pragmatic features and factors that facilitate learning, as well as the role of pragmatics 
instruction prior to or during study abroad (SA). Recent research has also begun to cast the net 
wider in terms of the settings, participants, targets, and technologies. This article begins with a 
discussion of trends in research on language learning in SA and then considers what we know 
about pragmatic development in target-language-speaking communities. Recent advances and 
new directions in pragmatic development in SA are then presented. 

Introduction 

The role of study abroad (SA) in pragmatic development has been a key question in 
research on second or additional language (L2) pragmatics. An anecdote from the mainstream 
media suggests how—in an ideal world—spending a period in a target-language-speaking region 
can impact pragmatic development. In an episode of the Spanish-language podcast Radio 
Ambulante from 2019, host Daniel Alarcón described his experience as a heritage speaker of 
Spanish in the United States. The episode began with a recording of Alarcón’s young son León, 
who was speaking to his little brother in Spanish. Alarcón recounted that he had adopted a 
Spanish-only rule to encourage León to speak his heritage language. The story then turned to 
Alarcón’s own history with Spanish. He grew up speaking Spanish at home, but by young 
adulthood felt that he was losing his Spanish skills. A very specific experience—related to 
pragmatics—was the impetus for him to go abroad to improve his Spanish, as he recounted: 

[Some Spanish-speaking friends] brought me a gift. I don’t remember what it was, but 
what I said to them when I accepted that gift I’ve never forgotten. I wanted to say, 
“Thanks so much! You shouldn’t have gone to the trouble!” But I said, “I appreciate it a 
lot although I don’t go to the trouble!” They gave me a perplexed look and I blushed. I 
knew I had said something wrong, but I didn’t know how to fix it because I didn’t have 
the words…From that moment, I decided that I had to start seriously studying Spanish so 
as not to have to go through another embarrassing moment like that one. (my translation) 

By Alarcón’s account, the experience of pragmatic failure in displaying gratitude in 
Spanish led him to spend a year improving his Spanish in Peru, his parents’ country of origin. 
His subsequent year abroad was productive, in his view: 
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I went to Lima and quickly realized several things. First, the slang I used was my father’s, 
in other words, from the 1960s in Arequipa…and second, I didn’t know any formal 
Spanish…I had the feeling I was constantly making a bad impression on others. It was a 
feeling of helplessness, of not having the tools necessary to demonstrate that I wasn’t an 
idiot. But due to pure stubbornness I didn’t give up. I swallowed my humiliation and 
continued on…and well, by the end of that year, I spoke like just another guy from Lima. 
I felt really proud. (my translation) 

In this description, Alarcón suggested that his time spent in Peru helped him develop his own 
skills in using Spanish in socially appropriate ways, which, in turn, was key in his desire and 
ability to pass Spanish on to the next generation of his family. 

Beyond the positive picture painted by this personal narrative, what does the research tell 
us about pragmatic development abroad? This article begins with a discussion of trends in 
research on language learning in SA and then considers what we know about pragmatic 
development in the target-language-speaking SA contexts. Finally, the article concludes by 
highlighting recent advances and new directions in pragmatic development in SA. 

Trends in research on language learning in SA 

Definitions of what study abroad includes and does not include vary depending on the 
research context. In practice, scholars tend to refer to study abroad students as those who enroll 
in courses of short duration (1-2 semesters or less) outside their home country. The term 
international students, on the other hand, typically refers to students who pursue a degree 
program abroad. Some have argued that these groups are “not qualitatively distinct” and that 
researchers should embrace a broader definition of SA (Craig, 2022, p. 69).  

Indeed, statistics on internationally mobile students from agencies such as the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) do not make any 
distinctions based on length of program or degree-seeking status. Reports from the OECD (2013) 
indicate that SA is a global phenomenon that has increased in the past 50 years alongside 
improved transportation options. In 1975, there were 0.8 million internationally mobile students, 
while that number rose to 4.5 million in 2015. At the same time, internationally mobile students 
continue to represent a relatively small number of the global population and SA is still largely 
viewed as an elite activity reserved for a minority. Taking the United States as an example, fewer 
than 10% of undergraduates study abroad (Engel, 2017). While the numbers of internationally 
mobile students dropped considerably in 2020-21, during the COVID-19 pandemic, those figures 
rebounded in 2022, but did not reach pre-pandemic levels (Institute of International Education, 
2022). 

