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ENHANCING PRAGMATIC COMPETENCE OF STUDENTS
AT UNIVERSITY OF LANGUAGES AND INTERNATIONAL STUDIES, VNU

SUMMARY

Vu Thi Kim Lien”
University of Languages and International Studies - VNU

In an attempt to help students improve their pragmatic competence, specifically argumentation
skills, including giving opinions, showing agreements and disagreements, this action research was
carried out. The action research project was carried out in 12 weeks with the subjects of 25 first-
year students from Faculty of English Language Teacher Education, University of Languages and
International Studies. Initial data showed that the majority of students had poor argumentation
competence, in other words, they failed to produce effective opinions, agreements and
disagreements. In addition, most of them often used the language functions which are of
elementary level to express their opinions, agreements and disagreements. Therefore, the
researcher implemented an action plan in which students were trained in terms of argumentation
skills and language functions to express argumentation. The analysis of the pre-data and post-data
showed that students made significance improvement in argumentation skills and language

functions by the end of the projects.

Keywords: Pragmatic competence,; Opinion-giving skill; Language functions; agreement, disagreement

INTRODUCTION

In order to gain communicative competence,
one should be both linguistically and
pragmatically competent [1, p.22]. Pragmatic
competence, in broad sense, is a combination
of the linguistic and social aspects of the
language in which people need to be
competent, and realize success in
communication. In fact, it is concluded that in
order for one to become a proficient and
successful L2 speaker, the mastery of both the
social usage of a language and linguistic
forms are of the similar significance [2, p.52].
However, L2 learners often develop
grammatical competence in the absence of
pragmatic competence. At the University of
Languages and International Studies (ULIS)
where the researcher is teaching, students are
not aware of the role of pragmatics in
communication and tend to focus only on the
accuracy of language form and propositional
meaning of the utterance but not on the
appropriateness of language use and the
speakers’ intention underlying the utterance.
As a result, the researcher decided to carry

" Tel: 0987388624, Email: vukimlien.ulis@gmail.com

out this research which aims at developing
students’ pragmatic competence, specifically
opinions giving skill via the use of different
classroom activities such as role-play,
discussion, information gap and so on.

This action research project aims at using
classroom speaking activities to improve
students’ pragmatic competence, specifically
their ability in giving opinions, showing
agreements and disagreements and support
them with adequate details and examples.
Moreover, their use of various expressions in
giving opinions, showing agreements and
disagreements are also of significance
concern. The study also investigates the
influence of these activities on students’

pragmatic competence, specifically
argumentation  skills including giving
opinions, showing agreement and

disagreement as well as their reactions
towards these activities.

For the purpose of this study, the following
questions are addressed:

1. To what extent do classroom speaking
activities influence students’ opinion-giving
competence?
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2. How do students respond to these changes
of their opinion-giving competence?
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research was carried out at Division 1,
Faculty of Language Teacher Education,
University of Languages and International
Studies, Vietnam National University in
Hanoi. The length of the research is 12
weeks long.

The participants of this study include 25 first-
year students at Faculty of English Language
Teacher Education, University of Languages
and International Studies. These students are
all in the same class with the major of English
Linguistics. Their starting English level is
rather equal because they have all taken the
entrance exam with English scores ranging
from 8.0 to 9.0.

The researcher then organized a 12-week long
training session to equip students with
argumentation skills and argumentation
language expressions.The training included
half of the time for lexical instruction. The
lexical  training  focused partly on
conversation strategies, teaching students
fillers and hesitation devices, so that they
could gain time when a difficulty in
communication occurs. In addition, students
were taught about language functions or
pragma-linguistic markers which are the
language or phrases that they will use when
expressing  their  opinions, showing
agreements or disagreements. The phrases are
divided into different levels from elementary
to advance and students are trained through
each level gradually. The second training is
for argumentation skills. The teaching of
argumentation  skills started with the
definition of arguments, facts, and opinions.
This activity helps them understand the
structure of an argumentation. In addition,
students were also guided on the problems
that they often face when dealing with
argumentation. Then, students were instructed
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to formulate arguments and support them,
paying a special attention to the ordering of
supportive  statements. A further unit
introduced the notion of refutation or in other
words, counter-argument, to the students, and
how they can use it in argumentation. Finally,
students had the opportunity to practice these
skills in a problem-solving activity. Both
lexical and argumentation skills training were
alternated every week so that students could
master both the skill and language for
performing best in argumentation.

After that, post-data was collected to assess
the results of the action research procedure.
Data was collected by means of survey
questionnaires, tests and  classroom
observations. Initial data collected at the
beginning of the research showed that the
majority of students had poor argumentation
competence, in other words, they failed to
produce effective opinions, agreements and
disagreements. In addition, most of them
often used the language functions which are
of elementary level to express their opinions,
agreements and disagreements. Therefore, the
researcher implemented an action plan which
was carried out in 12 weeks when students
were trained in terms of argumentation skills
and language functions to  express
argumentation.

