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Abstract 
Pragmatic competence has become an essential component of L2 (second language) proficiency. 
The purpose of this case study is to investigate how pragmatic competence in English is taught 
in a public Swedish secondary and upper secondary school. The aim with this study is to reach 
an in-depth understanding of how the teachers in this specific school view, value and teach 
pragmatic competence. The study has a qualitative approach and was conducted through semi-
structured interviews with two teachers. In addition to the interviews, an analysis of the 
pedagogic material used in the classroom was made. The most significant findings of the study 
show that pragmatic competence and cultural knowledge are teachable and are indeed being 
taught in the studied school. Different types of oral activities are the mostly used pedagogical 
practices to teach different aspects of pragmatic competence. The aspects of pragmatic 
competence that are in focus, in both secondary and upper secondary school, are formal and 
informal language, adaptation of the language and politeness.  
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1. Introduction 

Pragmatic competence has become an essential component of L2 (second language) 
proficiency, and this competence can be broadly defined as the ability to communicate and 
interpret meaning in social interactions (Taguchi, 2011). This case study will investigate how 
pragmatic competence is taught in a public Swedish school, which has two school forms; year 
7-9 (grundskola in Swedish, which is the compulsory education) and also gymnasium (which is 
not part of the compulsory education, but of the stage that follows just after). I have chosen to 
call year 7-9 secondary school and gymnasium upper secondary school. The study will be 
conducted through semi-structured interviews with teachers and analysis of the textbooks used 
in class. The aim with this qualitative study is to reach an in-depth understanding of how the 
teachers in this specific school view, value and teach pragmatic competence.  
 
1.1 Background  

The Swedish school is nationally ruled by curriculums. There are different curriculums, 
depending on the school form and subject. The school forms that will be focused on in this case 
study are secondary and upper secondary school. Therefore, a brief presentation of the content 
of the curriculums in the subject of English, regarding the communicative ability, will follow. 
 
1.1.1 Curriculum of the subject of English 

In the curriculums of both secondary and upper secondary school, one of the aims in the subject 
of English is for the students to develop an “overall communicative ability”1. The curriculum 
includes definitions of the communication skills which are included in the overall 
communicative ability in both secondary and upper secondary school.  These definitions are 
consistently called reception, production and interaction. The overall communicative ability also 
includes adaptation of the English language and the ability to use different strategies to support 
communication. Adaptation of the English language is explained as the ability to adapt the 
language to different situations, purposes and audiences. The formulations regarding the overall 
communicative ability are similar in secondary and upper secondary school.  
     As we can see, the ability to adapt one’s language to contextual demands is emphasized as an 
important skill to develop in the English subject´s curriculum, both in secondary and upper 
secondary school. Both curriculums refer and relate to the view of language ability and learning 
explained in the CEF (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, 
teaching and assessment) and the meaning of communicative competence is explained as 
follows; “Communicative competence in a narrower sense comprises the following 
components: linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic competence” (2009:106). Since the school 
reform in year 2011, the connection to the CEF was even more strengthened in the curriculum 
(Skolverket. Läroplaner, ämnen och kurser. 2013). 
     In secondary school, the Swedish education department (Skolverket) has published a material 
providing a deeper understanding of the texts in the curriculum. The overall communicative 
ability is explained as follows; 

                                                        
1 Own translation: ”Allsidig kommunikativ förmåga” 
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The social and intercultural aspects in the overall communicative ability mean that you can 
adapt your language to different situations, purposes and audiences. Knowing and using the 
cultural codes and the language needed to communicate in both formal and informal situations 
are included in these social and intercultural skills. It can be about word choice, language 
markers of politeness, how to start a letter or email, how to behave in different contexts or 
how to say thank you and no2 (Kommentarmaterial till kursplanen i engelska, 2011:9)   

 
In upper secondary school, the content of the curriculum is explained in a comment directly 
linked to the curriculum which is called “about the subject”. Here, the overall communicative 
ability is explained as follows;  
 

It is about knowing and using the parlance and cultural codes which is needed to be able to 
communicate in different, both formal and informal, situations. It could be the choice of words 
and expressions, or to be polite in an appropriate manner. A certain way of expression can 
thus be linguistically correct but still not adequate considering the situation, purpose and 
audience3 (Skolverket. Läroplaner, ämnen och kurser. 2013). 

 
As shown in the curriculums, one of the aims with developing an overall communicative ability 
is the adaptation of the language to the context, which is an important aspect of pragmatic 
competence. This leads us to the research questions that will be asked in this study (see 2.1 
Research questions). 
 
1.2 Theory and previous research 

In this section a historical background of the term communicative competence will be briefly 
summarized, along with relevant theories and previous research of the field of pragmatics. 
Overall, the theoretical framework of this essay is within sociolinguistics and second language 
acquisition (SLA). 
 
1.2.1 Communicative competence 

Previous research on communicative competence is quite plentiful. Many linguists have studied 
the topic with different perspectives, such as e.g. Chomsky (1965), Hymes (1966), Halliday 
(1973), Widdowson (1978), Munby (1978), Canale & Swain (1980), Savignon (1983) and 
Bachman (1990). Due to the limitations of this paper I cannot discuss all the different 
definitions of communicative competence. Thus, I have selected the ones that are most relevant: 
Hymes (1966), Canale & Swain (1980) and Bachmann (1990). They focus on aspects of 
sociolinguistic and pragmatic competence in language and they are therefore most appropriate 
for the purpose of this study. 

