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Successful communication requires “Pragmatic Competence” or abilities to use appropriate
language in transferring one’s needs while maintaining a positive relationship with the interactant
(Thomas, 1995; Leech, 1983). This study was an attempt to investigate the pragmatic competence
of Thai Engineering students when making complaints and apologies through twelve sessions of
a pragmatic consciousness-raising approach (PCR). Perceptions toward the innovative teaching
activities were also examined. Both qualitative and quantitative methods were used to collect
data from forty-five engineering students (n=45) at a university in Thailand. Pre-test and posttest
written discourse completion tests (WDCTs) were administered and a semi-structured interview
was conducted. Three native speaker raters scored the performances through WDCTs using
assessment criteria from Hudson (2001) and Duan (2008). For data analysis, paired-samples
t-test was employed to compare the mean scores of students, while the researcher employed a
Grounded Theory’s color coding technique (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to generate the findings
on students’ perceptions about the innovative methods implemented. The results revealed
significant development of students’ pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic abilities in both
complaints and apologies. Furthermore, participants perceived the PCR class to be beneficial
in four areas: having more awareness of the impacts of social factors in language use, realizing
the favor of indirect strategies, more understanding of nonverbal communication, and provision
of motivating class atmosphere. However, some participants concerned about three aspects:
inadequate confidence to use expressions learned in class in real communication, insufficient
endeavor to develop grammar knowledge, and the test abilities of the roleplay test. The results
confirm the teachability of pragmatic and the benefits of PCR in EFL contexts; whereas, students’
concern about learning through the approach might be helpful for further teaching practices.

This research was supported from graduate scholarship provided by the National Research Council of Thailand (NRCT) as of fiscalyear 2017.

INTRODUCTION

The situation seemed to be more severe for engineering
students as previous studies found that they are likely to have

The educational policies of the Thai government are in line
with proposals of ELT experts who maintain the promotion
of pragmatic competence in class (McKay, 2002; LoCas-
tro, 1990). The competence includes linguistic competence
(pragmalinguistics for and abilities to employ those linguistic
resources appropriately or sociolinguistic competence (socio-
pragmatics for Thomas, 2015 and Leech,1983) in each inter-
cultural communication context (Baker, 2011; Cohen, 2010;
Pinya & Aksornjarung, 2010; Laopongharn & Sercombe,
2009). However, previous studies revealed that, ELT in Thai-
land tended to focus exclusively on the mastery of linguistic
abilities (Choomtong, 2014; Wongsothorn, Hirunburana, &
Chinnawong, 2006). Similarly, Wichien and Aksornjarung
(2011) found both qualitative and quantitative insufficiency
of pragmatic information in course books for undergraduate
students. This results in the poor English communicative
abilities of Thai students (Ngowananchai, 2013).

Published by Australian International Academic Centre PTY.LTD.

low English proficiency. For example, Panyawong-Ngam,
Tangthong, & Anunvrapong (2015) investigated Thai en-
gineering students’ English abilities and found very poor
scores on through TOIEC test. The standardized test features
communicative situations relating to real-life situations that
are relevant to global workplaces (The TOEIC® Tests —
the Global Standard for Assessing English Proficiency for
Business, n.d.). In order to confirm the phenomena, a pre-
liminary investigation with fourteen engineering students
who shared similar characteristics to the participants of this
study showed their inadequate abilities to use correct refus-
al expressions and apply appropriate politeness to different
interactants. A native speaker rater perceived their use of En-
glish as being rude and unacceptable. Thus, it was obvious
that engineering students were unsuccessful in conveying
their communicative goals. Consequently, it is beneficial to
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develop and examine the pragmatic competence of engineer-

ing students in Thailand.

