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1 Introduction 

It is my pleasure to introduce this volume of the Indiana University Linguistics Club Working 

Papers (IULCWP) which makes a welcome contribution to the teaching and assessment of 

pragmatics and intercultural competence in foreign language contexts. The nine pedagogical 

activities, written by skilled language instructors of Spanish and French at Indiana University, 

are informed by current research in second language pragmatics and intercultural competence. 

The instructional units were conceptualized and completed in two of my graduate courses, L2 

Pragmatics: Language Learning and Teaching (HISP-S 716, Spring 2018) and The Intercultural 

Speaker Abroad (HISP-S 612, Fall 2020). These pedagogical activities were designed during the 

semester to test key models of pragmatics instruction and intercultural communicative 

competence. Authors also had the opportunity to pilot their activities with Indiana University 

students learning Spanish or French. The first five contributions were piloted in face-to-face 

classroom interactions, while the last four, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, were tested virtually 

through Zoom teaching sessions. The final versions are the result of revisions based on 

reviewers’ detailed comments and suggestions, followed by editorial advice from IULCWP.  

 The contributions in this volume examine different dimensions of pragmatic and 

intercultural competence. Pragmatic competence is understood as “a composite of abilities that 

allow the intercultural speaker to understand and negotiate different aspects of communication 

such as speech acts in interaction, address forms in formal and informal situations, and direct and 
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indirect meaning, based on knowledge of the sociocultural expectations of the target culture. It 

also includes awareness of the contextual factors and the status of participants that are part of the 

communicative event (social power, social distance, and degree of imposition) (Félix-Brasdefer, 

2021, p. 13; see also Félix-Brasdefer, 2019a). Pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge 

represent two components of pragmatic competence (Leech, 1983; see also Kasper & Rose, 

2002; Taguchi & Roever, 2017). Pragmalinguistic knowledge refers to knowledge about and 

performance of the conventions of language use or the linguistic resources available in a given 

language that convey “particular illocutions” (Leech, 1983, p. 11). Sociopragmatic knowledge 

refers to knowledge of and performance consistent with the social norms, as well as familiarity 

with assessments of (im)politeness and variables of social power and social distance. On the 

other hand, intercultural competence has been defined from diverse perspectives, but typically 

includes various dimensions (knowledge, attitude/affect, skills, awareness), abilities (cognitive, 

affective, and behavioral), and individual characteristics (e.g., open-mindedness, motivation, 

flexibility/adaptability, empathy, and tolerance) (Arasaratnam-Smith, 2017; Byram, 1997; 2021; 

Fantini, 2019). In this volume, intercultural communicative competence is understood as  “a 

complex of abilities needed to perform effectively and appropriately when interacting with others 

who are linguistically and culturally different from oneself” (Fantini & Tirmizi, 2006, p. 12). 

‘Effectiveness’ refers to the intercultural speaker’s ability to manage social interaction, while 

‘appropriateness’ refers to the learner’s ability and willingness to perceive socially appropriate 

behavior along with flexibility and willingness to adapt according to the sociocultural 

expectations of the target culture.  

 The first five papers included here (DiBartolomeo, Pollock & Blaker, Guo & Martínez 

Rodríguez, Caudell & Denbaum, and Arróniz & Coulter-Kern) focus on pragmatic competence, 

while the last four (Tiffany, Guo & Rodríguez, Di Maggio & Sosa, and McHugh & Uribe) 
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examine different dimensions of intercultural communicative competence in foreign language 

contexts. With regard to the second-language (L2) and foreign-language (FL) distinction, an L2 

is presumably being learned in a context where the target language is used by the dominant 

language group (e.g., Americans learning Spanish in Mexico) and an FL is being learned in a 

context where the language may have more limited use (e.g., Americans studying Spanish at 

Indiana University). According to Cohen (2016), teaching the pragmatics of an FL is “more 

challenging than teaching the pragmatics of an L2 since in FL learning the learners are 

presumably not living in the target-language context” (p. 578).   

2 Teaching and assessing pragmatic and intercultural competence 

2.1 Pedagogical intervention  

Research in instructional pragmatics supports the effectiveness of pedagogical intervention to 

enhance various components of pragmatic competence, such as speech acts, deixis, and indirect 

meaning (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig, Mossman, & Vellenga, 2015; Félix-Brasdefer & Cohen, 2012; 

Félix-Brasdefer & DiBartolomeo, 2021; Hasler-Barker, 2016; Kasper & Rose, 2002 [Chapter 7]; 

Koike & Pearson, 2005; Sessarego, 2021; Taguchi, 2015; Taguchi & Roever, 2017 [Chapter 8]). 

Taguchi (2015) reviewed 95 studies that looked at the effects of pedagogical intervention in L2 

pragmatics through explicit and implicit instruction. The aim of explicit instruction is to direct 

the learner’s attention to the pragmatic target (e.g., speech act strategies and internal/external 

modification) through a variety of awareness-raising activities and metapragmatic explanation. 

Metapragmatic instruction includes explicit presentation of both pragmalinguistic forms and 

sociopragmatic norms in social interaction. Ishihara and Cohen (2010) provide a comprehensive 

overview of examples with lesson plans that can be used to raise awareness of the pragmatic 

target. Schmidt’s (1993, 1995) noticing hypothesis has been used in instructional treatments that 
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consider consciousness, pragmatic function, and contextual features. On the other hand, implicit 

instruction allows learners to induce the pragmalinguistic forms and sociopragmatic norms 

through a variety of resources such as input enhancement (e.g., underlining, color, or bolding 

pragmatic features) and implicit feedback (e.g., recasts). While the instructor monitors the 

learner’s development through metapragmatic explanation and practice, the learner is responsible 

for noticing the pragmatic forms available in the input through self-discovery of pragmalinguistic 

forms and sociopragmatic norms. In general, the goal of pedagogical intervention is to raise 

awareness of pragmalinguistic forms and sociopragmatic expectations, as well as providing 

opportunities for frequent practice and feedback. The contributions in this volume use both 

explicit and implicit techniques to foster various dimensions of pragmatic and intercultural 

competence. 