The data collection instruments deployed in
this study are questionnaire, tests and
observations, these are helpful for an action
research model [3, p.45].

The following activities were used to improve
students’ opinion giving skills [4, p.345].
Information Gaps Activities: it includes the
participation of more than one student. The
part of information that one student knows
can be different from the other student’ part
of information. The combination of these
parts forms the whole information. Those
activities  include  describing pictures,
completing and telling story.
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Oral expression teachers may use this type of
speaking activities in order to urge the EFL
students’ interaction in the classroom. This
type of activities can attract the students’
interests; since, it 1is presenting new
information. Especially, if the topic being
discussed is interesting for the EFL students
[5, p.30].

Surveys Activities: it involves the students’
participation in carrying out questionnaire
about a specific topic. It requires the
participation of more than one student;
furthermore, it involves the students’
movements inside the classroom.

Oral expression teachers may use this type of
speaking activities to urge the EFL students to
interact in classrooms. It is a unique activity;
since, it requires the FEFL students’
movements inside the classroom in order to
communicate with each other [6, p.110].

Discussion Activities: it involves the students’
discussion about a specific topic. It also
requires the participation of more than one
student because they are going to exchange
their points of views about the topic.

It is one of the most widely used speaking
activities that oral expression teachers often
make use ofin teaching English language. The
teacher introduces the topic then urges the
EFL students to interact with each other by
exchanging their point of view [7, p.40].
Role-Play Activities: it involves the students’
participation to play roles according to
different social situations. For instance,
teachers may ask the students to play a role of
guest at a party.

Oral expression: teachers may suggest social
situations and ask the EFL students to play a
particular role in those situations. This type of
activities is also used in teaching speaking
skill to the EFL students.

These are the speaking activities in which
teachers may use oral expression in the
classroom. In another way of classification,

Siham, suggests two approaches to enhance
students’ pragmatic competence [8, p. 25].

Awareness raising activities: are the
activities that aim to raise the pragmatic
awareness of the EFL students about the
target language by using illustrations. Those
illustrations can be presented through the
similarities and differences between the
pragmatic norms of the first and the target
language. They add that “It is worthwhile to
keep in mind that all languages have
pragmatic systems, and with a little
encouragement all learners will recognize that
their L1 is also have “secret rules”.
Furthermore, the use of authentic language
samples will be beneficial in presenting
English language pragmatic norms.”

Oral expression: teachers should use the
speaking activities which can expose the
pragmatic norms of English language.
Through the use of the authentic language
samples, and the comparison between the
pragmatic norms of the EFL students’ first
language and the pragmatic norms of the
target language, oral expression teachers try
to develop the EFL students pragmatic
competence.

Interpretation or production activities: are
activities that come after the presentation of
English language pragmatic norms. It
arranges opportunities for the students to
practice the pragmatic norms.

The other type of speaking activities in which
teachers may use oral expression is the
speaking activities which  provides
opportunities to EFL students to use the
pragmatic norms in simulation for the native
social situations. Generally, these are the
speaking activities that teachers should use
oral expression in order to develop the EFL
students’ pragmatic competency. The use of
authentic language samples that present the
pragmatic norms of the target language and
provide the opportunities to apply that
information can develop the EFL students’
pragmatic competence [9, p.56].
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RESULT AND DISCUSSION

In this part, the researcher provides a
presentation and discussion of all the data
which were collected in the action research,
including the pre-data, post-data and data
during the time when the action research was
implemented. Initial data composes of the
pre-questionnaire and pre-test, which aim to
identify  students’ problems related to
argumentation skills. Before the
implementation of the research, the researcher
asked the students to complete a questionnaire
and take part in an oral test to examine their
existing pragmatic competence. The analyzed
data shows that, before the action research
was implemented, the majority of students
failed to perform appropriately with
argumentation skills, and they seemed to use
the language functions of low levels. During
the process of the action research, the
research also collected data via classroom
observation to see how students reacted to the
classroom activities designed to help them
improve their argumentation competence as
well as their performance in these class
activities. Data shows that students were
interested in the activities and showed high
level of involvement in them. Gradual
progress was witnessed from the beginning
until the end of the research cycle. Finally,
post-data as well as the comparison of pre-
data with post-data shows how students have
improved their argumentation competence.
The positive results show that students have
benefited from this action research project as
by the end of the training course, more
students were able to perform complicated
argumentation skills and use more language
functions of higher levels.

Initial data was collected via the use of oral
pre-test. In the oral pre-test, students
performed individually by talking with the
researcher in an oral test which lasts about 5-
10 minutes for each student. The oral test was
recorded for later analysis. The researcher
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introduced the situation to the students, stated
clearly that, in this situation, students would
have to defend their choices by giving
opinion, support for the opinion, making
counter claims and support for the counter
claim. The designed script is changeable,
which means the researcher was flexible in
developing the conversation, basing on
students’ responses.