Many of these internationally mobile students are L2 users, and their learning and use of 
an additional language has increasingly been of interest for scholars in second language 
acquisition (SLA). Traditionally, SLA research has focused on SA in target-language-speaking 
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environments that are assumed to be (or idealized as) monolingual, although the reality on the 
ground is that many SA sites involve multilingual interactions and translingual practices (e.g., 
Anya, 2017; Kubota, 2016). More recently, a growing number of studies have highlighted SA 
programs that involve multilingual and English as a lingua franca (ELF) settings (e.g., Al 
Masaeed, 2020; Diao & Trentman, 2021; Kölyü & Tracy-Ventura, 2022).  

In the case of L2 pragmatics research in SA, more specifically, most studies in this vein 
have focused on development over time toward L1-speaker pragmatic norms. At the same time, 
some scholars have advocated for different goals for L2 pragmatic development, moving away 
from the traditional focus on increased proximity to L1 speakers. McConachy and Liddicoat 
(2021), for instance, offer a proposal of L2 pragmatic development as a process of growing 
intercultural understanding, awareness, and ability to negotiate behaviors in new communities. 
Approaches such as this provide a framework for researchers to look at pragmatic development 
in a way that considers communication effectiveness and individual agency, while shifting the 
focus away from monolingual ideologies that devalue bi/multilingual speakers’ abilities. To date, 
however, relatively few studies on L2 pragmatic development in SA have adopted alternatives to 
assessing learning in reference to L1-speaker norms. 

Further, most existing studies take a “black box” approach (Barron, 2020; Taguchi, 
2018), focusing on whether SA is effective for pragmatic development, not on what actually 
happens during SA that might facilitate or impede pragmatic development. In contrast, recent 
studies have increasingly taken a “glass box” approach (Taguchi, 2018) in which the focus is on 
what experiences abroad may enhance or hinder pragmatic development. Much of the research in 
this latter pool is qualitative. This trend towards “glass box” studies mirrors SA and SLA 
research more generally in the growing number of qualitative studies. One reason for this shift 
towards qualitative research in SA may be that quantitative research has consistently pointed to 
considerable individual differences in learning outcomes but is unable to examine in-depth why 
such variation occurs (Kinginger, 2009). Indeed, qualitative research can reveal aspects of the 
input that enhance learning, explicit and implicit socialization processes, and L2 users’ intentions 
and motives for shifts in pragmatic choices. Findings from both quantitative and qualitative 
pragmatics research are discussed in the following section. 

Pragmatic development in SA 

In target-language-speaking SA environments, SA is seen to offer the opportunity to 
employ the L2 in a wide range of settings, for various purposes, and with different interlocutors. 
Consequently, by participating in everyday activities in the L2, SA students can be exposed to 
the pragmatic practices of the host community. The assumption is typically made that these 
opportunities for interaction in the L2 are not readily available in students’ home country. In this 
regard, SA would appear to be an ideal context for pragmatic development. 

Indeed, as might be hoped or expected, existing research does suggest that through 
exposure and interaction abroad, students do shift toward more target-like pragmatic production, 
comprehension, and awareness. However, SA does not guarantee robust development or 
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target-like competence. Further, L2 pragmatic development often proceeds at a slow pace and is 
non-linear, with individual learning outcomes varying considerably. In the remainder of this 
section, I consider specific pragmatics-related learning outcomes in target-language-speaking SA 
contexts and what factors help to understand variability in pragmatic development abroad. As 
mentioned previously, the focus in most previous research has been a shift toward L1-speaker 
norms, so those findings are reported here.  