                                                        
2 Own translation. 

3 Own translation. 
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     Hymes (1966) reacted against Chomsky´s (1965) limited definition of competence and 
coined the term communicative competence. Hymes (1966) definition of this competence was 
the intuitive functional knowledge and control of the principles of language use. A language 
user needs to know how to use the language appropriately, not only correctly. Thus, Hymes 
added a sociolinguistic perspective to Chomsky´s linguistic view of competence. However, 
Hymes´ approach does not diminish the importance of learning the grammatical rules, and this 
issue was later identified by Canale & Swain (1980) and Canale (1983) as four components, or 
subcategories, of communicative competence. To be precise; in 1980, Canale & Swain 
introduced the three components of grammatical, sociolinguistic and strategic competence. In 
1983, Canale refined the model and added discourse competence. The four components of 
communicative competence are explained as follows; 
 

1. Grammatical competence: knowledge of lexical items, rules of morphology, syntax, 
sentence-grammar semantics and phonology. 

2. Discourse competence: the ability to connect sentences in stretches of discourse and to 
form a meaningful whole out of a series of utterances, which include both spoken 
conversations and written texts. 

3. Sociolinguistic competence: the knowledge of the sociocultural rules of language and 
discourse. 

4. Strategic competence: the ability to use strategies to compensate for breakdowns in 
communication due to performance variables or due to insufficient competence.   
 

The concepts proposed by both Hymes and Canale & Swain have been developed and modified 
over the years by several linguists. One of them is Bachman (1990) who created a scheme of 
what he called language competence. He divided language competence in two nodes; 
organizational competence and pragmatic competence. Grammatical and discourse (renamed to 
textual) competence was placed under organizational competence. Illocutionary and 
sociolinguistic competence was placed under pragmatic competence. He separated the strategic 
competence from this scheme of communicative language ability and added it to an additional 
scheme. Bachman´s view of language competence is one of the most recent profound surveys in 
the term communicative competence. 
     The model of communicative competence has been discussed and criticized by many 
scholars, (e.g. Shaw, 1992; Cetinavci, 2012) and no one is entirely satisfied with the model. On 
the other hand, this essay will not study the whole notion of communicative competence, but 
instead narrow it down and focus on the component of pragmatic competence. However, to 
understand the concept of pragmatic competence it is important to understand the background of 
communicative competence and how it has developed historically. 
 

1.2.2 Interlanguage pragmatics 

The field of pragmatics is broad and encompasses several matters. Yule (1966) defined the 
study of pragmatics as the study of interactions among people, who produce meanings and 
perform actions in a context, both cultural and situational. Interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) is a 
second-generation hybrid which has been studied by Kasper and Blum-Kulka (1993), among 
others. It is broadly defined as the study of nonnative speakers' use and acquisition of linguistic 
action patterns in a L2. The study of interlanguage pragmatics and especially the link between 
language and culture has gained wide appeal internationally, and has received attention in the 



4 
 

field of language education over the last 30 years (Ishihara & Cohen, 2010). As we noted in the 
brief overview of communicative competence, (1.2.1) learning a second language is not only 
learning vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation. One must also learn the appropriate way to 
use the words and sentences in the second language.  
     Much of the work in interlanguage pragmatics has been conducted within the framework of 
speech acts, such as apologizing, complaining, making requests, refusing things/invitations, 
complimenting or thanking. Therefore, speech acts have an important role in L2 pragmatics and 
communication (Ishihara & Cohen, 2010:7). Other aspects of interlanguage pragmatics are 
social and cultural norms. Having social and cultural knowledge about the speech community is 
needed to be able to be pragmatically appropriate in the L2 (Ishihara & Cohen, 2010:14). In this 
case study, I will refer to the term pragmatic competence. As the concept of this term might be 
interpreted in different ways, I want to highlight that with the term pragmatic competence, the 
notions that are referred to and therefore in focus are both pragmalinguistic competence and 
sociopragmatic competence, as proposed by Leech (1983) and Thomas (1983). Briefly, 
pragmalinguistics refers to the language or communication, meanwhile sociopragmatics refers 
to the situation or context. 
 
1.2.3 Teaching interlanguage pragmatics  
Since pragmatic norms vary so much, even within a certain speech community, they are not 
absolute or fixed. This aspect leads us to the question if pragmatic competence is teachable in 
the classroom context. Rose (2005) provides evidence demonstrating the teachability of 
pragmatic features. It also appears that instruction in L2 pragmatics is effective, and exceeds 
exposure alone in the learning of L2 pragmatics. Therefore, this study rests on the assumption 
that pragmatic competence can be effectively taught. Negretti´s study (1999) for instance 
emphasizes the importance of practicing pragmatic routines in the classroom, and showed that 
computer-assisted language-learning could be conducive to learning pragmalinguistic features 
such as e.g. greetings and turn-taking. To be able to develop pragmatic competence, some 
researchers argue that a certain level of general language competence is needed. Bardovi-Harlig 
(1999) points out the necessity of grammatical competence. Learners who do not have a variety 
of verbal forms as part of their linguistic repertoire, will be limited in their ability to express 
pragmatic functions. Although grammatical competence may not be a sufficient condition for 
pragmatic development, it may be a necessary condition. This is one reason why this case study 
is focusing on the later school years of learning English; in order to develop pragmatic 
competence, the students need to have a basic ground of linguistic repertoire which they 
hopefully have learned in school years 1-6. 
1.2.3.1 Challenges with teaching pragmatics 