In the test, students were encouraged to
develop the conversation as long as possible
to make their opinion the most persuasive.
Therefore, some students may use more than
one turn to produce the functions. For
examples, many students used 2 or 3 turns to
make counter-claims, that’s why the number
of counter-claim is 33, more than the number
of students. However, only 66% of students
could make counter-claims and some still
failed to do that. This means some students
are competent and they can make more
counter-claim but some failed to make any of
that. Considering the claim, all students could
clear out their opinion by making claims,
which is quite easy to explain because this
seems to be the easiest task for them. Only 14
students (56%) could make
arguments, which are the opposition of
counter-claim to defend their opinion. The
number of support for each type is even lower
as many students did not know how to make
support or they were not aware that they had to
do so. Therefore, only 16, 11, and 8 support for
claim, counter-claim and counter-argument
were made respectively.

counter-

The researcher also analyzed the language
functions analyzed by students to see whether
they could use many of them and the level of
expressions that they used. The results came
up to a hypothesis which assumes that
rather poor pragmatic
competence, as at this stage, they only used a
limited number of expressions. In addition,
most of the language functions are of
elementary or pre-intermediate level.

students have
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Final data shows that students’ argumentation
skills have been improved since the number
of statements for each type increased
considerably. Specifically, 100% of the
students could make claims, which means that
they could give their own opinion. This
number is similar to that in the oral pre-test.
92% of them could produce counter-claim,
increasing 26% compared to the pre-test. The
biggest improvement can be seen in support
for counter arguments, which increased up to
42%. This means that students are more
confident and capable of dealing with the
skills which they considered difficult or
impossible for them.

Not only the number of statements increased
but the level of the language expressions used
by students also showed great improvement. In
other words, more students could use phrases of
higher levels.

The results also show that most students had
positive viewpoints towards their changes in
argumentation competence. For example, the
number of students who agreed with the
statements showing that they feel more
confident when talking to native speakers or
taking part in real-life activities which need
argumentation skills account for 44% and
32% respectively. Some students feel that
their skill is good enough, but they still want
to improve it, so that they can later take part
in every social and academic activities which
need argumentation skills.

CONCLUSION

The research shows positive findings as the
majority of students had significant progress
after the training course. They now can fulfill
different skills of making argumentation such
as giving persuasive claim, making strong
support, and counter-argument. In terms of
language used, many of them can use the

expressions of higher level such as upper-
intermediate or advanced, which are often
more complex and require higher level of
language competence. In addition, in making
disagreement, they do not make direct and
blunt statements as before. Instead, they know
how to make use of the hedge to make them
sound more polite and professional. Students
also show positive attitude towards the
results. Specifically, most of them agreed that
the progress made thanks to this action
research helped them a lot in becoming more
confident in authentic communication and
taking part in more formal argumentation.
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TOM TAT
PHAT TRIEN NANG LUC NGU' DUNG CUA SINH VIEN
TRUONG PAI HQC NGOAINGU, PAI HQC QUOC GIA HA NOI

Vii Thi Kim Lién
Truong Dai hoc Ngoai ngit - DH Quoc gia Ha Ngi

Nghién ciru nay duogc tién hanh nham giup sinh vién cai thi¢én nang lyc ngir dung hoc, dac biét la
k¥ ning tranh luan, bao gom dua ra ¥ kién, thé hién quan diém dong ¥ hodc phan dbi. Dy an
nghién ctru dugc tién hanh trong 12 tuan trén ddi tugng la 25 sinh vién nam thir nhat thugc Khoa
Su pham tiéng Anh, truong Pai hoc Ngoai ngit, Pai hoc Quéc gia Ha Noi. Cac dir li€u ban dau
cho théy ph?m 16n hoc sinh ¢6 kha nang tranh luan kém, néi cach khac, ho khong thé tao ra quan
diém dong y hoic phan d6i hidu qua. Hon nita, ho thuong st dung cic cum tir & mirc d6 so cap dé
trinh bay quan diém dong ¥ hodc phan dbi. Do d6, nghién ciru nay da dugc tién hanh, trong d6 sinh
vién dugc dao tao v€ cac ky nang tranh ludn va cum tir dé dién ta tranh ludn cua minh. Két qua
phan tich dir liéu trude va sau cho thiy rang sinh vién da c6 nhimng tién bo dang ké vé k¥ ning
tranh luan va cac cum tir khi du an nghién ctru két thuc. ’

Tir khoa: Ndang liwc ngit dung hoc; trinh bdy quan diém; cum tir chirc ndng ngén ngir; dong ¥;
khéng dong y
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