Speech acts 
Looking first at speech acts, SA appears to contribute positively to the development of 

receptive skills in terms of increased awareness of appropriate strategies in apologies, refusals, 
requests, and suggestions in university-related settings with peers, instructors, and other 
institutional staff (e.g., Czerwionka & Cuza, 2017; Ren, 2015; Schauer, 2009). In terms of 
productive skills, even very short stays (e.g., six weeks) can lead to shifts towards target 
language norms in apologies, compliments, refusals, and requests regarding directness, 
mitigation, formulas, semantic strategies, and deictic orientation (e.g., Sánchez-Hernández, 
2022). However, shifts are often minor, are not always target-like, and do not always result in 
target-like performance by the end of SA (e.g., Economidou-Kogetsidis & Halenko, 2022). 
Further, changes over time in speech acts do not always converge with target language norms, 
but rather, may reflect non-target-like developments. It is also the case that different speech acts 
do not develop at the same pace (e.g., Li et al., 2022). 

Pragmatic routines 
A second aspect of pragmatics in which development during SA has been observed 

involves pragmatic routines, that is, semi-fixed expressions that are employed by a considerable 
proportion of a community in specific situations. Examples include “I’m just looking” in a store 
and “Nice to meet you” when being introduced to someone for the first time. SA typically 
facilitates the recognition and production of target-like pragmatic routines. At the same time, 
students do not typically achieve target-like abilities by the end of the SA period and 
development does not always unfold in a target-like direction. Those routines encountered in 
everyday life and that are most prototypical are most likely to be learned (e.g., Sánchez 
Hernández & Alcón-Soler, 2019). 

Informal style 
After SA, students may increase their use of informal style in the L2. Whereas formal 

language may be foregrounded in the language classroom, interaction with members of the host 
community during SA often gives students exposure to informal language (e.g., Cook, 2008; 
Iwasaki, 2010; Marriott, 1995). Examples of informal aspects of language that have been 
researched in the SA setting include plain style in Japanese (e.g., McMeekin, 2014) and ne and 
/l/ deletion in French (e.g., Regan et al., 2009). Although students have been observed to increase 
the use of informal style during SA (e.g., Thomas & Mitchell, 2022) and gain some ability to 
shift styles, they may not ultimately achieve a target-like ability to adapt style to context. For 
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instance, students sometimes overuse informal language and, in other cases, underuse informal 
language when it is expected in informal situations (e.g., Iwasaki, 2010; Marriott, 1995; Regan et 
al., 2009). SA students may also not be exposed to formal language outside the classroom if their 
interactions are primarily with peers and host family. Hence, they may not develop some aspects 
of formal style, such as honorifics in Japanese (Marriott, 1995). 

Interactional competence  
SA can enhance students’ abilities to participate in everyday speech activities and employ 

interactional resources in conversation in a more target-like manner, an area that can be 
described as interactional competence (e.g., Dings, 2014; Masuda, 2011; Shively, 2015; Taguchi, 
2014). Specific ways in which students develop their interactional competence after SA include 
increased lexical and syntactic complexity in assessments, new ways to display agreement, 
greater ability to project an interlocutor’s turn, and appropriate use of incomplete sentences.  

Factors that influence pragmatic development 
As the previous sections indicate, SA can be a productive way to enhance various aspects 

of pragmatic competence, even if developing target-like abilities is typically a slow 
and non-linear process. A key finding of previous research, however, is that SA is not a 
uniform experience among individual students and, consequently, pragmatic development varies 
due to a range of factors internal and external to the learner. This section discusses the 
following factors: social contact, L2 proficiency, and learner identity and agency. 

Social contact 
Social contact—that is, the amount of time spent interacting in the L2—is a variable that 

has often been examined in previous research. While living in a target-language-speaking region 
provides students with the opportunity for frequent use of the L2, not all avail 
themselves of such opportunities to the same degree. Whether students seek out social contact is 
influenced by individual characteristics such as L2 proficiency, intercultural competence, 
personality, and motivation (e.g., Barron, 2020; Li et al., 2022; Taguchi, 2015; Taguchi et al., 
2016). Additionally, even for those SA students who actively pursue opportunities for L2 social 
interaction, it can be challenging to develop extensive ties in the local community, especially 
during shorter stays abroad (e.g., Coleman, 2013; Devlin, 2019; Umino & Benson, 2016; see also 
Li et al., 2021). As might be expected, research suggests that those students who do report a 
higher quantity of interaction during SA tend to make greater pragmatic gains (e.g., Taguchi et 
al., 2016). Further, it appears that the intensity or degree of interaction is more important 
for pragmatic development than simply the length of stay abroad (e.g., Sánchez 
Hernández & Alcón-Soler, 2019).  