One ought to be aware that there can be challenges or pedagogical implications with teaching 
pragmatics. Latha & Rayan (2012) studied L2 teachers in English and saw that the teachers do 
not focus on teaching pragmatic competence and that the lack of pragmatic competence affects 
students’ communication negatively in L2. The authors conclude that the challenge for teaching 
pragmatics in L2 is whether the teacher can arrange learning opportunities and pedagogical 
practices in such a way that it benefits the development of pragmatic competence. Ishihara 
(2009) points out other aspects of challenges with teaching and assessing pragmatics. Given that 
pragmatic competence is context-bound, pragmatic skills would ideally be assessed in authentic 
social interaction, in the particular context. A metapragmatic analysis is needed when the 
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context is not the native culture or speech community. A pedagogical implication for teaching 
pragmatics is that the teacher has to simulate scenarios, which are not authentic. Further, 
Ishihara argues that teachers must evaluate learners´ pragmatic use of language not in terms of 
how much it approximates native speaker norms, but based on learners´ intended meanings and 
the nuances they choose to communicate. In other words, whether they elect to converge on or 
diverge from community norms. Brubaek (2013) investigated the level of pragmatic 
competence among Norwegian EFL (English as a Foreign Language) students and she came to 
the conclusion that the teachers expressed insecurity in terms of teaching pragmatic 
competence. The teachers also indicated that other aspects of language were more important, 
such as grammar, reading and writing. They seemed to ignore the central position that pragmatic 
competence is given in the English subject curriculum.  
     In Sweden, I hypothesize a similar situation to the scenario described by Brubaek (2013), 
given by the justification that pragmatic competence is not a subject that has been an obligatory 
component in the teacher´s program which I have studied. Personally, I have chosen pragmatics 
as an optional course within linguistics, due to personal interest. In addition, my personal 
experience is that pragmatic competence was not something that was especially focused on 
when I did my teacher´s training. This hypothesis leads to the research questions that will be 
asked in this case study. 

 
 
 

2. Aim 

As stated in the introduction, this essay attempts to investigate how pragmatic competence is 
taught in a public Swedish school. With the case study, I expect to reach an in-depth 
understanding of how the teachers in this specific school view, value and teach pragmatic 
competence.  
 
2.1 Research questions 

By using the collected data, the present study will seek to answer the following questions: 
• Do Swedish teachers teach pragmatic competence in English in secondary and upper 

secondary school? If so, which pedagogical practices are used in the classroom and 
which aspects of pragmatics are taught?  

• Do the teachers believe that pragmatic and cultural competence is teachable within the 
classroom context? Are there challenges or implications with teaching this area? 

• Are the aims in the curriculum regarding pragmatic competence realistic? What is the 
teachers´ opinion of the curriculum´s connection to the CEF? 

• Was pragmatic competence valued or taught to the teachers when they studied to 
become a teacher?  

 
 

3. Method 

This essay is a qualitative case study exploring and investigating the questions mentioned 
above. The purpose is to investigate how pragmatic competence in English is taught in a 
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Swedish secondary and upper secondary school. The qualitative approach, chosen in this study, 
does not aim to achieve broad generalizations but to get deeper insights in the specific school 
and its context. John Creswell (2007, p.73) describes the case study as a research involving the 
study of an issue within a bounded system (i.e., a setting, a context). It is a qualitative approach 
in which the investigator explores the case through detailed, in-depth data collection involving 
multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, documents and reports).  
     Before the interview, an information and consent note were sent to the informants (see 
appendix B). Among others, one aim was to guarantee that the informants understood what I 
meant by pragmatic competence. I explained the aim of the study and attached extracts from the 
curriculum of the subject English that refer to pragmatic competence. Semi-structured 
interviews were conducted, which balance structure and flexibility (Gillham, 2008, p. 203).  
Both of the informants were asked the same questions (see appendix A), but follow-up 
questions were added to encourage the informants to develop their reasoning. Before the start of 
the interview, the informant was asked if the interview could be conducted in English. Both 
informants accepted and the interviews were therefore carried out in English. The interviews 
were recorded and later transcribed. After the interviews, I borrowed the pedagogic material 
(primarily textbooks) used in the classroom and did a close-reading and analysis. Thus, the 
sources of information used in this study were interviews and analyses of the pedagogic 
material used in class (See 4.1 Textbooks and 4.2 Interviews for more specific information and 
details regarding the textbooks and the informants). 
     The school chosen for this study is a public school geographically located in one of the 
western districts within the municipality of the city of Stockholm. This school collaborates in 
some aspects between secondary and upper secondary years as they share the same building. 
For instance, some teachers work in both school forms. The informants in this case study only 
teach one of the school forms this school year, but it can be different other school years 
depending on the amount of students. The choice to study this school was strategic, as both 
secondary and upper secondary school forms would give a broader perspective, than just one 
school form. The choice of a school with both school forms was also motivated by personal 
learning reasons: when my education is finished I will be a certified teacher in both secondary 
and upper secondary school. Finally, the choice to focus on the teachers and textbooks, instead 
of on the lessons and students, is due to limitation of time. Interviews and analysis of written 
material was the most time-efficient way to gather data for the purpose of this study.  

