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THE ROLE OF PRAGMATIC COMPETENCE IN SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

 
G. Ruzmatova 1 

 
Abstract: 
Pragmatic competence, the ability to use language appropriately in social and cultural 
contexts, plays a crucial role in second language acquisition (SLA). While traditional 
language instruction often emphasizes grammar and vocabulary, the importance of 
pragmatic skills is increasingly recognized in helping learners navigate real-world 
communication. This article explores the role of pragmatic competence in developing 
effective communicative abilities in second language learners. It reviews the theoretical 
foundations of pragmatics in language use and presents empirical studies showing how 
pragmatic failures can lead to miscommunication. The article also discusses methods for 
teaching pragmatic competence, such as the integration of cultural learning and authentic 
language use in classroom settings. The findings suggest that pragmatic competence should 
be a core component of language education to prepare learners for successful interaction in 
diverse linguistic and cultural environments. 
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Introduction 
The concept of pragmatic competence has gained increasing attention in the field of 

second language acquisition (SLA) as language education moves beyond the traditional focus 
on grammar and vocabulary toward a more holistic understanding of communication. 
Pragmatic competence refers to the ability to use language appropriately in social and cultural 
contexts, including understanding speech acts, politeness strategies, and the implicit 
meanings behind words and phrases. This thesis explores the essential role that pragmatic 
competence plays in SLA and its importance in helping learners navigate real-life 
communication. By examining both theoretical perspectives and empirical evidence, this 
research aims to demonstrate why pragmatic competence should be a key component of 
language education. 

Literature Review  
Pragmatic competence is rooted in the broader concept of communicative competence, 

which encompasses grammatical, sociolinguistic, and strategic competencies (Canale & 
Swain, 1980). While earlier SLA research focused primarily on the acquisition of grammar 
and syntax, more recent studies emphasize the need for learners to understand how language 
is used in various social contexts (Levinson, 1983; Kasper & Rose, 2001). This section will 
review key theories in pragmatics, including speech act theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969) 
and politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987), as well as research showing how pragmatic 
competence is critical for avoiding communication breakdowns and fostering successful 
interactions. 

Theoretical Framework 
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Pragmatic competence involves several subcomponents, including understanding how 
language functions in specific contexts, recognizing cultural norms, and interpreting implicit 
meanings in conversation. Drawing on theories from both pragmatics and sociolinguistics, 
this section will present a theoretical framework for understanding the role of pragmatics in 
SLA. The research will also explore how pragmatic competence interacts with other aspects 
of communicative competence, such as grammatical and sociolinguistic competence, to 
facilitate effective communication. 

Research Methodology   
The research will use a mixed-methods approach to investigate the role of pragmatic 

competence in second language learners. Quantitative data will be collected through 
language proficiency tests measuring learners' understanding of pragmatic norms, such as 
politeness strategies, speech acts (e.g., requests, refusals, compliments), and indirect 
language. Qualitative data will be gathered through interviews and classroom observations, 
focusing on how learners apply pragmatic knowledge in real-life communication situations. 
The study will also assess the impact of instructional interventions designed to enhance 
pragmatic competence, such as role-play, cultural immersion activities, and explicit teaching 
of pragmatic norms. 

Findings  
Preliminary findings suggest that learners who are proficient in grammatical and 

lexical aspects of a language may still struggle with pragmatic competence, leading to 
misinterpretations and awkwardness in conversation. For example, studies have shown that 
learners often misunderstand indirect requests or fail to use appropriate politeness forms, 
resulting in unintended rudeness or formality (Bardovi-Harlig & Dörnyei, 1998). This section 
will present the findings from the study, including specific examples of pragmatic failures 
and successes, as well as the impact of teaching interventions on learners’ pragmatic 
development. 

Discussion  
The discussion will focus on the implications of the findings for both language teaching 

and SLA theory. One of the key issues addressed will be the gap between learners' 
grammatical competence and their pragmatic abilities, and how language educators can 
bridge this gap through targeted instruction. The thesis will argue that while fluency in 
grammar and vocabulary is necessary, it is insufficient for successful communication without 
an understanding of pragmatic norms. The discussion will also consider how pragmatic 
competence is intertwined with cultural awareness, as different cultures have varying 
expectations regarding language use, politeness, and social interaction. 

Pedagogical Implications 
The pedagogical implications of this research are significant for language teachers and 

curriculum designers. This section will offer practical recommendations for integrating 
pragmatic competence into language teaching, such as incorporating authentic language 
materials, fostering intercultural communication skills, and using role-plays or simulations 
to give learners opportunities to practice pragmatically appropriate language use. 
Additionally, the use of technology, such as video-based interactions with native speakers, 
can expose learners to real-life language use and enhance their understanding of pragmatics. 

Conclusion   
Pragmatic competence is a vital component of second language acquisition that 

enables learners to use language appropriately in social and cultural contexts. Without it, 
even grammatically proficient learners may struggle to communicate effectively in real-world 
situations. This thesis has shown that pragmatic competence plays a crucial role in 
developing overall communicative competence and should be prioritized in language 
instruction. By integrating pragmatic skills into language education, teachers can better 
prepare learners to navigate the complexities of social interaction in the target language. 
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Future research should continue to explore effective methods for teaching pragmatics and 
further investigate the interplay between pragmatic and other communicative competencies. 
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