Beyond the extent to which students use the L2 while abroad, those studies that 
have looked more closely at the nature of interactions during SA suggest that, although social 
contact is crucial for pragmatic development, the interactions in which students engage do 
not always enable the learning of specific features. Some aspects of pragmatics do not occur 
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regularly in everyday interactions, meaning that, if students want to learn local practices, they 
may not have opportunities for exposure. Certain pragmatic features may occur only in 
close relationships (e.g., Jin, 2012) and, as discussed above, not all SA students establish close 
ties with members of the host community. Another potential difficulty is that local people may 
not provide corrective feedback about pragmatics (e.g., Hassall, 2013). In such cases, students 
may not know that their pragmatic behavior was unexpected or inappropriate unless their 
interlocutor externalizes a negative reaction. Previous research has also reported that local 
people do not always expect foreign students to adopt local pragmatic norms, which may lead 
them to provide non-target-like input (e.g., Iino, 2006). Finally, an additional complication 
highlighted by Li et al. (2021) is that, because pragmatic norms vary within a speech 
community, individual students may be exposed to only a limited range of possible 
pragmatic practices, depending on their specific social networks, whether those be face-to-
face or online (Kennedy Terry, 2023). 

L2 proficiency 
A second factor that can affect pragmatic development abroad is L2 

proficiency. Although research indicates that the role of proficiency is complex, it appears that 
students with higher proficiency have a greater likelihood of using pragmatically 
appropriate behaviors, performing more fluently, and approximating target-like 
practices compared to their lower-proficiency peers (e.g., Li et al., 2022). While the latter 
may not achieve the same level of competence as the former, SA can lead to important 
gains in pragmatic abilities for lower-proficiency L2 speakers. Those who begin SA with 
lower proficiency may be slow to learn complex aspects of pragmatics, but they often make 
considerable progress with pragmatic features that are formally simple, salient, formulaic, and 
frequent in the input (e.g., Barron, 2020; Hassall, 2015; Li et al., 2022). 

Identity and agency 
Pragmatic development is deeply connected to identity, given that use of language 

reflects who we are and our values and beliefs. Through a process of language socialization, SA 
students may adopt new pragmatic practices through which their identities can be discursively 
enacted. At the same time, individuals have agency to make choices about their pragmatic 
behavior and, consequently, may decide to reject specific L2 pragmatic norms. Previous research 
offers examples of cases in which SA students deliberately rejected L1-speaker norms 
because they perceived them to be at odds with their own identities, values, or beliefs. 
Masuda (2011) reported that an American male student in Japan avoided the ne particle—
which is employed to display agreement or acknowledgement in conversation—because he 
mistakenly thought it made him sound feminine, a characteristic that went counter to his male 
identity. In another case, a Chinese student in the United Kingdom decided not to incorporate 
local idioms because they did not fit with her foreigner identity (Liu et al., 2022). Some 
instances, like that described by Masuda, may reflect an incomplete understanding of the 
social meanings indexed by linguistic forms. In any case, as emerging bilingual speakers living 
in a new community, SA students must navigate complex and at times conflicting choices about 
language and identity. 
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Recent advances and new directions in research on pragmatic development abroad 

The previous section highlighted some of the insights that research on uninstructed 
pragmatic development in SA has revealed. The literature on L2 pragmatic development abroad 
has expanded considerably in recent years, and many advances have been made regarding 
pragmatics instruction, settings, participants, targets investigated, and technologies employed. In 
the current section, I will explore just a few recent advances and suggest some new directions for 
L2 pragmatics research. 

