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Abstract

Pragmatic competence—the ability to use language appropriately in social contexts—is essential for effective
EFL communication but often underemphasized in teacher education. This study examines the impact of
speech act-based instruction on developing pre-service English teachers’ pragmatic competence. Participants
included 20 second-year students enrolled in the English Education program at Universitas Kristen Indonesia
Tomohon. Over four weeks, they attended two 90-minute instructional sessions per week, integrating explicit
instruction, role-plays, discourse analysis, and reflective discussions. Multiple instruments were employed: a
30-item pragmatic competence test (combining situational multiple-choice and open-ended tasks), classroom
observations, and post-instruction interviews. Quantitative results revealed statistically significant
improvements across all levels of speech acts: locutionary (M = 0.437 to 0.5665, p <.001), illocutionary (M =
0.535t00.6105, p <.001), and perlocutionary (M = 0.5295 to 0.5565, p <.001). Qualitative findings highlighted
increased pragmatic awareness, communicative confidence, and in-class adaptability. However, participants
still faced challenges in transferring theoretical knowledge into spontaneous speech, suggesting the need for
extended, contextualized instruction. These findings affirm the value of structured pragmatic instruction in EFL
teacher training, equipping future educators to model and foster linguistic accuracy and sociocultural fluency
in global communication.

Keywords: Pragmatic competence, speech act instruction, EFL teacher training, communicative competence.

INTRODUCTION

Pragmatic competence, the ability to use language appropriately in contextually and
socially acceptable ways, constitutes a critical dimension of communicative competence
(Mao & He, 2021; Laughlin et al.,, 2015). It involves the knowledge and skills required to
interpret and produce utterances that conform to the norms of interaction, including
sensitivity to speaker intent, sociocultural conventions, and contextual appropriateness
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(Kasper & Blum-Kulka, 1993; Ishihara, 2010; Koran & Koran, 2017; Grundy, 2019). Despite
its acknowledged importance, pragmatic instruction remains insufficiently emphasized in
many English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teacher education programs, where curricula
continue to prioritize grammatical accuracy and vocabulary development (Taguchi, 2015;
[shihara & Cohen, 2010). This instructional imbalance carries significant pedagogical
consequences. EFL learners—including those preparing to become English teachers—often
possess strong linguistic knowledge but struggle to engage effectively in real-world
communication due to limited exposure to authentic pragmatic contexts (Jianda, 2006;
Glaser, 2020; Schauer, 2023). Difficulties frequently arise in performing everyday speech
acts such as making requests, offering apologies, or refusing politely, particularly when
interacting with speakers from different cultural backgrounds (Abolfathiasl & Abdullah,
2015; Turhan & Tuncer, 2022; Kitis & Kitis, 2022). Without targeted instruction in
pragmatics, future teachers are likely to perpetuate form-focused pedagogical practices that
overlook language's functional and sociocultural dimensions, thereby hindering the
development of learners’ communicative competence.

In the context of EFL teacher education, the development of pragmatic competence is
not merely an academic requirement but a professional necessity. As Yuan and Lee (2014)
emphasized, pre-service English teachers are expected to serve as models and mediators of
authentic language use. This dual responsibility demands a comprehensive understanding
of linguistic forms and the sociocultural rules governing language use in diverse
communicative settings (Ishihara & Cohen, 2010; Gomez-Laich, 2016). Teachers who lack
pragmatic awareness often communicate in ways that are grammatically correct yet socially
inappropriate or culturally insensitive, thereby limiting the effectiveness of classroom
interaction and undermining efforts to cultivate students’ communicative competence
(Gilmore, 2007; Glaser, 2020; Ivanova, 2017; Byram, 2021). Moreover, Yuan (2012) and
Glaser (2014) emphasized that instructional practices that neglect pragmatics tend to
reinforce the misconception thatlanguage learning is limited to mastering grammatical rules
and vocabulary lists rather than fostering meaningful engagement with others in context-
rich environments. Classroom leaders must be capable of recognizing and teaching the
subtleties of pragmatic meaning, such as tone, intention, and appropriateness, which are
essential for real-world interaction (Ishihara, 2010; Ngai & Janusch, 2015).