 Research on intercultural communicative competence shows that pedagogical 

intervention fosters awareness and the development of knowledge, skills, and attitudes (Byram, 

1997/2021; Fantini, 2019). Previous research also shows that learners improve aspects of 

intercultural competence through reflection, collaboration, awareness, and engaged sociocultural 

discussions in the classroom (Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013; McConachy, 2018 [Chapter 3]. For 

example, McConachy (2018) used role plays to develop awareness of pragmalinguistic and 

sociopragmatic aspects of requests, compliments, and apologies by engaging his learners in 

metapragmatic discussions both in their first language (Japanese) and in L2 English. Specifically, 

the author used reflection on experience as a resource for intercultural learning. Finally, Wagner, 

Perugini, & Byram (2018) proposed research-based pedagogical activities for the development of 

intercultural competence among students in elementary and high schools in the United States. 

 Research on the teaching of intercultural competence is based on previous models of 

intercultural communicative competence. In this section, I describe three models that are used by 
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the authors in the last four papers of the volume (Tiffany, Guo & Rodríguez, Di Maggio & Sosa, 

and McHugh & Uribe). Bryam’s (1997/2021) model of intercultural communicative competence 

includes four components, namely, linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse, and intercultural 

competence. Intercultural competence includes four dimensions: knowledge, attitudes, skills, and 

critical cultural awareness. Fantini’s (2019) componential model includes five components: 

characteristics (e.g., open-mindedness, patience, motivation, tolerance, and empathy), target 

language proficiency, dimensions (i.e., knowledge, attitudes, skills, awareness), and abilities 

(i.e., relationships, communication, and collaboration). Finally, Deardorff (2006) proposed a 

process model of intercultural competence that comprises four elements: attitudes, knowledge, 

skills, and internal and external outcomes. Overall, Byram’s model focuses on teaching and 

assessment, Fantini centers on development of intercultural competence through reflection and 

introspection, and Deardorff emphasizes progressive assessment of intercultural competence 

over time, including qualitative and quantitative assessment. 

 In sum, research in L2 pragmatics and intercultural competence has shown that 

pedagogical intervention is more beneficial than no instruction among learners in both FL and 

study abroad contexts (Félix-Brasdefer & Cohen, 2010; Félix-Brasdefer & DiBartolomeo, 2021; 

Pérez-Vidal & Shively, 2019; Rose & Kasper, 2001). The nine contributions in this volume offer 

myriad effective and creative ways to maximize the teaching of pragmatic and intercultural 

knowledge in the classroom. 

2.2 Assessing pragmatic and intercultural knowledge 

Assessment provides researchers with information on what learners know about the target 

language; specifically, the conventional resources for the service of pragmatics (pragmalinguistic 

information), what learners know about situational variation and what is considered appropriate 

or inappropriate behavior, how learners perceive indirect meaning, what learners can do with 
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language during social interaction, and what information intercultural speakers know about their 

own and the target language. Researchers in L2 pragmatics use various methods to assess 

different dimensions of pragmatic competence (e.g., Cohen, 2019; Félix-Brasdefer, 2019a, 

Chapter 10; Félix-Brasdefer & Shively, 2021; Shively, 2021; Youn & Bogorevich, 2019). In this 

section, I review three methods that have been predominantly used to assess pragmatic 

competence, as well as those used in the pedagogical activities included in this volume. If the 

aim is to observe pragmatic ability related to pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge, 

Discourse Completion Tasks (DCTs) offer an indirect means to observe non-interactive speech 

acts in different situations, as they elicit “what test-takers think they would say and draw on their 

explicit knowledge (i.e., knowledge of which a person is conscious and aware), rather than their 

implicit knowledge (i.e., rapidly accessible knowledge of which a person is unaware)…” 

(Shively, 2021, p. 135; see also Bell, Shardakova, & Shively, 2021). Role plays can be used to 

assess spoken interaction at the discourse level through the analysis of speech act sequences, 

turn-taking, overlap, repair, and overall organization of discourse (Félix-Brasdefer, 2018). 

Finally, multiple-choice questionnaires are often used to analyze pragmatic receptive skills, such 

as comprehension of L2 implicatures (Roever, 2005; Taguchi, 2019). In general, the selection of 

the instrument depends on the research question and the dimension of pragmatic competence the 

researcher aims to assess.  

 On the other hand, assessment of intercultural competence utilizes qualitative instruments 

to develop awareness of sociocultural norms, knowledge, skills, and language use. Some of the 

methods used to assess intercultural competence include engaging intercultural speakers in 

reflective journals, essays, and portfolios to raise awareness and reflection. In addition, role plays 

(Félix-Brasdefer, 2018) are employed to assess interactional aspects of language use (e.g., 

greetings, invitation responses, apologies, complaints, etc.), impoliteness events to examine 
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perception of impolite behavior, and surveys to assess various dimensions of the learners’ 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes at the beginning and end of their experience abroad (e.g., Byram, 

2021 [Chapter 5]; Fantini, 2019 [Chapter 3]; Félix-Brasdefer, 2017).  

3 The Present Volume 

Pragmatics has been defined from different perspectives (Félix-Brasdefer, 2019b [Chapter 1]; 

Levinson, 1983 [Chapter 1]), but in this volume the authors follow Crystal’s (1997) definition 

which adopts a discursive-pragmatic view: “the study of language from the point of view of 

users, especially of the choices they make, the constraints they encounter in using language in 

social interaction and the effects their use of language has on other participants in the act of 

communication” (p. 301). This volume is divided into two sections: Part I, Teaching and 

Assessing Pragmatic Competence (DiBartolomeo, Pollock & Blaker, Guo & Martínez 

Rodríguez, Caudell & Denbaum, and Arróniz & Coulter-Kern), and Part II, Teaching and 

Assessing Intercultural Competence (Tiffany, Guo & Rodríguez, Di Maggio & Sosa, and 

McHugh & Uribe). Eight of the contributions focus on Spanish and one on French (Tiffany). 