Pragmatics instruction in SA 
A still small but quickly growing number of studies have examined the effect of 

pre-departure or in-country pragmatics instruction for SA students. With a few exceptions, most 
of this body of research has been conducted in the past 10 years, and recent studies have 
considerably advanced our understanding of how we can best support SA students in their 
learning of L2 pragmatics. 

Although studying abroad implies that participants enroll in coursework, which often 
includes language classes, given that pragmatic skills are frequently not included in the language 
curriculum (Bardovi-Harlig, 2017), SA students likely do not receive much, if any, instruction 
about pragmatics in their regular courses. In light of this situation, researchers in pragmatics have 
developed pedagogical interventions to enhance students’ pragmatic skills either before or during 
SA. Most existing research reveals positive results, indicating that instruction usually leads to SA 
students’ more target-like pragmatic practices. Further, in those studies that compared SA 
students who did and did not receive pragmatics instruction (e.g., Alcón-Soler, 2015; Halenko, 
2021; Halenko & Jones, 2011; Hernández, 2021; Wang & Halenko, 2022), instructed learners 
typically outperformed their uninstructed counterparts. 

Various approaches to teaching pragmatics to SA students have been explored, including 
classroom instruction (e.g., Halenko, 2021; Morris, 2017; Shively, 2010), tutoring (Henery, 
2015; Winke & Teng, 2010), and self-access materials (Cohen & Shively, 2007). Among the 
techniques employed were strategy training, guided practice with host families, and ethnographic 
observation and data collection in the host community (e.g., Hernández, 2021; Matsumura, 2022; 
Mir, 2021). Hernández, for instance, carried out instruction on apologies in Spanish for US-based 
students who studied for four weeks in Spain. Students completed self-access activities before 
departure designed to provide input and raise awareness about apologies. Once abroad, they 
completed guided output-focused tasks with local Spaniards to practice apology performance. As 
a result of this pedagogical intervention, the instructed learners significantly outperformed a 
control group of uninstructed students in terms of apology appropriateness, strategy use, and 
speech rate.  

While recent studies have made advances in instructed pragmatics in SA, more research 
is needed to better determine which aspects of pragmatics are readily learned through 
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out-of-class interaction and which aspects can benefit the most from instruction. Pragmatic 
features that are infrequent in SA students’ daily lives and that are relatively more complex are 
good candidates for instruction. Going hand in hand with identifying promising areas for 
instruction is the need to document language use in domains in which SA students are likely to 
engage in order to establish L2 pragmatic patterns that can then be taught to students (Taguchi & 
Collentine, 2018). Finally, research on pragmatic development abroad can be used to inform the 
design and content of language curricula at home (Kinginger, 2019). 
 

Expanding settings and participants 
Another area in which there have been recent advances in the literature involves studies 

that have begun to diversify the database of research with regard to settings and participants. 
 

Nontraditional programs 
The number of SA students who participate in international service learning, internships, 

and work placements has grown in recent years (Sanz & Morales-Front, 2018). Few studies have 
examined pragmatic development in these community- and work-based settings, but a key 
insight from existing research suggests that pragmatic development may differ depending on the 
program. Magliacane and Howard (2019) compared university students who participated in an au 
pair program with Erasmus SA students. Students in both groups were speakers of L2 English 
and spent six months abroad in Ireland. However, the former lived and worked in the home of a 
host family, while the latter took courses and lived with other foreign students. The study found 
that au pair participants increased their use of target-like pragmatic markers such as “like” more 
than the Erasmus group, likely due to greater opportunities for conversational interaction in the 
home with Irish families. Future research that examines nontraditional stay abroad programs is 
needed to determine how program characteristics influence L2 pragmatic development. 
 