Given these demands, it is essential to adopt instructional approaches emphasizing
language's functional and context-sensitive nature. One such approach is speech act theory,
which offers a practical framework for analyzing and teaching language use in real-life
communication (Borer, 2018). In the context of English language teaching, this theory helps
educators address how meaning is constructed through words and intent, context, and social
interaction (Zhao & Throssell, 2011; Christianto, 2020). Originally developed by Austin
(1962) and extended by Searle (1969), speech act theory categorizes utterances into three
dimensions: locutionary (literal meaning), illocutionary (speaker’s intent), and
perlocutionary (effect on the listener). These categories are particularly relevant in EFL
classrooms, where learners are regularly required to perform speech acts such as making
requests, offering apologies, refusing politely, and giving suggestions. Understanding these
pragmatic functions enables learners to move beyond mechanical language accuracy toward
communication that is both contextually appropriate and socially effective—skills that are
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essential for successful language teaching and learning in diverse classroom environments
(Ishihara & Cohen, 2010; McConachy, 2017; Hall, 2017).

A growing body of research highlights the importance of speech act instruction and
the development of pragmatic competence in EFL contexts. Santosa and Kurniadi (2020) and
Basra and Thoyyibah (2017) analyzed teacher talk in Indonesian EFL classrooms using
Searle’s speech act taxonomy and found that the distribution of speech acts reflected the
teacher’s instructional style and pedagogical focus. While Santosa and Kurniadi observed a
predominance of assertive acts (57%), which aligned with test-based, explanation-heavy
teaching, Basra and Thoyyibah (2017) reported a higher frequency of directive acts (70%),
suggesting a communicative language teaching (CLT) orientation. Both studies concluded
that a teacher’s preferred speech act type shaped classroom interaction patterns and
influenced students’ opportunities to develop pragmatic competence. Complementing these
classroom-based findings, Hidayat et al. (2022) emphasized that speech acts enacted by
teachers reflect power dynamics and affect student motivation and engagement, particularly
through questioning and commanding strategies. From a broader perspective, Choraih et al.
(2016) argued that while pragmatic competence is increasingly recognized as essential to
communicative language teaching, its implementation in curricula and assessment practices
remains limited, especially in grammar-focused systems. Ahmed (2022) reinforced this
concern, noting that EFL university students acknowledge the importance of using language
in real contexts and support pragmatic instruction as a means to improve fluency and
appropriate usage.

Although pragmatic competence is widely acknowledged as a vital component of
communicative ability, its integration into EFL teacher education remains limited,
particularly in contexts where the instructional emphasis is placed on grammatical and
lexical accuracy rather than sociocultural appropriateness. Existing studies have
predominantly focused on categorizing speech acts in classroom discourse, with limited
attention to how explicit instruction can enhance pre-service teachers’ ability to use
language appropriately in diverse communicative contexts. As a result, many pre-service
teachers enter the profession without sufficient preparation to model or teach pragmatic
features of language use. Addressing this gap, the present study aims to examine the impact
of speech act-based instruction on the pragmatic competence of pre-service English
teachers, specifically focusing on their ability to recognize, produce, and evaluate speech acts
effectively. The novelty of this study lies in its intervention-based design, which moves
beyond descriptive analyses and offers empirical evidence on the pedagogical value of
explicit pragmatics instruction in EFL teacher training.

METHOD

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach to investigate the impact of speech act-
based instruction on the pragmatic competence of pre-service English teachers at
Universitas Kristen Indonesia Tomohon. A quasi-experimental design was employed,
integrating quantitative and qualitative data through pre-tests, post-tests, classroom
observations, and semi-structured interviews. The mixed-methods framework allows for
triangulation of data and offers deeper insights into instructional effectiveness, consistent
with best practices in second language acquisition (SLA) research (Dornyei, 2007; Mackey &
Gass, 2015; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Moreover, this study involved 20 second-year

153



Voices of English Language Education Society Vol. 9, No. 1; April 2025

pre-service English teachers enrolled in the English Education program at Universitas
Kristen Indonesia Tomohon. Participants were selected through purposive sampling to
ensure alignment with the study’s objective (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). All participants had
completed foundational English language courses but had not received prior formal
instruction in pragmatics or speech act theory.