This study employed a pragmatic consciousness-rais-
ing approach (PCR) (Ishihara N., 2010, p. 113; Ellis,
1992, p. 223) in developing Thai engineering students’ use
of English. PCR is proved to be effective in promoting both
pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic competence (Rose K.
R., 1994). It associates with explicit teaching, which refers
to the efforts to provide learners understanding of a certain
language feature and has proved to be beneficial in prag-
matic classes (Ishihara & Cohen, 2010; Rudolph, 2001) and
requires the learners’ conscious or deliberate attempts to ac-
quire certain language abilities (Dornyei, 2013). This study
focused on complaints and apologies because of the difficul-
ties and reluctance speakers may encounter when communi-
cating negative feeling or guilt to others. In addition, these
two communicative functions are considered face-threaten-
ing as they tend to damage or threaten the face of interactants
easily (Brown & Levinson, 1987).

To develop and investigate Thai engineering students’
pragmatic abilities in making complaints and apologies
through PCR approach and their perception on the method,
the answers to the following research questions were ob-
tained;

1. To what extent do Thai engineering students use linguis-
tic expressions with regard to complaints and apologies
through pragmatic consciousness-raising classes?

2. Inwhat ways do students employ complaint and apology
strategies to interlocutors with different relative power
and distance through pragmatic consciousness-raising
classes?

3. How do students perceive learning English through con-
sciousness-raising classes?

LITERATURE REVIEW

This section outlines the underlying theories, concepts, and
previous studies that facilitate the conducting of this study. It
includes three areas as follows:

Pragmatic Competence

Pragmatic refers to interpersonal speech-making which
relates to the methods of achieving speakers’ or writers’
objectives of conveying one’ intention and at the same time
maintaining close relationship with others (Thomas, 1995;
Leech, 1983). According to Cohen (2010, p. 3), pragmatic
abilities must be presented through four main channels of
communication; listening, reading, speaking, and writing.
For example, as a speaker one should transfer the intention
to the right interactants with appropriate directness, polite-
ness, and formality (Cohen, 2010, p. 3). Hence, pragmatic
competence does not rely exclusively on grammatical abil-
ities; in addition, sociolinguistic knowledge/competence
(or sociopragmatics for Thomas, 1995) is crucial (Soler &
Matines-Flor, 2008). To support the notion, previous studies
found that regardless of learners’ advanced English profi-
ciency; they perform differently from native speakers’ prag-
matic norms (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001).

Complaints and Apologies

Complaints refer to the expression of displeasure, disapprov-
al, annoyance, blame, censure, threats, or reprimand which
is resulted from offense or violation of social conventions
(Trosborg, 1995). Similarly, speech act of apologies associ-
ate with expression of sorry and rationale of the offense, and
repair for it (Center for Advanced Research on Language
Acquisition, 2015). Both are face-threatening acts, which
are usually against hearers’ expectation about self-image
(Yule, 1996). Besides, conveying the speech acts are more
complexed as culture of the speakers is usually transferred
through their language use (LoCastro, 1945).

Previous literature and comparative studies confirmed vari-
ations of complaints (Furukawa, 2006; Shea, 2003; Lee, 1999)
and apologies (Cheng, 2013; Sukimoto, 1995) performed by
native speakers of English and the nonnative participants in
many aspects such as the formulae, strategies choices, reali-
zation of impact of contextual factors, as well as pronuncia-
tion. The three most complaint strategies by native speakers of
English are “Justification,” “Problems,” and “Repair” (Shea,
2003; Ho, Henry, & Alkaft, 2012), while “Offer of repair,” “Ex-
plicit apology,” “Account/Explanation” were mostly found in
native speakers’ apologies (Center for Advanced Research on
Language Acquisition, 2015; Cheng, 2013; Sukimoto, 1995;
Bergman & Kasper, 1993). The results were used as baseline
data during the innovative phases in this study.

Pragmatic Consciousness-Raising (PCR)

Schmidt (2010; 2013; 1999) has proposed Noticing Hypothe-
sis with the underlying assumption that language acquisition
initiates from attention that requires conscious practices. He
maintains that second language acquisition refers to the cir-
cumstance in which people learn about the things they pay
attention to and do not learn much to those to which they
pay little attention (Schmidt, 2010; 1993). According to this
framework, pragmatic information such as “forms,” “func-
tional meaning,” and “relevant contextual features” must be
consciously paid attention to for pragmatic learning to occur.
After the information is noticed, the input can potentially
become intake and may be stored in a long-term memory
(Schmidt, 1993).