Multilingual settings 
Another recent advance is an increased focus on multilingual SA contexts. Diao and 

Trentman (2021) argued that, until recently, few SA researchers had critiqued the “popular 
imagining of SA as monolingual immersion” and the idea that multilingual practices are a 
“problem to be overcome” (p. 3). For example, it is common in SA programs to impose policies 
that promote monolingualism, such as a language oath to speak only the target language. SA 
programs may also try to impose monolingualism in multilingual settings such as Barcelona, 
where both Spanish and Catalan are spoken, or in countries such as Egypt, Morocco, or Jordan 
where Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) as well as regional varieties of Arabic are employed. 
​ Monolingual ideologies in SA research and policy have recently been critiqued in various 
ways. Using the example of MSA, Shiri (2013) argued that adherence to monolingualism may 
restrict opportunities to build local social networks in multilingual communities in which other 
language varieties are prevalent. Monolingual policies may also limit students’ ability to express 
their ideas and achieve their communicative goals (Al Masaeed, 2020), as well as contribute to 
students “being erased or subordinated to target and idealized monolingual speakers” (Anya, 
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2017, p. 27). The learning outcomes of students who are already multilingual before SA may 
also be invisible if viewed only through a monolingual lens. Quan and Menard-Warwick (2021) 
argued that a student who was multilingual in Spanish, Vietnamese, and English before going 
abroad to study Spanish in Guatemala, experienced learning outcomes that would have been 
ignored if their focus had been only on Spanish. For instance, the student was reported to become 
more flexible in her linguistic repertoire and gained greater language awareness after SA. 

In one recent study on pragmatic development in the multilingual context of Jordan, Al 
Masaeed (2022) adopted a translanguaging perspective, arguing that “measuring pragmatic gains 
during SA should be pursued with a perspective that takes into consideration the learners’ desire 
to enrich their pragmatic repertoire in the named language or language varieties they are 
pursuing” (p. 89). Among other learning outcomes, American SA students in Al Masaeed’s study 
increased their use of bidialectal practices (i.e., using both MSA and a local spoken variety of 
Arabic) when performing speech acts after an eight-week stay in Jordan. This shift to 
translanguaging in speech act performance was in line with the pragmatic practices of the local 
multilingual community. Indeed, a potential goal for pragmatic development in SA that could be 
examined further in research is whether students achieve greater communicative effectiveness in 
translanguaging (see also Ortega, 2021). 

ELF settings 
A growing number of L2 English speakers participate in SA programs in 

non-Anglophone countries in which English is a lingua franca. Research indicates that learning 
English in ELF contexts can be as beneficial for L2 skill development as in Anglophone settings 
(e.g., Kölyü & Tracy-Ventura, 2022). Further, some SA students report that ELF interactions are 
more supportive for learning English than interactions with L1 English speakers, since the latter 
are not always good conversation partners, for example, because they speak quickly or criticize 
L2 users’  English (e.g., Kölyü & Tracy-Ventura, 2022). It appears that in ELF interactions, 
speakers orient primarily to interactional effectiveness and mutual understanding, rather than 
L1-like practices (e.g., Liu & Kinginger, 2021; Taguchi & Ishihara, 2018). 

Consistent with this finding, Taguchi and Ishihara (2018) proposed various dimensions of 
pragmatic competence specific to ELF, two examples of which are: (1) “ability to navigate the 
communicative demands skillfully by using a variety of communication strategies and discourse 
devices to achieve mutual understanding” and (2) “ability to display alignment with the 
interlocutor’s linguistic acts and needs, developing shared discourse repertoire for rapport 
management” (p. 88). Work on ELF pragmatics draws attention to the fact that the end goal of 
pragmatic development could be conceived in terms other than attainment of L1-like behavior. 
McConachy and Liddicoat (2021), as mentioned previously, proposed that L2 pragmatic 
development be viewed as a process of increasing intercultural understanding, which involves 
gaining awareness of diverse beliefs, values, and social meanings, as well as enhancing the 
ability to negotiate different behaviors in new social settings. 

Currently, relatively little is known about the development of pragmatic competence in 
EFL SA settings. However, research by Glaser (2017) suggests that ELF interactions can be 
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productive for developing pragmatic awareness. Glaser found that SA students in 
non-Anglophone ELF contexts developed greater pragmatic awareness than those who studied in 
Anglophone countries. Further, the students in ELF settings viewed the pre-departure pragmatics 
instruction provided by the researcher more positively than their non-ELF SA peers; they felt 
instruction prepared them for intercultural encounters. Future research in this area can provide 
additional insights into the pragmatics-related learning outcomes and goals of students in ELF 
SA programs. 