This study employed multiple data collection instruments to assess participants'
pragmatic competence. A pragmatic competence test consisting of 30 situational multiple-
choice and open-ended items was used to evaluate comprehension and application of
locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts. This format aligns with established
approaches in pragmatic research, including scenario-based assessments and discourse
completion tasks (Roever, 2012). Classroom observations were conducted throughout the
instructional period to document participants’ engagement and their speech act
performance appropriateness during role-play activities, following procedures
recommended by Bardovi-Harlig and Mahan-Taylor (2003). Additionally, semi-structured
interviews were conducted after the intervention to explore participants’ experiences and
perceptions of the instruction. These interviews provided deeper qualitative insights into
how participants internalized and applied pragmatic knowledge, turning subjective
reflections into meaningful data for understanding the instructional impact (Gudkova,
2018).

The study was conducted over four weeks, with participants attending two 90-minute
instructional sessions per week. Instruction was based on explicit pragmatics instruction,
focusing on speech act categories such as requests, apologies, compliments, refusals, and
indirect speech (Kasper & Rose, 2002; Jeon & Kaya, 2006). The intervention began with a
pre-test to measure participants’ baseline pragmatic competence, followed by structured
lessons incorporating explicit teaching, discussions, discourse analysis, and role-play
activities. In addition, classroom observations were conducted throughout the sessions to
document the participants' application of pragmatic strategies and note instances of
appropriate or inappropriate use. After the final session, a post-test identical in format to the
pre-test was administered to assess instructional impact. Semi-structured interviews were
also conducted to explore participants’ experiences and perspectives on the instruction.
Quantitative pre-and post-test data were analyzed using a paired t-test to determine
statistical significance (Pallant, 2020). Qualitative data from interviews and observations
were analyzed thematically using NVivo software. Codes were categorized into themes such
as instructional benefits, challenges in pragmatic application, and cross-cultural awareness,
following procedures outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) and Miles et al. (2014).

FINDING AND DISCUSSION

The findings of this study indicate a statistically significant improvement in the
pragmatic competence of pre-service English teachers at Universitas Kristen Indonesia
Tomohon following speech act-based instruction. Results are presented in two categories:
quantitative data from statistical analysis and qualitative data from thematic analysis.
Together, these findings offer a comprehensive view of how participants’ locutionary,
illocutionary, and perlocutionary competencies developed through targeted instructional
interventions. The mean scores of locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts show a
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clear upward trend, indicating measurable gains in students' ability to produce, interpret,
and respond appropriately to speech acts. The results are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Comparison of pre-test and post-test scores

Aspect of Speech Act Pre-Test Mean Post-Test Mean
Locutionary Competence 0.437 0.5665
[llocutionary Competence 0.535 0.6105
Perlocutionary Competence 0.5295 0.5565

The locutionary competence of students improved significantly, as evidenced by the
increase from 0.437 to 0.5665. This suggests that participants developed greater accuracy in
producing contextually appropriate utterances. Likewise, illocutionary competence, which
assesses the ability to interpret speaker intent, increased from 0.535 to 0.6105,
demonstrating an enhanced understanding of indirectness, politeness strategies, and speech
act intentions. The perlocutionary competence, referring to the effectiveness of an utterance
on the listener, exhibited the smallest increase (0.5295 to 0.5565), suggesting that while
students improved in producing and understanding speech acts, their ability to elicit
expected responses from listeners remains an area requiring further reinforcement.

The quantitative results of this study confirm a statistically significant improvement
across all three dimensions of speech acts—locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary—
following explicit speech act instruction. The most substantial gain was observed in
locutionary competence, which increased from 0.437 to 0.5665, indicating that participants
became more proficient in constructing grammatically correct and contextually appropriate
utterances. These findings are consistent with Jeon and Kaya (2006) and Taguchi et al.
(2022), who found that explicit metapragmatic instruction enhances learners’ ability to
produce structurally accurate speech acts suited to specific social contexts. Similarly, Roever
(2012), Dendenne (2014), and Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2014) emphasize that exposure to
situational cues and structured input significantly improves learners’ ability to align
linguistic form with communicative function. The improvement in locutionary performance
observed in this study reflects participants’ increased awareness of linguistic choices that
convey socially appropriate meaning—an essential skill for effective language teaching.