In line with the Noticing Hypothesis, the conscious-
ness-raising approach (awareness- raising for Ishihara & Co-
hen, 2010) is adopted extensively in modern pragmatic class-
es (Dersiderio, 2011; Ishihara & Cohen, 2010; Ping, 2010;
Narita, 2009; Rose K. R., 1994). The approach associates
with an explicit teaching of pragmatic competence, which
takes Noticing Hypothesis as an underlying assumption. It
is aimed for assisting learners’ observation and understand-
ing of the relations between forms and contexts (Ishihara N.,
2010, p. 112) and promoting automatic awareness of prag-
matics of English in various communicative situations (Rose
K. R., 1994).

The following Diagram 1 illustrates the underlying as-
sumption of consciousness-raising, which integrates the No-
ticing Hypothesis (Schmidt, 1990; 1993), Ishihara & Cohen
(2010), and Leech’s General Pragmatics (1983).
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Diagram 1. Pragmatic Consciousness-Raising Model. (Adapted fro

According to the diagram, teaching through conscious-
ness-raising approach includes two major phases (Schmidt,
1990; 1993). During the noticing phase, learners are exposed
to native speakers’ use of language through the discussion
of the forms and grammar as well as the impacts of contex-
tual factors. During this step learners notice the forms and
functions of English (pragmalinguistics) and are aware of
how native speakers evaluate social factors when using the
language (sociopragmatics). Later, to gain more understating
of pragmatic use of English interaction in the target language
and the comparison of the intercultural pragmatic norms are
required (Ishihara N., 2010). With all the efforts learners
might acquire more understanding and insight of the targeted
functions. Finally, they might employ what they have learnt
as intake in real interaction (Schmidt, 1990; 1993). Through
these activities learners will be able to apply the pragmatic
norms in other settings when their English proficiency devel-
ops (Rose K. R., 1994).

Rose (2010) employed PCR in developing pragmatic com-
petence of Japnanese studnets through the use of videos. The
expert claims that PCR can be adopted in both ESL and EFL
contexts as it aims to develop students’ awareness of contex-
tual different use of language and role of social factors in the
variation. Similarly, Cruz (2015) put an attempt to use role-
play and control written activities to develop learners’ prag-
matic competence. Meanwhile, Martinez-Flor & Soler (2007)
compared the benefits of explicit and implicit teaching and
found that both of them were beneficial in EFL classrooms.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This part outlines the research method and research design
employed in this study followed by the innovative course.
In addition, the details about the participants, research tools,
and data analysis are also presented.

Research Method and Research Design

This study employed a mixed-methods approach in which
both the qualitative and quantitative methods were integrat-

m Schmidt, 2010,1993; Ishihara & Cohen, 2010, and Leech, 1983)

ed. Meanwhile, classroom action research was applied as a
research design. It improve practitioners’ own teaching and
serve educational responsibilities (Young, Rapp, & Murphy,
n.d.) by systematically examining of a teacher’s own peda-
gogies and exploring means to improve them (Jones & Eric,
2004). It helps answer enquiries about how to improve stu-
dent success in class (Cunningham, 2008) and encourages
changes in practitioners’ actions that results in professional
growth (Burns, 1999). Even though, classroom action re-
search fails to test hypotheses and lack generalizability (Yin,
2009), the major objective of this study is to investigate real
problems in a certain research setting in order to depict the
phenomenon regardless of testing hypotheses or providing
the generalizable explanations for them. Besides, the results
might be useful for any settings, which share similar circum-
stances to this study.

The Innovative Class

The innovative course includes twelve classes. The lessons
were embedded in English for Communication course. The
course was for third and fourth year students. Each session
lasts for three hours. The Diagram 2 below illustrates the
processes of the innovative class.