Participants in SA 
In addition to expanding the SA settings that are researched, recent studies have begun to 

include a greater diversity of participants. Despite SA being a worldwide phenomenon, with 
students from many different countries studying abroad in a variety of destinations, existing 
research focuses on a relatively limited number of target languages and sending and receiving 
countries. US-based students are overrepresented in research, and there is relatively little 
inclusion of SA programs in African, Middle Eastern, Latin American, or South and Southeast 
Asian countries. Studies on L2 English often include students with diverse nationalities; 
however, the destination countries have typically been majority Anglophone countries like the 
United Kingdom and the United States, although recent work on ELF has expanded that focus. A 
study by Li et al. (2021) is an exception in that the authors researched requests with students 
from a variety of countries such as Thailand, Kyrghyzstan, Pakistan, and Russia studying 
Mandarin Chinese in China. 

Heritage speakers (i.e., those who grew up speaking a minority language at home) are a 
growing constituency of SA students, at least in the U.S. population. Students with this profile 
may have different experiences abroad than L2 speakers in terms of how they are received by 
local people and the competences they bring to SA (Shively, 2021). For instance, if heritage 
speakers have a familial connection to the host country, they may be viewed as in-group 
members rather than foreigners. In-group status may help these students gain greater access to 
local social networks which, in turn, could influence pragmatic development. At the same time, 
in-group membership does not always lead to positive social interactions—as when heritage 
speakers are expected to follow monolingual norms (e.g., Jing-Schmidt et al., 2016) or 
experience linguistic and racial discrimination (Shively, 2021).  

Research by Pozzi et al. (2021) suggests that SA and instruction can enhance heritage 
speakers’ pragmatic repertoire and their metapragmatic awareness. In their study, 
Mexican-American heritage speakers studying in Argentina gained greater awareness regarding 
the meanings and identities that different pronoun choices index in different dialects of Spanish. 
However, awareness of pragmatic norms in a different dialect does not mean heritage speakers 
will necessarily choose to adopt new practices. As Pozzi et al. (2023) reported, a 
Mexican-American SA student decided not to incorporate a new region-specific pronoun into his 
repertoire (i.e., vos ‘you’) and instead, maintained his home dialect practices, since he wanted to 
emphasize his identity as Mexican and American. Including heretofore underrepresented groups 
in research will enrich our understanding of the pragmatic development of learners with different 
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linguistic and cultural backgrounds and can inform pragmatics instruction and SA programming 
to best meet the needs of all students. 
 
 

Pragmatic targets 
Beyond settings and participants, the pragmatic targets investigated continue to expand. 

Much focus in the existing research on pragmatic development abroad has been on speech acts, 
especially requests, with relatively little focus on other pragmatic abilities such as interactional 
competence or humor competence. Additionally, few studies have focused on pragmatic 
development with written language in SA. Recent studies on openings, closings, and requests in 
naturalistic institutionally situated emails suggest that SA students may not make much progress 
in writing target-like emails without explicit instruction (Alcón-Soler, 2015; Halenko & Winder, 
2022). Future research could continue to investigate pragmatic development in written language 
used in computer-mediated communication, such as social media posts and chat exchanges in 
apps such as Instagram and WhatsApp during SA. As an example, Prichard and Rucynski (2022) 
found that instruction about how to detect verbal irony in social media posts helped learners 
better identify cues to aid in irony comprehension. 
 

Technologies 
New technologies have continually been incorporated into pragmatics instruction and 

data collection in SA research. Regarding the former, educational websites, digitally available 
input (e.g., film clips), games, and computer-based practice exercises are various ways that 
technologies have been leveraged to teach pragmatics during a stay abroad (e.g., Halenko, 2021; 
Morris, 2017; Shively, 2010; Yang & Zapata-Rivera, 2010). Asking students to participate in 
telecollaboration or online social networking prior to departure is an additional 
technology-enhanced technique which can assist students in preparing for SA and potentially 
also help them foster contacts with local people at the SA site (e.g., Kennedy Terry, 2023; 
Shively, 2010, Trentman, 2021). Providing students with a wiki and encouraging them to discuss 
and analyze pragmatic practices that they observe in the SA setting is another promising use of 
technology platforms (Johnson & deHaan, 2013). 