Moreover, illocutionary competence improved from 0.535 to 0.6105, reflecting
participants’ enhanced ability to recognize speaker intent and apply appropriate politeness
and indirectness strategies. Ishihara and Cohen (2010) and Masouleh et al. (2014)
emphasize that explicit instruction targeting the functions and intentions of speech acts
develops learners’ metapragmatic awareness, enabling more context-sensitive
communicative decisions. In line with this, Taguchi (2015) and Timpe-Laughlin (2017) note
that EFL learners frequently struggle with indirectness, hedging, and socially appropriate
refusals—especially in intercultural interactions—further highlighting the importance of
instructional interventions that directly address these challenges.

Perlocutionary competence, in contrast, showed the smallest improvement—from
0.5295 to 0.5565—although the gain was statistically significant. This modest increase
suggests that participants continued to experience difficulty in producing utterances that
consistently elicited the intended responses from listeners. Bardovi-Harlig and Mahan-
Taylor (2003) and Liew (2013) argue that perlocutionary effects are particularly complex
because they depend not only on what is said but also on how it is received—something
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difficult to predict or practice in controlled classroom environments. Roever (2012) and
Pourmousavi and Zenouzagh (2020) similarly point out that while learners may perform
adequately on structured speech act tasks, they often struggle when faced with real-time
interaction and unpredictable listener reactions. Addressing this challenge requires more
than form-based instruction; it calls for immersive, dynamic experiences that enable
learners to interpret feedback and adjust their speech accordingly. As Kasper and Rose
(2002), Glaser (2020), and Yuan and Lee (2014) suggest, developing pragmatic fluency and
listener-sensitive communication depends on sustained exposure to authentic discourse
through role-plays, pragmatic reflection, and interactional tasks designed to simulate real-
world communication.

Table 2. T-Test analysis of pre-test and post-test scores

Category T-Statistic P-Value
Locutionary Competence -16.983 6.08e-13
[llocutionary Competence -10.822 1.45e-09
Perlocutionary Competence -18.380 1.47e-13

The p-values for all categories are well below the 0.05 threshold, indicating
statistically significant improvements in participants' pragmatic competence across
locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary dimensions. These results provide strong
empirical support for the effectiveness of speech act-based instruction in enhancing the
pragmatic skills of pre-service English teachers.

Table 3. Categorization of students based on pragmatic competence development

Level of Locution Illocution Perlocution Key Observations
Improvement
Minimal Change Limited Unclear intent Minimal listener  Struggled to adapt speech to
accuracy impact context; required more
scaffolding and feedback
Moderate More consistent Improved intent Noticeable Demonstrated growing
Improvement usage recognition listener awareness, though still
response hesitant in spontaneous
interaction
Significant Accurate and Context- Strong Confident use of varied
Improvement appropriate sensitive intent ~ pragmatic speech acts; transferred
impact knowledge across situations

Thematic analysis of interviews and classroom observations revealed varying levels
of improvement in participants’ pragmatic competence following the speech act-based
instruction. Participants demonstrating minimal change often expressed uncertainty in
applying pragmatic knowledge, particularly in recognizing appropriate intent and
understanding listener expectations. One participant noted, "I understand the sentence, but |
still don’t know when it’s okay to say it politely or directly,” reflecting limited illocutionary
awareness. Another commented, "Sometimes I just guess what to say, but I'm not sure if it’s
the right way to ask in English," indicating a reliance on surface-level language knowledge
without sufficient contextual grounding. These learners often produced grammatically
correct sentences that failed to achieve the intended effect, as illustrated by the remark, "I
used the expression we learned, but my classmates still looked confused." This group appeared
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to need further scaffolding and extended exposure to authentic communicative situations to
fully internalize pragmatic norms.

In contrast, participants who showed moderate improvement displayed a growing
awareness of context and intent, though not yet fully confident in spontaneous
communication. One participant shared, "After practicing refusals, I feel more confident
saying 'nmo’ without sounding rude,” highlighting increased control over illocutionary
strategies. Another remarked, "I started paying attention to the situation before choosing my
words,"” which suggests progress in aligning speech with social cues. However, hesitation
remained a challenge for some: "I think I understand the rules better now, but I still hesitate
when I speak without notes.” These findings align with previous research (e.g., Takimoto,
2009) emphasizing the importance of continued contextualized practice for consolidating
pragmatic knowledge.