 
 
 

4.  Results 

The following results were gathered. The structure of the content is divided by themes, which 
have emerged after the analysis of the data. The themes are: Pragmatics and culture, 
Pedagogical practices and aspects, Challenges, Curriculum and CEF, Teacher education and 
Textbooks. First of all, Table 1 aims to give an overview over the findings. After the table, the 
results are presented; divided in textbooks and interviews. A brief summary of each part is 
added in the end, which aims to clarify the content and/or aspect of each theme.   
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Table 1: 
 

 Pragmatics 
and culture 

Pedagogical 
practices and 
aspects 

Challenges Curriculum 
and CEF 

Teacher 
education 

Textbooks 

Teacher 1 Pragmatics is 
how we 
actually use the 
language. Both 
pragmatic 
competence 
and cultural 
knowledge is 
teachable.  

Oral exercises and 
presentations; 
interviews, dialogues, 
role-plays and 
conversational 
exercises. Formal and 
informal language, 
politeness, adaptation 
of language, phatic 
talk, idioms and 
dialects.   

The classes 
are too big. 

The aims in the 
curriculum are 
realistic. 
Positive with 
the connection 
to the CEF. It is 
up to the teacher 
to implement 
pragmatic and 
cultural 
competence.  

No focus on 
pragmatics, 
rather on 
grammar and 
writing. 

Pragmatic aspects 
in secondary 
school textbooks: 
informal and 
formal language, 
socio-pragmatic 
and inter-cultural 
knowledge. 

Teacher 2 Pragmatics is 
about 
communication 
and adaptation 
of the 
language. Both 
pragmatic 
competence 
and cultural 
knowledge is 
teachable. 

Oral exercises and 
presentations; group 
discussions, role-
plays and debates. 
Formal and informal 
language, politeness, 
adaptation of 
language, speech acts 
and idioms. 

Unrealistic 
learning 
situations. 
Lack of 
teacher´s 
pragmatic or 
cultural 
knowledge. 

The aims in the 
curriculum are 
realistic. 
Positive with 
the connection 
to the CEF and 
refers to it in 
class. It is up to 
teacher to 
implement the 
CEF. 

No focus on 
pragmatics, 
rather on 
writing 
competence. 

Pragmatic aspects 
in upper 
secondary school 
textbooks: speech 
acts, idioms, 
formal and 
informal 
language. 
 
  

 
 
 
 
4.1 Textbooks 

In the following section, the content of the studied textbooks will be presented. I have selected 
parts that represent pragmatic competence in some aspect. The content is divided in secondary 
and upper secondary school, and a brief summary is added in the end, to clarify which aspects 
of pragmatics are focused on in the textbooks. 
 
Secondary school 

The books that were studied in secondary school were “Wings”, both textbooks and workbooks. 
These books are created for year 7 and 8 in secondary school.  
 
Wings 7 blue:  

• Examples of letters to pop stars.  
• Useful phrases when you go shopping and differences in clothes sizes Sweden-USA-

UK. Exercise: role play in a shopping mall.  
• Useful phrases when you eat out. Exercises: role plays (at the restaurant + at the dinner 

table visiting a British family). Texts about popular British and American dishes. 
• Useful phrases when you are asking the way and moving around a city. 
• Texts about British holiday traditions. Exercise: group discussion about similarities and 

differences between Swedish and British holiday traditions. 
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Wings 8 red 

• Texts about American holiday traditions. Exercise: dialogue with a classmate about 
similarities and differences between Swedish and American holiday traditions.  

• An example of a formal letter to an authority, notes about the structure and different 
phrases.  

 
Summary secondary school 

After the analysis of the textbooks used in class, we can see that the pragmatic aspects that are 
in focus are informal and formal language, sociopragmatic and intercultural knowledge. 
 
 
 
Upper secondary school 

The books that were studied in upper secondary school were “Progress Gold A”, “Progress Gold 
B” and “Classroom fluency tools”.  “Progress Gold” is aimed primarily for the academic 
programs in upper secondary school, as well as for adult learners. English 6 corresponds to the 
second course given in upper secondary school and English 7 corresponds to the subsequent 
course after English 6. “Classroom fluency tools” is a material created by a company called EF 
(Education First), which is dedicated to language studies abroad for students and adults aged 16 
and above. 
 
English 6: Progress Gold A 

• Advice on group discussions: Listening, Cooperating, Leading, Restating, Asking 
questions and Saying enough. Belonging useful phrases to each of these speech acts. 

• Examples of formal and informal letters. Exercise: to write own letters. 
 
 
English 7: Progress Gold B 

• Examples of idioms and proverbs.  
• Opening phrases dialogues, e.g. At a party, In a park, On a train. Exercise: Make own 

dialogues in pairs. 
 
 
EF Classroom Fluency Tools 

• Different communication activities organized in the different stages of language 
competence from the CEF (A1-C2). E.g. asking and giving advice cards.  

• Examples of expressions and responses, everyday conversations and idioms. E.g.: 
• Introducing yourself in informal situations and ending an informal conversation. 
• Correcting a misunderstanding 
• Asking, giving and refusing permission 
• Making, accepting and declining invitations 
• Asking about prices and services 
• Identifying and responding to cultural differences 
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Summary upper secondary school 

After the analysis of the textbooks used in class, we can see that the pragmatic aspects that are 
in focus are speech acts, idioms, formal and informal language. 
 