The diagram features three phases of the innovative class-
es, which include both deductive (teacher-provided pragmat-
ic norms) and inductive instruction (learners’ discovery of
pragmatic norms) (Ishihara N., 2010). The first step was an
explicit teaching of complaint and apology strategies. The
three most favorable strategies employed by native speakers
were presented. After that a set of complaint worksheets was
distributed to assure observation, understanding, and aware-
ness of native speakers’ complaints in terms of the linguistic
forms, functions, and politeness. By the end of phase 2, the
participants were assigned to conduct an interview project
with Thai and native speakers of English to promote par-
ticipants’ observation of expressions and awareness of the
impact of contextual factors on strategy choices and polite-
ness of Thai and English. The participants were required to
request the interviewees to complete a ready-to-use Written
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Diagram 2. The Innovative Class Sessions (Adapted from Ishihara (2010, pp. 113-115)

Discourse Completion Test form, which featured complaint
and apology situations. After that they compare and contrast
the Thai and native speakers’ performances and presented
the findings to the class. Finally, in the fourth session assess-
ment through WDCTs and roleplay were conducted.

The Participants

Participants were forty-five third and fourth year engineer-
ing students at a Rajamangala University of Technology
(RMUT). A purposive sampling technique was employed to
obtain the participants.

Data Sources

A combination of both qualitative and quantitative methods
was applied in this study. Both approaches could strength-
en the validity and reliability of the answers to the research
questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Firstly, two sets
of written discourse completion test (WDCT) were applied
in class as a pre-test and posttest to investigate participants’
abilities to perform complaints and apologies. A WDCT is
an open-ended questionnaire in which descriptions of com-
municative situations are provided, and students are required
to completes the dialogue (Kasper & Dahl, 1991; Gass &
Houck, 1999). Each speech act consisted of two communi-
cative scenarios focusing on different power and social dis-
tance because they tend to be self-regulating and culturally
sensitive variables (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Cohen, 2010).
The reliability of the research tools was maintained through
the consultation with five researchers and a pilot testing. An-
other data source was a semi-structure interview with twelve
participants to examine their perceptions of the innovative
class. The guided questions were edited and revised by the
five experts and was piloted tested.

Data Analysis

The analysis of WDCT data involved two phases. First,
during the scoring phase three native speakers rated the data
as they could also rely on their native norms in evaluating
the answers. The rating criteria are based on Hudson (2001,
p- 284) and Duan (2008, pp. 233-238). After that the scores

were computed through paired-samples t-test to discover
changes in the pre-test and posttest mean scores. In addition,
the researcher employed Grounded Theory’s color coding
techniques (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to generate the findings
on the students’ perceptions of the PCR class.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

To serve the research objectives, two arenas of the results
are presented below. They are an analysis of covariate and
students’ perception toward PCR classes.

The Analysis of Covariate in the Pre-test and Posttest
Mean Scores

The mean scores from three native raters were compared
through paired-samples t-test according to all the four cri-
teria of pragmatic evaluation form Hudson (2001, p. 284)
and Duan (2008, pp. 233-238). “Correct expression” and
“Quality of information,” aim to investigate pragmalinguis-
tic abilities. First, “Correct expressions” refer to appropriate
language forms with no grammatical mistakes, while “qual-
ity of information” associates with appropriateness of the
amount of given information to serve a certain communica-
tive purpose. The last two criteria focus on sociopragmatic
competence. They are “strategy choices,” which associates
with the use of targeted communicative strategies and “po-
liteness” which refers to suitable degree of directness of the
strategies.

Speech Act of Complaints

The WDCT form features two complaint scenarios. In the
first one a student was disappointed with an unexpected low
grade. The two parties were close, but the student was lower
in status (-,+). Similarly, the second scenario aims at elicit-
ing students’ ability to reprimand a neighbor kid for smelly
garbage. They were unfamiliar and students were higher in
status (+,-). The mean scores in the pre-test and posttest are
compared below.

According to the Table 1, a significant difference between
the mean scores in the pre-test and posttest of all criteria were
found in both scenarios (p value <.05). Thus, there was de-
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velopment in students’ use of English in transferring negative
feelings to the higher status familiar lecturer and lower status
unfamiliar neighbor. Obviously, the pre-test scores fell into
scale 1, which equal to inappropriate and unacceptable lan-
guage use both in terms of the forms and degree of politeness.
However, the means scores rose to the scale of 2 or not very
appropriate use of English, but acceptable.