Each instructional unit is organized as follows: 1. Introduction; 2. Context; 3. Curriculum, tasks, 

and materials; 4. Assessment; 5. Reflection as a means for learning; and 6. Conclusion and 

extensions to other learning contexts. Each instructional unit identifies the proficiency level, the 

unit of analysis (e.g., a speech act or sociocultural knowledge), and the grammatical structures 

necessary to communicate effectively and appropriately in formal and informal contexts targeted 

in the activity. The aim of these activities is to promote explicit and implicit instruction of 

pragmatics and intercultural competence in the FL classroom by engaging the learners in 

reflection, discussions, critical cultural awareness, collaboration, and practice.  
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Part I: Teaching and Assessing Pragmatic Competence showcases innovative ways to 

teach four speech acts (requests, recommendations, advice, and responses to invitations) in face-

to-face and in virtual interactions (Arróniz & Coulter-Kern; DiBartolomeo). The authors used 

Schmidt’s noticing hypothesis, because attention to linguistic forms, functional meaning, and 

contextual features of the situation are necessary for pragmatic input to become intake (1993, 

1995). DiBartolomeo opens the volume with a pedagogical activity, entitled “Teaching E-mail 

Requests in Spanish,” to introduce second-year students to the politeness strategies needed to 

make appropriate requests to instructors via e-mail, taking into account both pragmalinguistic 

and sociopragmatic knowledge. It encourages students to produce appropriate e-mail requests, 

followed by reflection on and analysis of their responses. Pollock and Blaker’s activity, entitled 

“¿Qué me recomiendas? Teaching the Pragmatics of Recommendations,” provides instructors 

with various pedagogical activities to aid second-year learners of Spanish in producing 

appropriate recommendations. This speech act requires both pragmalinguistic (e.g., subjunctive 

forms) and sociopragmatic knowledge (e.g., formal vs. informal social contexts). The authors 

used role plays to engage students in giving and responding to recommendations. Guo and 

Martínez Rodríguez’s activity, entitled “¿Puedo tener el menú? Teaching Requests at 

Restaurants,” offers a series of activities employed to teach first-year FL Spanish learners how

to make appropriate requests for service. Input included videos of naturalistic interactions by 

native speakers at restaurants, followed by role-play practice and feedback. Caudell and 

Denbaum’s teaching unit, entitled “¡No te pongas eso! Teaching How to Give Advice,” provides 

instructional tools for learning the speech act of advice-giving in Spanish to first- or second-year 

students. To ensure learners can efficiently utilize pragmalinguistic resources, such as imperative 

or subjunctive, for the service of pragmatics, the authors use production questionnaires (DCTs) 

and role plays to analyze and reflect on their responses. To close this section, Arróniz & Coulter-
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Kern’s teaching activity, entitled “Teaching Responses to Invitations through Face-To-Face and 

Computer-Mediated Communication in the Spanish Classroom,” equips second-year learners 

of Spanish with the pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge to produce appropriate 

acceptances and refusals to invitations through the use of Computer-Mediated Communication. 

The authors employed DCTs and role plays to allow learners to produce written and oral 

discourse, followed by discussion and reflection. 

Part II: Teaching and Assessing Intercultural Competence focuses on sociocultural 

topics and conversational routines that promote reflection, metapragmatic awareness, and 

collaboration. The authors use Byram’s model (1997/2021) of intercultural communicative 

competence and Deardorffs’s (2017) notion of assessment. The teaching activity by Tiffany, 

entitled “Teaching Openings and Requests in French Café Encounters,” promotes intercultural 

competence among first-year learners of French in a virtual FL classroom. Using Byram’s 

model, this activity aims to help students develop skills of interpreting and relating, skills of 

discovery and interaction, and critical cultural knowledge with regard to requests and opening 

sequences in café encounters. Learners engage in role-play interactions to promote 

sociopragmatic reflection. The next instructional unit by Guo and Rodríguez, entitled “¡Estás de 

buen ver! Teaching Topic Appropriateness,” fosters second-year learners’intercultural 

competence by raising awareness of topic appropriateness and discussions of pragmalinguistic 

and sociopragmatics resources to engage in small talk. It focuses on Byram’s (1997/2021) 

components of intercultural communicative competence, namely, knowledge, attitude, skills of 

discovery, and interaction skills on topic appropriateness. Next, the activity by Di Maggio and 

Sosa, entitled “Teaching Compliments and Physical Appearance in Spanish,” is designed to raise 

awareness and discussion of topic appropriateness among second-year students. This activity 

develops curiosity and interaction skills by reflecting on compliments and topic appropriateness 
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across Spanish-speaking cultures. Finally, McHugh & Uribe’s instructional unit, entitled ¿Se 

come igual en todo el mundo? Teaching Intercultural Competence through Food,” is designed for

first-year students to develop knowledge and skills of interpreting and relating in regard to food, 

habits, and beliefs surrounding food from different Spanish-speaking countries. The authors 

designed an activity to engage learners in reflection on and discussions about food in Spain and 

in their native culture. 

Taken together, the nine contributions offer insightful and innovative ways to teach, 

explicitly or implicitly, various dimensions of pragmatic and intercultural communicative 

competence in FL contexts. The pedagogical activities are informed by current research models 

on L2 pragmatic instruction, intercultural communicative competence, and assessment in order 

to engage students in reflection, awareness, and collaboration. The ultimate goal is to incorporate 

these pedagogical activities in the language curriculum. The Pragmatics & Discourse Website at 

Indiana University offers additional activities that instructors can incorporate in their classes. 

Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to the IULCWP reviewers and the Editorial Board, 

in particular, Alessia Cherici for her outstanding role as lead editor of this special volume. 

https://pragmatics.indiana.edu/teaching/index.html
https://pragmatics.indiana.edu/teaching/index.html
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Abstract 
 

Instruction is known to facilitate pragmatic development, but rarely appears in foreign or second 

language curricula (Taguchi & Roever, 2017). This lesson introduces students to the appropriate 

politeness strategies needed to make a request via e-mail in Spanish, taking into account both the 

pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics of writing e-mails. The lesson has five components: an 

introduction which familiarizes students with the topic, an awareness-raising component which 

directs learners’ attention to request strategies, explicit instruction of request strategies, an 

opportunity for production, and a self and peer reflection. Possible extensions and additional 

suggestions for assessment and reflection are also discussed. 

 

Keywords: L2/FL Spanish, L2 pragmatics, speech acts, requests, FL instruction 
 

 

Level(s): Second-Year Spanish (ACTFL: Intermediate low/mid; CEFR: A2-B1) 

 

Suggested time: 50 minutes 

 

Materials: PowerPoint, e-mail writing activity sheet, student self-reflection and peer review 

form 

 

Target grammatical structures: Conditional, commands, indirect object pronouns, present 
indicative, present subjunctive 

 

Goal: To recognize and practice the production of appropriate politeness strategies for writing e-
mail requests in Spanish. 
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1 Introduction 

 

E-mail communication has become a widely accepted form of interaction in academic contexts, 

often replacing traditional face-to-face interaction between instructor and student (Alcón-Soler, 

2013). As the use of computer mediated communication (CMC) grows, helping language 

learners determine how to navigate these contexts in their second language is of utmost 

importance. Writing e-mails to authority figures is a demanding task that involves a balance of 

appropriate language use and politeness strategies (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Félix-

Brasdefer, 2012), and thus might prove to be a challenging task for second language learners. 