 
4.2 Interviews 

In the following section, a brief presentation of the informants is first made. Second, selected 
relevant parts of the transcribed material are presented, which have been divided in themes. For 
the convenience of the reader; the key sentences and words of the transcribed material are 
underlined. In addition, a brief summary of the results of each theme is added in the end.  
 
Teacher 1: T1 
Teacher in secondary school, this school year s/he teaches English in class 7 and 8 (other school 
years: also teacher in upper secondary school). 
Subjects: has a teacher´s degree in English and French, but do also teach German and Spanish.  
T1 has worked as a teacher for 22 years. 
 
Teacher 2: T2 
Teacher in upper secondary school, this school year s/he teaches the courses English 6 and 7 
(other school years: also teacher in secondary school). 
Subjects: teacher´s degree in English and Italian. 
T2 has worked as a teacher for 4 years. 
 
 
4.2.1 Pragmatics and culture 

I asked the teachers how they would define pragmatic competence. 
 

(1) “How we actually use the language, both written and oral but maybe most oral. For 
example how you use the language in a formal and an informal way” (T1) 

 
(2) “For me it is mostly about communication, to be able to communicate with a certain 

kind of speaker in a certain kind of situation. How to adapt your language to a specific 
situation so the message goes through and the recipient can understand you. Of course, 
also to know when to use formal and informal language. In some situations you can´t 
use offensive language. I would say that pragmatic competence is knowing how to 
communicate effectively. (T2) 
	  

 
I asked the teachers if pragmatic competence is teachable within the classroom context. 

(3) “Yes, it is” (T1) 
 

(4) “Yes, absolutely” (T2) 
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I asked the teachers if it is possible to teach the students about the target culture within the 
classroom context. 
 

(5) “Yes, it´s possible to teach. Personally, I am really fond of realia and geography. 
Geography is not only about rivers, mountains etc. It is also about culture, the way 
people speak and how you say hello. I talk to the students about the English culture, or 
Great Britain, I have been there more than America. I usually say that Great Britain is 
very modern, but at the same time it is a conventional society with many rules. For 
example, when you pass someone in a crowded bus, you have to say “excuse me” and 
other cordial rules. We have to be aware about cultural differences. In Sweden, we are 
quieter and we do not talk to each other that much” (T1).  
 

(6) “It is absolutely possible to teach. We, the English teachers in upper secondary school, 
have 2 major projects; Australia and South Africa. We look at different aspects of the 
language, history and the culture. Also a bit on specific cultural codes in those 
countries. When we work with Australia, I tell my students that when you sit beside a 
stranger on the bus, it is expected that you talk to that person, whereas in Sweden this is 
almost offensive, and it is really not expected from you” (T2). 
	  

4.2.1.1 Summary pragmatics and culture 

As shown in (1) and (2), the teachers are aware of the meaning of pragmatic competence. As 
shown in (3), (4), (5) and (6) both teachers believe that both pragmatic competence and cultural 
knowledge are teachable within a classroom context. When we talked about teaching students 
about culture, both teachers brought up aspects of politeness, which is a well-studied area within 
pragmatics.  
	  

	  
 
4.2.2 Pedagogical practices and aspects 

I asked the teachers how they work with and teach pragmatic competence. Which methods, 
tasks and activities are used in the classroom? Which aspects of pragmatic competence do they 
focus on? 

 
(7) “In class 7 we have started with a theme; music. They make up interviews with different 

pop stars and will later on do an oral presentation in front of the rest of the class. This 
makes them reflect on how to address the person, do you say the first name or surname? 
Which level of politeness is required? They notice that there is a difference talking to a 
pop star and with a bank man, or an enterprise. One student said that “the environments 
differ, and therefore, the language differs”. You are more formal with a bank man than 
with a pop star. (….) For me, politeness is very important. Every time I start a lesson, I 
welcome every student with eye contact, a hello, and we shake hands. Some students 
feel that this is unnecessary and take time, as they are 32 students. But I hope that it 
teaches them something about politeness and respect” (T1). 
 

(8) “They have also been writing letters, and we have talked about the structure of a letter, 
such as; opening phrases, “Dear Mr.” or just the first name, how you introduce yourself 
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and how you should organize the rest of the text in a letter. Should you write “Love” or 
“Yours, faithfully”? Sometimes you must remind them about the importance of 
politeness in letters, and certain courtesy phrases, such as “I look forward to hearing 
from you” or “Thank you in advance”. After we discussed this, the students felt that 
they can´t mix formal and informal language, but even if you use informal language, 
you still have to be polite. Next semester we will have a theme about health, and they 
will do exercises as interviewing a politician. We will have discussions about how and 
why do we have to adapt the language, when talking to a politician, or to a certain 
community?” (T1).	   
 

(9) “An example is oral exercises, how to find your way in London. How do you ask for 
direction? What is the name of the different transports? In general, the students know 
more about English computer language and terms, but they have forgotten about basic 
English language. They get much of their input from computer games and media” (T1). 
 

(10) ”We talk about the importance of small talk, or conversational rules when you 
are doing business. Phatic talk, that what you say is not always what you mean, maybe a 
business associate invites you to their home, without really meaning it, and then you 
should be able to interpret this in a correct way. Sometimes you need to be able to read 
between the lines, to convey the correct meaning” (T1). 
 

(11) “We learn about idioms. We work with dialogues, role plays and conversational 
exercises, for example how you order food in restaurants. This is not as easy as they 
think. We also talk about how to make job applications. Differences between RP and 
GA, and dialects within countries. In conclusion, cultural knowledge and politeness is 
the most important aspects of pragmatic competence, in my opinion” (T1). 