Researchers have also employed technologies to collect pragmatics data in SA, for 
instance, by asking SA students to make digital recordings of out-of-class conversations in the 
L2 with local people (e.g., Shively, 2010) and by collecting elicited data via computer-based 
multimedia tasks. Regarding the latter, Halenko (2021) created a computer-based instrument to 
collect apologies and requests that incorporated animation along with audio to simulate real-life 
interactions in the SA setting. Future research could consider incorporating virtual reality tasks to 
enhance the immersive experience (e.g., Taguchi, 2022). Further, a recently introduced 
smartphone app, Lang-Track-App (Arndt et al., 2022), provides a platform for researchers to host 
surveys, get in touch with participants through push notifications, and collect and export survey 
responses. Of particular interest to SA researchers is the possibility to easily administer daily 
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short surveys to SA students in which they report on their experiences, thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors. 
 

Long-term impact of learning pragmatics abroad 
Finally, to my knowledge, the longest post-SA period examined with regard to pragmatic 

development is one year (Morris, 2017). Morris measured SA students’ speech act performance 
in L2 Spanish both immediately after a semester in Spain and again one year later. Students 
gained in their pragmatic abilities after SA and maintained those gains after being back home for 
a year.  

A growing number of projects in the larger SA literature have examined the lasting 
impact of SA years after the experience. One of these, the LANGSNAP project, has been 
tracking SA alumni every few years since 2011 to examine the issue of maintenance of L2 oral 
skills. In the most recent data available from 2019, the researchers found that former SA students 
who had consistent exposure to the L2 after SA maintained the gains they made abroad eight 
years later (e.g., Tracy-Ventura et al., 2022). Another finding from the LANGSNAP project was 
that the multilingual identities that students developed during SA were still relevant to them 
years after their sojourn (Mitchell et al., 2020). Other projects examining the long-term effect of 
SA include Kinginger and Zhuang’s (2023) research on the career and life trajectories of those 
who studied abroad. 

Research on a longer time scale in pragmatics has the potential to yield important 
insights. In addition to investigating the maintenance of pragmatic abilities in the long term, 
researchers could examine long-term identity development that is influenced by learning 
pragmatics. Liu et al. (2022), for example, considered how learning pragmatics influenced SA 
students’ identities, finding that learning about pragmatic differences in the L1 and L2 led 
students to rethink some aspects of their sense of self and how they positioned themselves in 
interpersonal relationships. The authors found that learning about egalitarian address terms in L2 
English led them to develop a preference for less hierarchical interpersonal relationships in their 
L1. Research could also examine the lasting effects of learning pragmatics in both instructed and 
uninstructed contexts on intercultural understanding (McConachy & Liddicoat, 2021). And 
finally, to return to the personal narrative told by the podcast host that I recounted at the 
beginning of this article, another potential long-term impact of pragmatic development in SA 
might be the maintenance of a minority language like Spanish in the United States and the 
passing down of pragmatic practices to the next generation. 
 
Conclusion 
 

Much of what we know about L2 pragmatic development comes from research in SA 
settings. As illustrated in this article, SA students can increase their pragmatic competence in a 
variety of ways through intercultural interactions while abroad. The learning outcomes of SA 
reflect a complex web of factors that are both internal and external to the individual. While the 
immersion setting provides opportunities for naturalistic learning, instruction in pragmatics 
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before and during SA has been demonstrated to provide needed support to students in their 
learning. Future research can build on recent advances in the field by continuing to expand the 
settings, participants, pragmatic targets, and technologies that are represented, as well as to 
further explore the impact that learning pragmatics may have for students years after their 
sojourn abroad. 
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