 
The lesson detailed in this paper was informed by the literature on L1 and L2 Spanish e-

mail communication. It was designed to raise Spanish students’ awareness of appropriate request 

strategies used when writing e-mails to their instructors, as well as to give explicit strategy 

instruction and the opportunity for production. The activities included in the lesson focus on both 

pragmalinguistic (i.e., knowledge of appropriate forms and what they mean) and sociopragmatic 

knowledge (i.e., awareness of when said forms are appropriate within a given context). The 

following sections describe the learning context, the curriculum, tasks and materials, how 

pragmatic knowledge is assessed within the lesson, learners’ opportunities for reflection, and 

possible extensions for the lesson. 

 

2 Context 

 

This lesson was designed for college-aged second-year Spanish learners at Indiana University 

(IU). It could easily be adapted to a high school setting. Learner proficiency at this level is 

typically Intermediate Low or Intermediate Mid (ACTFL) or A2/B1 (CEFR). The learners for 

whom these materials were developed are students of Spanish as a foreign language in a formal 

classroom context. While this activity was designed for a traditional face-to-face classroom 
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setting, it is easily adaptable to an online context. The Spanish curriculum for learners at IU 

adopts a communicative approach within a linear syllabus, and its main focus is grammar and 

vocabulary. The textbook (LeLoup et al., 2018) contains adapted readings from Latin American 

and Spanish literature and short readings which target a range of cultural topics related to each 

chapter. The textbook also contains a one-page pragmatics lesson in each chapter, usually 

comprised of an explicit presentation of communicative strategies, a listening activity in which 

students hear a dialogue containing the pragmatic target and answer comprehension questions, 

and a production activity in which students write a dialogue or perform a role play. While these 

activities are readily available in the textbook, they are not included in the IU curriculum. 

 

The objective of the lesson presented in this paper is to expose learners to the appropriate 

politeness strategies for writing e-mail requests in Spanish, as well as to give them the 

opportunity for production of said strategies. Requests are directive speech acts that influence the 

actions of another person and can be categorized into four main types: requests for action (e.g., 

‘Could you write me a recommendation letter?’), validation (e.g., ‘This homework is due on 

Thursday, right?’), feedback (e.g., ‘Could you tell me how I can improve this?’), and information 

(e.g., ‘How long should the essay be?’). While requests for information and validation are 

categorized as low imposition, requests for action and feedback are considered high imposition 

requests (Félix-Brasdefer, 2012). There is a great deal of variation in the Spanish-speaking world 

regarding how requests are produced, both in terms of the semantic formulas speakers use while 

making requests and the speaker’s geographic region (Félix-Brasdefer, 2019). Further, cross-

cultural variation exists between Spanish and English-speaking cultures, which serves as 

justification for the incorporation of requests into the foreign language curriculum. Márquez-

Reiter (2000) compared requests in L1 British English and L1 Uruguayan Spanish and found that 
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English-speakers used more indirect requests (‘I wonder if I could borrow your computer?’) and 

speaker-oriented strategies (‘Can I have a glass of water?’), while Spanish-speakers used more 

direct requests (Dame una barra de pan ‘Give me a loaf of bread’) and hearer-oriented strategies 

(¿Me das un café? ‘Will you give me a coffee?’). The regional and cross-cultural differences that 

exist in making requests make them a worthwhile pragmatic target for learners, who may not be 

exposed to the sociopragmatics (i.e., cultural appropriateness) and pragmalinguistics (i.e., 

grammatical forms used) of requests otherwise. 

 
Research on e-mail requests shows that learners most commonly use direct request 

strategies (i.e., commands, need statements, direct questions) and few lexical downgraders (e.g., 

‘please’, ‘thank you’), greetings, or closings when communicating their needs with their 

instructors via e-mail (e.g., Barón & Ortega, 2018; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Economidou-

Kogetsidis, 2011; Félix-Brasdefer, 2012; Lee, 2004), although instruction may lead learners to 

use more mitigation (Alcón-Soler, 2015). Native speakers use more politeness strategies overall 

when communicating via e-mail (e.g., Alcón-Soler, 2013; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007). Regarding 

politeness, the directness of the request and the internal modification used have been found to 

affect the instructor’s perception of the e-mail, sometimes influencing the perception of the 

student’s personality and their willingness to work with the student (e.g., Bolkan & Holmgren, 

2012; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011, 2016; Hendriks, 2010; Shim, 2013). The instruction of 

requests will prepare learners for future interactions with Spanish-speakers and ensure that they 

are not only more capable of making requests in a pragmatically appropriate way, but also aware 

of how their requests may be perceived by the interlocutor. 

 

This lesson can be incorporated into LeLoup et al. (2018) Chapter 8: La vida professional 

‘Professional life’. In this chapter, students are introduced to the conditional tense, which is often 
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used in Spanish requests. At this point in the curriculum, they would have also had instruction on 

object pronouns and the subjunctive mood, so they would have been exposed to the grammar 

necessary to produce appropriate requests in Spanish. As the cultural topics presented in this 

chapter concern workplace communication in the Spanish-speaking world as well as greetings 

and closings in letters, a lesson on how to write requests in e-mails complements what is already 

provided in this chapter of the textbook. 

 

3 Curriculum, Tasks, and Materials 

 

This section outlines the lesson created for e-mail requests. This lesson takes approximately 50 

minutes to complete, and all materials can be found in the corresponding appendices. The current 

pedagogical activity consists of five phases: introduction, awareness-raising, explicit instruction 

of request strategies, opportunity for production, and self and peer reflection. 

 
3.1 Activity 1: Introduction 

 

The teacher begins the class by posing a series of questions (see PowerPoint, Appendix A) 

regarding the students’ e-mail usage in general (3 minutes). The students discuss in pairs or small 

groups, and the teacher reviews the questions as a class afterward (2 minutes), underlining the 

importance of sending effective e-mails by highlighting some examples the students provide. 