 
(12) “The requirements on formal English in the courses English 6 and 7 are high. I 

really want them to adapt their language, for example in a group discussion. This aim to 
express themselves with adaptation to the purpose and situation is also given to the 
students in a written form of grading criteria.  An example is when we read the book 
Mice and men by John Steinbeck. I organized the students in groups of 3 or 4, with 10 
questions to discuss. I tried to be clear to them that this not a chat in a café, they need to 
structure their language. Present in a formal and correct way, and of course in a polite 
way. It is very important to invite each other into the discussion. This is also something 
that is highlighted in the national test. You gain a lot of extra points if you invite the 
others in the group to contribute to the discussion, with questions like “What do you 
think?”, “Do you have something to say about that?”, “Can we move on from here”? 
This is something I really try to highlight, but the students find it quite tricky. Very 
often, they are way too focused on their own language and their own grammatical 
competence and which words to use. Which is good of course, but they need to 
remember to cooperate more” (T2). 

 
(13) “We work with a material from EF language, called Classroom fluency tools. It 

is a lot of role-plays, for example on called “Giving advice”, half of the class gets 
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problem cards and half of the class gets expert cards. I teach them how to give advice, 
how to ask for help and how to answer if you can´t help the person” (T2).  

 
(14) “One example is that I make debates in English 6 and 7. They can choose from 

different topics that they are interested in, but it is a formal debate. We learn about how 
a debate is structured, which language to use and what to think about. In general, we 
work a lot with discussions on different topics. I go around in the classroom, listen to 
them and make sure that they take initiative in the discussion” (T2).   
 

(15) “British idioms and exercises with idioms are very common in the textbooks, 
even the informal ones. If they can use idioms in a group discussion they gain extra 
points, this shows that they have learned a new level of the language” (T2). 

	  
4.2.2.1 Summary pedagogical practices and aspects 

In secondary school the practices are most about oral exercises and presentations as we can see 
in (7) and (9). The types of oral exercises the students work with are interviews, dialogues, role-
plays and conversational exercises (7, 8, 9 and 11). Another practice is writing letters (8), where 
the students learn the differences between formal and informal language and also aspects of 
politeness. We can also see in (7) and (8) that through these exercises the students start to reflect 
about adapting the language. This shows in the comment made by a student in secondary 
school; “the environments differ, and therefore, the language differs”. Other aspects in 
secondary school are phatic talk, idioms and dialects (10, 11), which can be seen as socio-
pragmatic knowledge. The readings of the textbooks showed that they work with aspects of 
informal language in year 7 and formal language in year 8. The books also showed different 
examples of socio-pragmatic and inter-cultural knowledge.  
     In upper secondary school, they also work with oral exercises and presentations, such as 
group discussions, role-plays and debates (12, 13 and 14). As shown in (12) and (14) the 
students practice to adapt the language, especially into formal and polite English. The teacher 
highlights the importance of cooperating and inviting each other in the discussion, which can be 
seen as an aspect of pragmatic competence. As we can see in (13), they work with speech acts, 
in the form of role-plays. The study of textbooks and especially the book “EF classroom fluency 
tools” shows different examples of speech acts and everyday conversations.  As shown in (15) 
and the study of the textbooks, examples of British idioms and proverbs are very common. 
	  

	  
 
4.2.3 Challenges 

I asked the teachers about challenges and pedagogical implications about teaching and assessing 
pragmatic competence.  
 

(16) “Earlier years we had smaller classes, around 20 students, but unfortunately, due 
to the economic situation the classes are now bigger. We now have 32 students per class 
and it is a challenge to make everybody speak, and to be able to listen to all students in 
one lesson. Some of the students are shy and do not want to speak. We have organized 
the classroom so they sit in in groups of 4, instead of rows. I and my colleagues felt that 
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they did not see each other before, and it was not polite. This new way of sitting has 
opened up the atmosphere and it is more inviting to speak. When the classes are so big, 
it is a challenge to assess their oral competence, I have to listen to them separately. It is 
important with a permitting environment, you don’t giggle when someone else speaks. 
For me this is politeness, in practice, and it is a challenge” (T1).  
 

(17) “We try to teach this as much as possible, even though it can be difficult because 
I haven’t been to Australia myself. I have only spoken to people from Australia and 
read about it. The best way to learn is to be there and to see it with your own eyes. 
Textbooks today are better to focus on these things, but books are not the real life. The 
textbooks can´t teach you everything about reality, it is different outside the classroom. 
The ultimate way to learn would be to travel to the country with the students. Maybe 
have friend schools to visit and pen pals. Unfortunately, we do not have this at the 
moment, due to lack of time and money. But I guess that would be a good way to 
develop pragmatic competence” (T2). 

	  
4.2.3.1 Summary challenges 

First of all, regarding assessing pragmatic competence in general, the focus in secondary school 
is mainly on cultural knowledge and politeness, as we can see in (11). In upper secondary 
school, the focus is mainly on formal English and the ability to adapt the language to the 
purpose and situation, as we can see in (12). Furthermore, as shown in (16) and (17) one 
pedagogical implication with teaching and assessing pragmatic competence is the economic 
situation; the lack of time and money. In secondary school, (16), the classes are too big. It is 
hard to make everybody speak and to assess their oral competence. In upper secondary school 
(17), the teacher wishes a more realistic learning situation, such as traveling to friend schools or 
writing to pen pals. In (17), T2 also brings up that it is difficult for a teacher to teach about 
pragmatic competence, which is linked to the country´s culture, when one has not visited the 
actual country.  
 