Speech Act of Apologies

In this context, two apology situations were added in the
WDCT form. In the first situation, students apologized to a
lecturer for a broken coffee mug. The students were lower in

status and familiar with the lecturer (-,+). The other scenario
centers around conveying the guilty feeling of a higher status
students to a familiar young neighbor (+,+). The comparison
of the mean scores was as follows:

From the Table 2, It is obvious that the pre-test and posttest
mean scores were rather high. From the mean scores of 2
referring to not very appropriate, but acceptable responses
(almost 3) in the pre-test, they climbed up to 3 or moderately
appropriate. Regarding the first scenario, the mean scores in
the pre-test and posttest were significantly different in three
areas; “correct expressions,” “quality of information,” and
“strategy choices” (p value <.05) with no significant differ-
ence in “politeness.” Similarly, no significant difference in

Table 1. Comparison of the pre-test and posttest scores in Complaint 1 (-,+) and Complaint 2 (+,-)

Scenarios Criteria Test Mean SD df t Sig.
1 Correct Expressions Pre-test 1.20 1.057 44 -6.612 0.000
Posttest 2.49 1.014
Quality of Information Pre-test 1.13 1.079 44 -6.612 0.000
Posttest 2.56 0.967
Strategy Choices Pre-test 1.16 0.999 44 -6.424 0.000
Posttest 2.40 0.915
Politeness Pre-test 1.16 1.127 44 -7.510 0.000
Posttest 2.56 0.893
2 Correct Expressions Pre-test 1.67 1.279 44 -4.776 0.000
Posttest 2.51 0.661
Quality of Information Pre-test 1.58 1.252 44 -4.776 0.000
Posttest 2.33 0.739
Strategies Choices Pre-test 1.44 1.179 44 -4.770 0.000
Posttest 2.18 0.684
Politeness Pre-test 1.40 1.116 44 -4.342 0.000
Posttest 2.20 0.815

Table 2. Comparison of the pre-test and posttest scores in Apology 1 (-,+) and Apology 2 (+,+)

Scenarios Groups Test Mean SD df t Sig.
1 Correct Expressions Pre-test 2.89 0.532 44 -4720 0.000
Posttest 3.38 0.650
Quality of Information Pre-test 2.87 0.548 44 -5902 0.000
Posttest 3.44 0.586
Strategy Choices Pre-test 2.80 0.548 44 -4.811 0.000
Posttest 3.40 0.618
Politeness Pre-test 3.33 0.739 44 -1.461 0.151
Posttest 3.56 0.586
2 Correct Expressions Pre-test 2.69 0.596 44 -4.811 0.000
Posttest 2.89 0.714
Quality of Information Pre-test 2.56 0.546 44 -1.461 0.151
Posttest 291 0.701
Strategy Choices Pre-test 2.51 0.549 44 -4.304 0.000
Posttest 2.96 0.737
Politeness Pre-test 3.18 0.442 44 -0.650 0.519
Posttest 3.24 0.609




Enhancing Thai Engineering Students’ Complaints and Apologies through

Pragmatic Consciousness-Raising Approach (PCR)

97

the same criterion was found when students apologized to
their neighbor as well as that of “quality of information”
(p value>.05). However, the mean scores were significantly
different in “correct expressions” and “strategy choices.”

Perceptions towards Learning through the Pragmatic
Consciousness-Raising Classes

This section reports findings from the interview data analysis
with an attempt to answer the third research question con-
cerning students’ perceptions towards PCR, which featured
explicit teaching of complaint and apology expressions and
an interview project with native speakers of English. It can
be concluded from the interviews that PCR class can be both
beneficial and challenging.