Participants demonstrating significant improvement exhibited strong control across
all three dimensions of pragmatic competence. These individuals reported increased
adaptability and confidence in real-time communication. One noted, "Now I can tell when to
be formal or casual depending on who I'm talking to,"” indicating advanced sociopragmatic
sensitivity. Another reflected, "Role-playing helped me realize how my words affect the
listener’s reaction,” showing heightened awareness of perlocutionary outcomes. This shift
from mechanical language use to context-driven expression was further evidenced by a
participant who stated, "I don’t just translate from Indonesian anymore. I think about what fits
the situation." Moreover, the development of communicative confidence was underscored by
the comment, "Before, I was afraid of making mistakes. Now, I try to adapt my language and
tone based on the person I talk to." These responses suggest that explicit, contextualized
instruction can significantly enhance learners’ ability to apply pragmatic knowledge flexibly
and appropriately, a skill that is critical for their future roles as language educators.

Students in the Minimal Change category demonstrated limited development across
all three dimensions of speech acts. Their utterances often lacked grammatical accuracy and
contextual appropriateness (locutionary), showed unclear speaker intent (illocutionary),
and failed to generate meaningful listener responses (perlocutionary). These students
struggled to adapt their language use to different social situations, reinforcing previous
research showing that learners with low metapragmatic awareness tend to rely on literal
meanings and formal accuracy rather than functional appropriateness (Jeon & Kaya, 2006;
Glaser, 2020; Ivanova, 2017). Their limited progress suggests that short-term instruction
may be insufficient for learners who require more time and support to internalize pragmatic
norms—an observation supported by Kasper and Rose (2002) and Yuan and Lee (2014) and
Hidayat et al. (2022), who argue that pragmatic development often requires sustained,
scaffolded, and context-rich exposure to speech act use.

Participants in the Moderate Improvement group consistently used linguistic forms
and demonstrated a growing awareness of speaker intent. Their speech acts began to elicit
appropriate responses, especially in rehearsed or familiar contexts, although they still
hesitated in spontaneous interaction. This finding reflects what House (1996) and Takimoto
(2009) emphasize: that pragmatic competence requires more than declarative knowledge—
it depends on repeated contextualized practice and the ability to apply knowledge flexibly in
real-time communication. Derakhshan et al. (2021) and Hussein et al. (2020) further note
that communicative competence improves when learners actively engage in discourse-
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based, task-supported activities. In this study, learners in this group appeared to benefit
from structured instruction but would likely gain more with additional opportunities for
feedback, improvisation, and authentic language use (Pourmousavi & Zenouzagh, 2020). In
contrast, students in the Significant Improvement category exhibited strong and context-
sensitive performance across locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary dimensions.
Their utterances reflected grammatical accuracy, appropriate intent, and clear
communicative effect. These learners confidently adapted their language to diverse social
contexts, suggesting that they had internalized core pragmatic principles (Vu, 2017). This
group’s progress demonstrates the potential of explicit speech act-based instruction to
foster not only awareness but also pragmatic fluency and adaptability—skills that are
essential for future EFL educators (Masouleh et al., 2014; Chong-yuan, 2021)

CONCLUSION

Developing pragmatic awareness among pre-service teachers is essential in the
context of EFL teacher education, where communicative competence is a fundamental
instructional goal. This research investigated the impact of speech act-based instruction on
the pragmatic competence of pre-service English teachers at Universitas Kristen Indonesia
Tomohon. The study examined changes in participants' ability to comprehend, produce, and
respond to speech acts appropriately across locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary
dimensions through a mixed-methods approach. Quantitative results showed statistically
significant improvement, particularly in the accurate use of grammatical forms and the
recognition of communicative intent. Although progress in perlocutionary competence was
more limited, qualitative findings revealed that many participants began to demonstrate
increased awareness of listener impact and contextual nuance. These outcomes affirm the
value of integrating explicit pragmatic instruction into teacher training programs,
emphasizing structured practice, interactional feedback, and real-world communication
scenarios. Enhancing pragmatic competence at the pre-service level ensures that future
teachers are linguistically proficient and prepared to model effective, socially appropriate
language use in diverse educational settings.
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