 
 

4.2.4 Curriculum and CEF 

I asked the teachers if the aims in the curriculum and the CEF regarding pragmatic competence 
are realistic. We also talked about the curriculums and the CEF, in general. 
 

(18) “Yes, they are realistic. It would be boring if the students can´t connect formal 
learning with their future. It is important to follow these aims. The communicative 
aspect makes you open your mind; it makes it more interesting for both the students the 
teachers. (…) Good with the connection to the communicative aspect in the CEF, some 
students will maybe want to work in another European country. It is therefore important 
that they know how to behave and communicate in another country” (T1). 

 
(19) “I feel that the textbooks in English do not bring up cultural structures and 

differences sufficiently. It is much more common in the textbooks of Modern 
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languages.  In general, it is up to the teacher to implement pragmatic and cultural 
competence. You have to take responsibility and be stubborn” (T1). 

 
(20) “Yes, they are realistic. Good that they are there. They need to learn formal 

language and not to swear or use offensive language.  Many of the students need to 
practice this, and I often have to tell them that they can´t use offensive language in the 
classroom, it is not appropriate. (…) Skolverket recommends CEF, but the school 
management does not require this, it is more up to the teacher how much you want to 
implement the CEF. The new curriculum in English in Gy11 is based on the CEF, so 
when we had a conference about Gy11 they talked quite a lot about the CEF. Skolverket 
has sent material about this. To the students, I refer to the different levels of language 
competence that is presented in the CEF. I narrowed it down a bit. And in the beginning 
of the semester the students make a self-evaluation, where they think they are. (…) 
Many of them have high confidence in English and think that they are at C1 o C2. In the 
beginning and the end of the course, when I speak about the grades and aims, I try to 
refer to the levels in CEF, and which level is expected in the course they are taking. I 
talk about the purpose with the CEF, to have a common ground in several countries. 
However, I would like to learn more about how to use the CEF in my teaching” (T2).  

 
4.2.4.1 Summary curriculum and CEF 

As shown in (18) and (20), both teachers believe that the aims in the curriculum are realistic. 
Both teachers also point out that it is up the individual teacher how much s/he wants to 
implement pragmatic competence, cultural knowledge and the CEF. Both teachers are positive 
to the CEF and its aspects. 
 
 

 
4.2.5 Teacher education 

I asked the teachers if pragmatic competence was taught or valued when they studied on the 
university to become a teacher.  
 

(21) “No. I would say that the education when I studied was rather dogmatic than 
pragmatic. Grammar was the dominant part, and the writing. Now the oral part is more 
dominant than before, it is very good that the focus is more on communication. (…) I 
feel that pragmatics is more valued and worked with in Spanish and the other modern 
languages. Maybe because you start studying modern languages in class 6, compared to 
English where you start in a much earlier age. In English, you assume that they should 
have knowledge about culture, politeness etc., but sometimes this is something you 
have to introduce again and work more with” (T1). 

 
(22) “I don’t remember it, so I don’t think so. It was more focused on writing 

competence, creative writing and how to teach writing. I think that the oral part should 
be even more highlighted. If you ask the students how they will use their English, I 
think that about 90 % of them would say that they need it to speak. And maybe also to 
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read of course, but primarily how to use the language in an efficient and active way. So 
I would say that speaking is far more important than writing”. 

	  
4.2.5.1 Summary teacher education 

As shown in (21) and (22), both teachers say that pragmatic competence was not an area that 
was taught or valued when they studied. The focus was on writing and grammar. Both express 
an opinion that the focus should be more on communication and the oral competence.  

	  	  
 