Below are the questions the students are asked to discuss in Activity 1: 

 

• How often do you send e-mails to your instructors? When you e-mail your Spanish 

instructor, which language do you use? Why? 

 
• What are the main reasons you communicate with your instructors via e-mail? 

 

• How would you describe the style of the writing you use in your e-mails to your 

instructors? How would (or should) a typical e-mail to an instructor look? 
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This activity allows learners to reflect on their own e-mail communication and gives them the 

opportunity to reflect on what they do in their L1, which is a common component of the 

awareness-raising approach to teaching pragmatics (Ishihara & Cohen, 2010). 

 
3.2 Activity 2: Awareness-raising stage 

 

In this activity, the teacher shows examples of three Spanish e-mail requests (see PowerPoint, 

Appendix A) edited for clarity and written by undergraduate Spanish students to their instructors. 

These e-mails differ with respect to degree of imposition of the request, level of directness of the 

head act, and presence or absence of mitigation. The students analyze each e-mail and discuss 

the following questions in small groups (10 minutes). 

 

• What do these e-mails have in common? What is their focus or goal? 

 

• Do you feel that they are effective and appropriate? Why or why not? What specifically 

makes them appropriate (or not)? 
 

o If not, how would you change the e-mails to make them more appropriate? 
 

 

After group discussion, the teacher reviews these questions with the class and emphasizes the 

importance of making appropriate requests via e-mail in a second language, leading to the focus 

of the lesson (5 minutes). 

 

This activity follows the awareness-raising approach to teaching pragmatics, which is 

grounded in the noticing hypothesis (Schmidt, 1990). In this activity, learners are provided with 

input with the hope that it will be noticed through conscious attention to the pragmatic 

information. When the pragmatic input is noticed, it has the potential to become intake and form 

part of the learner’s pragmatic knowledge (Ishihara & Cohen, 2010). 

 
3.3 Activity 3: Explicit instruction of e-mail requests 

 

The teacher introduces strategies for making appropriate e-mail requests in Spanish based on the 

manipulation of both the level of directness of the request and the use of mitigation in the e-mail. 
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The lesson focuses on the four types of requests cited in the previous literature (information, 

validation, feedback, and action), thus taking into account both high (action and feedback) and 

low imposition (information and validation) requests, following Félix-Brasdefer (2012). It 

presents examples from a corpus of natural e-mail data from native and non-native speakers, 

researcher-created examples, and metapragmatic explanations of request-making strategies (10 

minutes). 

 

The different levels of directness of requests presented in this activity come from the 

Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (CCSARP) coding system proposed by Blum-

Kulka and Olshtain (1984). The mitigation strategies presented in this activity come from Blum-

Kulka, House, and Kasper (1989). All PowerPoint slides for this activity can be found in 

Appendix A. This example shows the slide taken from the metapragmatic instruction portion of 

the lesson and explains the four types of requests in Spanish: 

 
Figure 1 

 

Example of explicit metapragmatic instruction slides  
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Explicit instruction has proven to be effective for second and foreign language 

pragmatics (Rose & Kasper, 2001). This activity follows previous work (e.g., Hasler-Barker, 

2016) in instructional pragmatics in its explicit presentation of possible request strategies which 

learners could employ based on contextual factors (e.g., the level of imposition of the request, 

the interlocutor). 

 
3.4. Activity 4: Written discourse completion task (DCT) with focus on e-mail writing 

 

In this component of the lesson, students complete a written DCT in which they are asked to 

write four short e-mails. Students write one e-mail per request type (10 minutes). They receive a 

worksheet with four different prompts and an outline of an email to fill in for each prompt. The 

greeting and closing are provided for the student since they are not a part of the present lesson 

and the focus of this activity should be on the request itself. While the majority of this lesson is 

in Spanish, the prompts themselves are presented in English to ensure students’ understanding as 

this activity will be completed individually and some of the vocabulary in Spanish might be 

beyond their understanding at the intermediate level. The scenarios are presented below (full 

worksheet in Appendix B): 

 

Request for validation: You have a homework assignment due next week and you are not sure 

about the page length requirement, which is not listed in the syllabus. You think it should be 5 

pages, but you want to check in with your instructor to be sure, so you decide to write him/her an 

e-mail. You write: 

 

Request for information: There are a few events for Hispanic Heritage Month coming up soon. 

You want to know more about a movie screening next weekend. You decide to write your 

instructor an e-mail. You write: 
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Request for action: You have an assignment due in two days, but you do not think you will be 

able to complete it on time. You decide to ask your instructor for an extension, so you write 

him/her an e-mail: 

 

Request for feedback: You received a grade that was lower than you had expected on a recent 

assignment for your Spanish class. You aren’t unhappy with the grade, but you would like to 

know how you could improve in the future. You decide to write to your instructor about it. You 

write: 

 

Production is considered an important part of pragmatics instruction as it gives learners 

the opportunity to put their newly learned skills to use. Production also serves as a form of 

assessment, which is helpful should instructors wish to determine how learners handle the 

pragmatic information presented to them during class (Cohen, 2019). This activity provides an 

initial assessment for learners’ pragmatic development, but further assessments that could be 

used beyond this lesson are discussed in Section 4. 

 
3.5 Activity 5: Reflection 

 

In this portion of the lesson (10 minutes), students are given the chance to self-reflect on their 

pragmatic performance. They also exchange their handouts from Activity 4 with a partner and 

give each other feedback in the form of a peer review, using the same evaluation system they use 

in the self-reflection. The full reflection form can be found in Appendix C. 

 

For each of the e-mails written in Activity 4, the student self-evaluates the overall 

appropriateness of the request on a scale of 1 (inappropriate) to 4 (very appropriate). On the 

same scale, the student rates the level of formality, directness, and politeness, as well as the 

strategies used in the request. They also answer two open-ended questions about the e-mails 

overall. This is repeated with the partner’s e-mails in the peer review activity. The questions used 
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in the self-reflection and peer review were adapted from Ishihara and Cohen (2010). Below are 

the two open-ended questions that students consider for themselves and for their peers’ e-mails: 

 

• Which pragmatic strategies from today’s lesson are used in the e-mails? 

 

• Could these e-mails be improved in any way? 
 

 

The instructor concludes the lesson by reviewing these questions. Students are encouraged to 

share examples of what they consider to be appropriate e-mails and explain why they are 

appropriate for the given situation (2-3 minutes). Reflection can be used to facilitate pragmatic 

development (McConachy, 2018) and will be further discussed in Section 5. 