Firstly, findings revealed that most participants perceived
the significance of selecting language expressions used
with different interactants considering three social factors;
1) social power, 2) social distance, and 3) level of severity
(Cohen, 2010; Thomas, 1995). Next, the majority of partici-
pants were aware of the benefits of using indirect strategies.
Thirdly, most participants perceived PCR to be favorable in
boosting their understanding of how eye contact, facial ex-
pressions, and touching contributes to their verbal communi-
cation. Finally, the PCR class was motivating as it was seen
as learner-friendly and interactive and the use of roleplay test
seemed favorable for most students.

However, the PCR class was not flawless. Some partici-
pants were worried about using the strategies learned in class
in real communication. Besides, they emphasized the re-
quirement of including more grammar information in class.
Lastly, the abilities to evaluate real communicative abilities
through the roleplay tests were doubtful to some of the par-
ticipants.

DISCUSSION

The findings through WDCTs confirm the teachability of
pragmatics in EFL classrooms. They proved students’ de-
velopment in language use both in terms of the forms and
abilities to maintain positive relationship with the interac-
tants. The findings support previous studies which discov-
ered the development of learners’ abilities to use appropriate
language through certain innovative approaches (Baghari &
Hamrang, 2013; Tchoutezo, 2010; Justin E., 2007; Rueda,
2004; Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Kasper, 1997).

The prominent results from WDCTs support Schmidt’s
(2010; 1990; 1993) Noticing Hypothesis. The posttest scores
showed significant changes in students’ complaints and apol-
ogies. Moreover, through the interview most participants
revealed their awareness of the influences of contextual
factors on their use of English and perceived the favor of
employing indirect strategies, which is line with the findings
in Martinez-Flor & Usé-Juan (2015).The study confirm stu-
dents’ noticing of pragmatic use of language, which seem to
be congruent with Schmidt’s (2010; 1990; 1993) Noticing
Hypothesis. In this context, students consciously acquired
pragmatic information by noticing the targeted expressions
and understood the influences of contextual factors to some

degrees until the inputs became intake (Schmidt, 2010;
1990; 1993).

In particular, the results confirm the benefits of explicit
comparison of L1 and L2 complaints and apologies in class
and through the interview project which follows the PCR
approach (Rose K. R., 1999, p. 113). Most participants could
differentiate native speakers’ interaction from that of nonna-
tive speakers in class and this resulted in more appropriate
strategies used in the posttest. This confirms that exposing
learners to pragmatic aspects of both L1 and L2 facilitates
their generalization about appropriate language use (Rose
K. R., 1999). Similarly, the results were in line with Kondo
(2008, p. 172) who found the use of strategies which were
more similar to that of native speakers and higher awareness
of pragmatic aspects of learners resulted from participation
in the PCR class.

However, the very low scores in “Correct expressions”
and “Quality of information,” especially in complaints,
and the participants’ concern about their grammatical abil-
ities though the interview as well as the slight improvement
showing through the posttest mean scores of all criteria em-
phasize critical consideration of implementing PCR in EFL
class. Thus, the findings challenge the proposal of Rose
(1994) about the outstanding advantages of PCR. It might be
concluded that more attention to the development of linguis-
tic competence is crucial. This is congruent with Ishihara &
Cohen (2010, p. 80). They maintain that poor grammatical
abilities result in pragmatic failures; thus, teachers should
include direct teaching of grammar abilities in class. This
is more crucial in the foreign language environment where
learners have limited opportunities to use English outside the
classes. A comprehensive understanding of pragmatics and
its importance in developing language proficiency are neces-
sary in this context (LoCastro, 1945, p. xi).

CONCLUSION

In line with previous studies on the application of a Pragmat-
ic Consciousness-Raising Approach in developing pragmat-
ic competence, this study has showed that explicit discussion
of forms, their functions, and the relationship with contextual
factors, as well as the interview project with native speakers
of English seemed to have positive influences on students’
pragmatic use of English. However, the limitation of a nar-
row time gap between the pre-test and posttest is undeniable;
thus, a delayed posttest might offer more reliable results re-
garding changes in students’ pragmatic abilities. Additional-
ly, it might be favorable to include more grammar-focused
activities, especially in EFL contexts.
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