 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

This study has made an attempt to investigate and understand how pragmatic competence in 
English is taught in a Swedish secondary and upper secondary school. In summary and overall, 
the results of the interviews and textbooks show that pragmatic competence and cultural 
knowledge is teachable and is indeed being taught in the studied school. Different types of oral 
activities are the mostly used pedagogical practices to teach different aspects of pragmatic 
competence. The aspects of pragmatic competence in focus, both in secondary and upper 
secondary school, are; formal and informal language, adaptation of the language and politeness. 
The analysis of the textbooks confirmed what was said in the interviews, and in some cases 
added extra information regarding certain themes. However, the teachers have pointed out 
certain challenges with both teaching and assessing pragmatics, such as pedagogical 
implications due to the economic situation. The teachers find the aims regarding pragmatic 
competence in the curriculum realistic and they are also positive to the connection to CEF. 
Finally, the teachers express a lack of focus on pragmatic competence in their own education. 
This summary of the results aims to answer the research questions that were asked (see 2.1 
Research questions). 
     Moreover, some conclusions that have been made will now be presented. First of all, I think 
that sending an information sheet (see appendix B) with references to the curriculum and CEF 
did affect the case study in a positive way. Hence, the teachers could start thinking about the 
subject before our meeting and the interview was therefore more efficient and in-depth. Second, 
in order to connect the results to the previous research, one can see that my results contradict the 
results of the study of Brubaek (2013), (see 1.2.3.1 Challenges with teaching pragmatics). I 
hypothesized a similar situation in my case study; that the teacher would express other aspects 
of language being more important, such as grammar, reading and writing. However, my results 
show that the teachers I interviewed in fact value pragmatic competence and they do not ignore 
the position nor the importance of this competence. Furthermore, according to my results, the 
main aims of the curriculum regarding pragmatic competence (see 1.1.1 Curriculum of the 
subject of English) is being taught by the teachers, that is, the students learn to adapt their 
language in different contexts. However, as T1 stated in (19), it is up to the teacher to 
implement pragmatic and cultural competence, one can therefore assume it can vary between 
teachers and also between schools.  
     Regarding the need of a metapragmatic analysis pointed out by Ishihara (see 1.2.3.1 
Challenges with teaching pragmatics), T2 brings up an important aspect in (17) which is the 
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difficulties for a teacher to teach cultural and pragmatic competence when one has not visited 
the actual country. In my opinion, a certain level of knowledge of the target speech community 
is needed in order to teach the students about pragmatic competence. But whose responsibility is 
it to assure this knowledge? The teacher education or the employer (more specifically; the 
school management)? If the teacher does not possess pragmatic competence, how will the 
students be able to develop it? In my view, the responsibility should be both of the teacher 
education and of the employer. The teacher education should have an obligatory course of 
pragmatics offering the latest research within this field, due to its variability over time and 
culture. The school should financially support travelling or courses in English-speaking 
countries for the teacher, and ideally also for the students if possible, in order to assure a certain 
level of knowledge of the target speech community. 
     Hopefully, this study can inspire future research on pragmatic competence in English in 
Swedish schools. First of all, the study can be made similarly, but in a larger scale with an aim 
to make a generalization or comparison. Second, it would be interesting to focus on the students 
and study their development of pragmatic competence. One could also focus on the goals and 
purposes of the students with their studies of English. Which type of communicative 
competence is prioritized; academic or interpersonal? This could be an interesting research 
question to study. 
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Appendix A 

Interview guide: 
 

1. How would you define pragmatic competence? (If necessary, refer to the 
curriculum´s definition and explanation, is this something that you think of as 
pragmatic competence?). Is this teachable within the classroom context? 

 
2. Is pragmatic competence something that you try to teach? (Follow-up questions: 

why, why not, etc) 
 

3. The link between language and culture, is this something that is possible to teach 
within a classroom context? How? 

 
4. Which aspects of pragmatic competence? (If necessary, ask specific about: 

speech acts, politeness, idioms, differences in levels of style, dialects, discourse 
competence, Grice´s maxims and interactional schemes) 

 
5. Which tasks or activities do you use in the classroom to enhance the 

development of pragmatic competence? Which practices (methods) are used? 
 

6. When you studied in the teacher´s programme, was pragmatic competence 
something that were taught or valued? 

 
7. Challenges or pedagogical implications with teaching/assessing pragmatic 

competence? 
 

8. Textbooks and other pedagogic material that lifts the topic of pragmatic 
competence? (Speech acts? Politeness? Etc.?) 

 
9.  Are the aims in the curriculum and CEF regarding pragmatic competence 

realistic (the ability to adapt the language to different situations, purposes and 
audiences)? 
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Appendix B 

I am working on a BA project focusing on how pragmatic competence in English is taught in a Swedish 
school. I am interested in understanding if pragmatic competence is an area which is focused on in your 
school, and if this is the case; which aspects of pragmatic competence. I would be very grateful if you 
could bring textbooks and/or any other pedagogic material used in the classroom, related with 
development of pragmatic competence (if this exist), to our interview. Preliminary extracts from the 
curriculum and GERS (Gemensam europeisk referensram för språk: lärande, undervisning och 
bedömning) that I will refer to in my essay are: 

”Förmåga att anpassa språket efter olika syften, mottagare och situationer” (Ämnesplan Engelska. 
Ämnets syfte). 

”Den allsidiga kommunikativa förmågan innebär bland annat att kunna anpassa sitt språk till olika 
situationer, syften och mottagare. Det handlar om att så långt som möjligt känna till och använda de 
kulturella koder och det språkbruk som behövs för att kommunicera i olika, både formella och informella, 
situationer. Det kan röra sig om val av ord och uttryck eller om att vara artig på ett lämpligt sätt. Ett visst 
sätt att uttrycka sig kan alltså vara språkligt korrekt men ändå inte anpassat med tanke på situation, syfte 
och mottagare”. (Ämnesplan Engelska. Om ämnet) 

”För att nå sitt kommunikativa syfte använder språkanvändarna/inlärarna 
ovannämnda allmänna färdigheter tillsammans med en mer specifikt språkrelaterad 
kommunikativ kompetens. Kommunikativ kompetens i en sådan 
snävare bemärkelse innefattar följande komponenter: 
• lingvistisk kompetens; 
• sociolingvistisk kompetens; 
• pragmatisk kompetens”. 
(GERS, sid. 106) 
 
I have been informed by Cajsa Plaza of the overall aims of her research, and I have voluntarily agreed to 
participate. I understand that no personal data will be disclosed at any point before or after publication, 
and that my privacy will be protected by omitting personal details that would allow for identification. I 
have been guaranteed complete confidentiality and anonymity.  

 

If you kindly agree to give your consent, please sign below. I would be glad to give you a copy of this 
form, and to answer any questions and concerns at any time. 

Name: 
 

Thank you in advance, 
Cajsa Plaza  
 
Contact details:  
cajsaplaza@hotmail.com 
tel: 0709461515 
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