 

4 Assessment 

 

The assessment of pragmatic knowledge is often used to determine what learners gain from a 

pedagogical intervention and is typically employed both for research purposes and by educators 

in classroom instruction (Cohen, 2019). Tests for speech acts such as requests include oral and 

written discourse completion tasks, pragmatic judgment tasks, role plays, and the analysis of 

natural learner interaction (Taguchi & Roever, 2017). For this activity, assessment took the form 

of a written DCT and is detailed in Section 3.4. This form of assessment was chosen for the 

current lesson as a written DCT is similar to writing an actual e-mail and thus allows for a 

realistic way to measure how learners would produce requests in this setting. 

 
A possible extension for the assessment of e-mail requests beyond this activity might include a 

more naturalistic extended discourse task in which learners write an actual e-mail request, asking 

for specific information about a tourist attraction in a Spanish-speaking country. The instructor 

could provide students with a flyer about the tourist attraction, and the assessment would consist 

of writing an e-mail to the company (played by the instructor or volunteer colleagues) with 2-3 
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questions about the attraction. This type of assignment would allow for a more realistic writing 

practice compared to the written DCT students completed as a component of this lesson. 

 

5 Reflection as a means for learning 

 

Reflection on pragmatic learning and comparison with L1 experiences has been cited as a helpful 

tool for teaching and learning pragmatics and intercultural competence (McConachy, 2018). The 

opportunity for learners to reflect on the strategies they use in a given interaction or how those 

strategies may change based on the interlocutor may lead to the development of metapragmatic 

awareness (McConachy & Spencer-Oatey, 2020). Typically, the reflection process prompts 

learners to think about their pragmatic production and comprehension, and is completed through 

a variety of activities including self-assessment, peer review, or debriefing (Ishihara & Cohen, 

2010). 

 

This lesson contains a reflection component, described in Section 3.5, modeled after self-

assessment tools provided in Ishihara and Cohen (2010). During the reflection phase, students 

have the opportunity for both self-assessment and a peer review of other students’ work. They 

first read through each of the 4 e-mails and complete a general evaluation of how appropriate the 

e-mail is (1-4; inappropriate-very appropriate), followed by two components (see Appendix C) 

which students also rate on the same 1-4 appropriateness scale. They first rate their own work, 

then exchange work with a partner and assess their partner’s work as well. This peer review 

component allows learners to receive feedback on their production and compare it with their self-

assessment, which provides them with an example of how their language may be perceived 

differently by an interlocutor. 
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6 Conclusion and extensions 

 

This lesson, created for the instruction of Spanish e-mail requests, aims to raise learners’ 

awareness of the pragmatic strategies used in e-mail requests while also providing them with the 

opportunity for production. This lesson can be adapted for a variety of levels and for additional 

languages and cultures. Teachers may also wish to use an actual e-mail exchange with an 

instructor for the production portion of the activity rather than a handwritten task. This would 

allow for students to get feedback based on the way they make their request(s) (i.e., if it is not 

pragmatically appropriate for the situation, they may receive a negative response from the 

instructor interlocutor). Depending on the time and technological constraints of the class, the 

teacher can determine whether or not they can make these adjustments. 

 

Additionally, the teacher can determine which pragmalinguistic strategies will be level-

appropriate for their students and adjust the lesson accordingly. This lesson is easily adaptable 

for additional teaching contexts, such as study abroad programs. This could be incorporated into 

a pre-departure orientation, or even once students are in-country. Lastly, this lesson could be 

adapted to an online teaching context using breakout rooms in Zoom for small group discussion 

and Google docs for peer review and self-evaluation. The instruction of e-mail requests will not 

only aid in students’ pragmatic development with regard to request-making, but also in their 

professionalism. As e-mail communication and messaging on platforms such as Canvas and 

Blackboard are increasingly popular in academic contexts, it is crucial that students understand 

how to appropriately word requests to their instructors in these settings, so their messages are 

positively received. 
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Appendix B: Written DCT 

 

Nombre: 

S250 Hoja de actividades: Actividad 1 

 

Instrucciones: Vas a escribir 4 correos cortos para aplicar lo que vimos hoy en clase. Lee cada 

situación y llena el cuerpo del correo con lo que escribirías tú si fuera una situación actual. 

 

Correo 1: You have a homework assignment due next week and you are not sure about the 

page length requirement, which is not listed in the syllabus. You think it should be 5 pages, but 

you want to check in with your instructor to be sure, so you decide to write him/her an e-mail. 
You write: 

 

Hola profesora, 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Un saludo, 
 

_____________ 
 

 

Correo 2: There are a few events for Hispanic Heritage Month (el Mes de la Herencia Hispana) 
coming up soon. You want to know more about a movie screening next weekend. You decide to 
write your instructor an e-mail. You write: 

 

Hola profesora, 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Un saludo, 
 

_____________ 
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Correo 3: You have an assignment due in two days, but you do not think you will be able to 

complete it on time. You decide to ask your instructor for an extension, so you write him/her an 
e-mail. You write: 

 

Hola profesora, 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Un saludo, 
 

_____________ 
 

 

Correo 4: You received a grade that was lower than you had expected on a recent assignment 
for your Spanish class. You aren’t unhappy with the grade, but you would like to know how you 
could improve in the future. You decide to write to your instructor about it. You write: 

 

Hola profesora, 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Un saludo, 
 

_____________ 
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Appendix C: Reflection form 
 

Nombre: 

S250 Hoja de actividades: Actividad 2 

 

Instrucciones: Ahora vas a revisar la Actividad 1. Vas a evaluar cada correo que escribiste, 
pensando en lo que conversamos en clase hoy. Contesta las preguntas para cada correo (5 mins). 

 

Después, evalúa los correos de tu compañero/a usando la segunda parte del formulario (5 mins). 

 

Evaluación 1: Mis correos 

 

Lee tu Correo 1 y selecciona la mejor respuesta con un círculo: 

 

1. Este correo es __________ para enviar a un instructor. 

 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

2. El nivel de formalidad y cortesía es: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

3. Las estrategias para peticiones usadas en este correo son: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiadas 

3 – un poco apropiadas  
2 – menos apropiadas 

1 – inapropiadas 

 

Lee tu Correo 2 y contesta estas preguntas: 

 

1. Este correo es __________ para enviar a un instructor. 

 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

2. El nivel de formalidad y cortesía es: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiado 
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3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

3. Las estrategias para peticiones usadas en este correo son: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiadas 

3 – un poco apropiadas 

2 – menos apropiadas 

1 – inapropiadas 
 

 

Lee tu Correo 3 y contesta estas preguntas: 

 

1. Este correo es __________ para enviar a un instructor. 

 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

2. El nivel de formalidad y cortesía es: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

3. Las estrategias para peticiones usadas en este correo son: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiadas  
3 – un poco apropiadas 

2 – menos apropiadas 

1 – inapropiadas 
 

 

Lee tu Correo 4 y contesta estas preguntas: 

 

1. Este correo es __________ para enviar a un instructor. 

 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 
 
 
 

 

21 



2. El nivel de formalidad y cortesía es: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

3. Las estrategias para peticiones usadas en este correo son: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiadas 

3 – un poco apropiadas  
2 – menos apropiadas 

1 – inapropiadas 
 
 

Preguntas generales para los 4 correos: 

 

1. ¿Cuáles estrategias de la clase de hoy usaste en los correos? 
 
 
 
 

2. ¿Se puede mejorar estos correos de alguna manera? 
 
 
 
 

Evaluación 2: Los correos de mi compañero 

 

Lee el Correo 1 y selecciona la mejor respuesta con un círculo: 

 

1. Este correo es __________ para enviar a un instructor. 

 

4 – muy apropiado  
3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

2. El nivel de formalidad y cortesía es: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

3. Las estrategias para peticiones usadas en este correo son: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiadas 

3 – un poco apropiadas 
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2 – menos apropiadas 

1 – inapropiadas 

 

Lee el Correo 2 y contesta estas preguntas: 

 

1. Este correo es __________ para enviar a un instructor. 

 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado  
1 – inapropiado 

 
 

2. El nivel de formalidad y cortesía es: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

3. Las estrategias para peticiones usadas en este correo son: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiadas 

3 – un poco apropiadas 

2 – menos apropiadas 

1 – inapropiadas 
 

 

Lee el Correo 3 y contesta estas preguntas: 

 

1. Este correo es __________ para enviar a un instructor. 

 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

2. El nivel de formalidad y cortesía es: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

3. Las estrategias para peticiones usadas en este correo son: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiadas 
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3 – un poco apropiadas 

2 – menos apropiadas 

1 – inapropiadas 
 

 

Lee el Correo 4 y contesta estas preguntas: 

 

1. Este correo es __________ para enviar a un instructor. 

 

4 – muy apropiado  
3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

2. El nivel de formalidad y cortesía es: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiado 

3 – un poco apropiado 

2 – menos apropiado 

1 – inapropiado 
 
 

3. Las estrategias para peticiones usadas en este correo son: ____________ 
 

4 – muy apropiadas 

3 – un poco apropiadas 

2 – menos apropiadas 

1 – inapropiadas 
 
 

Preguntas generales para los 4 correos: 

 

1. ¿Cuáles estrategias de la clase de hoy usó tu compañero en los correos? 
 
 
 
 

2. ¿Se puede mejorar estos correos de alguna manera? 
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¿Qué me recomiendas? Teaching the Pragmatics of Recommendations  

 

Matthew Pollock & Nicholas M. Blaker 

 

Indiana University Bloomington 
 

 

Abstract 

 

Research in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) has demonstrated that pragmatics is a difficult 

area for L2 learners to navigate without explicit and/or implicit instructional intervention 

(Taguchi and Roever, 2017). Thus, the present instructional unit provides foreign language (FL) 

instructors of Spanish with a variety of activities designed to aid learners of Spanish in the 

process of acquiring the speech act of recommendations. This speech act requires both 

knowledge of pragmalinguistic (e.g., subjunctive conjugations) and sociopragmatic (e.g., formal 

vs. informal social contexts) strategies, and therefore, the current unit begins with metapragmatic 

instruction (i.e., awareness raising) through identification of recommendation strategies and 

culminates in role-plays of varying situations along the informal to formal scale that require use 

and knowledge of pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic strategies in Spanish. Suggestions for 

assessment and extension of the unit are discussed and encouraged for implementation into the 

Spanish FL classroom. 

 

Keywords: L2/FL Spanish, pragmatics, FL instruction, speech acts, recommendations 
 

 

Level: Second-Year Spanish (Intermediate low/mid, ACTFL; A2-B2, CEFR). 

 

Suggested Time: Two 50-min sessions. 

 

Materials: Recommendation strategies guide, cross-linguistic dialogue transcript, dialogue 

transcript, situation cards, instructional PowerPoint, audio recording. 

 

Target Grammatical Structures: Present/Imperfect Subjunctive, Conditional, Modal verbs, 
“If” clauses. 

 

Goal: To instruct intermediate learners of Spanish in the foreign language classroom on 

appropriate use and production of recommendations. 
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1 Introduction 

 

Research in the area of second language (L2) pragmatics has provided evidence that instruction 

of target-like pragmatic norms is beneficial for L2 learners (Taguchi & Roever, 2017). When 

studying in an immersive foreign language (FL) context, learners have direct access to pragmatic 

activity (i.e., through day-to-day interactions); however, in the FL classroom, instructors often 

serve as learners’ only source of providing pragmatic instruction (Sessarego, 2021). Furthermore, 

researchers like Taguchi and Roever (2017) underscore the importance of both explicit and 

implicit instructional techniques, as the former provides intentional learning of the target 

language while the latter permits the learner to engage in subconscious processing. Using both an 

explicit and implicit framework, we herein provide a linguistically motivated pedagogical 

intervention to contribute to the teaching of Spanish recommendations in the FL context. 

 

The objective of this lesson is to provide FL learners of Spanish with an understanding of 

pragmatic tendencies of recommendations, with a particular focus on the usage of subjunctive 

conjugations and intermediate clausal constructions (i.e., si ‘if’ clauses). Across four scaffolded 

stages of instruction, learners first receive metapragmatic instruction that focuses on raising their 

awareness of forms, followed by a set of activities where they must identify suggestion tools and 

create their own dialogues. This lesson can be taught when students are learning 

recommendation-relevant grammar structures, for example, the present/imperfect subjunctive 

and conditional clauses in Spanish. 

 

2 Context 

 

According to Martínez-Flor (2005), recommendations are classified as one of Searle’s (1969) 

directive speech acts because speakers attempt to get their hearer to commit to or complete a 

future action. Although recommendations are typically conveyed using direct speech acts, it is 
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possible for indirect or conventionalized expressions to be used in place of direct acts. 

Recommendations are part of Brown & Levinson’s (1987) theory of politeness: by imposing on 

the negative face of the hearer to perform a specific act, a speaker presents a face-threatening act. 

To avoid such an act, speakers must consider issues such as social distance and power relative to 

their interlocutor before giving recommendations (Martínez-Flor, 2005). 

 
It is important to highlight that recommendations have not been studied as extensively as 

other speech acts (i.e., requests, compliments), but they are nonetheless employed often in daily 

interactions between friends, co-workers, students-teachers, etc. Due to its widespread use, the 

recommendation constitutes an act deserving attention in the FL classroom to ensure that L2 

learners are equipped with the appropriate strategies to make recommendations in the target-

language context. More specifically, in the area of teaching Spanish as a FL, Koike (1995) has 

highlighted the need for English-speaking L2/FL learners of Spanish to be exposed to the 

pragmalinguistic strategies necessary for making recommendations in Spanish, given that 

Spanish speakers employ strategies that differ from English norms. 

 
As Laughlin, Wain, and Schmidgall (2015) argue, the ability to use and comprehend 

speech acts is a crucial part in the development of pragmatic competence for L2 learners. The 

current instructional unit focuses on teaching the speech act of recommendations to English-

speaking L2 learners of Spanish at the intermediate level in the FL context. The construction of 

the current instructional unit is grounded in previous research that has examined the principle 

linguistic features present in the production of the speech act of recommendations in both 

Spanish and English. In addition, given its importance in L2 acquisition theory, we take into 

account Schmidt’s (1990) Noticing Hypothesis, which argues that learners must “notice” both 
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the linguistic form and function of L2 structures in order to successfully navigate acquisition, 

and also, that input must be noticed by the learner in order for it to become intake and aid in 

acquisition. 

 

Recommendation strategies serve an important pragmatic role in daily speech (e.g., 

teacher-student or doctor-patient interactions) and, in a language like Spanish with an overt 

subjunctive mood system, this speech act provides a level of grammatical complexity that is 

suitable for intermediate language learners. Both conditional clauses and subjunctive 

conjugations are necessary for students to control and increase their perceived politeness, which 

allows learners to produce speech acts that can guide them in employing recommendations while 

avoiding overt directiveness and social face threats, as discussed by Brown and Levinson (1987). 

Previous research, e.g., Sessarego (2020), has shown that pragmalinguistic competence is often 

difficult for learners to acquire and can lead learners to confusion. Glide (2016) and Placencia 

(2012) have both examined the production of recommendations in computer-mediated contexts 

(CMC) like Reddit, where users answer strangers’ questions. These contexts can be applied to 

pedagogy by helping provide a model for native-like social face management and 

recommendations that can be used in the FL classroom. 

 
This teaching unit serves not only to contextualize the use of recommendations in 

Spanish for learners of Spanish, but also to focus learners’ attention on strategies available to 

them to appropriately produce this speech act. In order to reflect the tenets of Schmidt’s (1990) 

Noticing Hypothesis, our intervention includes activities that explicitly give learners specific 

pragmalinguistic forms for producing Spanish recommendations. 

 

The taxonomy of acts developed by Martínez-Flor (2005) for the production of 

recommendations – including direct, conventionalized, and indirect sub-types – has been adapted 

for our pragmatic intervention. Examples of strategies associated with the three act types are 
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provided in Appendix A. The direct and indirect acts can be taught to lower intermediate learners 

learning the present subjunctive tense, while the conventionalized forms featuring conditionals 

and modals can be taught at the high-intermediate level while studying the imperfect subjunctive 

tense and conditional clauses. 

 

3 Curriculum, tasks and materials 

 

We developed a table of communicative strategies for making recommendations, including how 

to suggest alternative options and express disbelief. This material, as well as previous pragmatic 

research on Spanish recommendations (Glide, 2016; Hernández-Flores, 1999; Placencia, 2012), 

served as a basis for the learner strategy handout (Appendix A). Overall, the instructional unit is 

divided into four steps: the first two are teacher-directed, while the last two are student-guided. 

First, students are introduced to Spanish norms through computer-mediated contexts, such as 

“Yahoo Answers” posts. They then receive a written dialogue in both English and Spanish. 

Thereafter, they receive three recommendation scenarios in which they identify strategies and 

pragmatic tools they have learned. Finally, they listen to an audio clip of two Spanish native 

speakers engaging in recommendations, while they take note of how pragmalinguistic tools (i.e., 

strategies) are applied, working in groups to implement these tools in prepared dialogues. 

 
3.1 Introduction through computer-mediated examples 

 

This first activity introduces learners by way of explicit instruction to expressions that are common in 

giving recommendations in Spanish. The instructor provides the learners with a list of expressions 

containing contextualized examples that are to be referenced during the remainder of the unit. To 

help learners understand how to employ these strategies in the real world, a user dialogue from 

Yahoo Answers is shown to students in the presentation of the lesson, demonstrating a request for 

help and recommendations using pragmalinguistic strategies (Appendix E). 

 

5 



 
Procedure (10 min): The instructor presents learners with the list of expressions that are 

used to make recommendations in Spanish, explains the expressions, and asks learners to read 

the contextualized sentences from Yahoo Answers aloud. It is important that the instructor 

highlight the use of the subjunctive in these forms and the use of formal vs. informal forms in 

Spanish (i.e., tú ‘you (informal)’ vs. usted ‘you (formal)’). After detailing the expressions, the 

instructor asks the learners if they have doubts or questions regarding usage of the expressions. 

Appendix A provides a list of the pragmatic expressions used throughout the instructional unit. 

 
Based on Glide (2016) and Placencia’s (2012) work in CMC, this context provides 

naturalistic recommendations that give students insights into native-speaker strategies in an 

informal and familiar digital forum. 

 
3.2 Cross-linguistic comparison 

 

This activity provides learners with the opportunity to compare and contrast recommendation 

strategies found in both English and Spanish. Students receive a printed copy of a single dialogue 

in both Spanish and English about an individual seeking recommendation for an upcoming trip to 

Spain (Appendix B). Learners are encouraged to notice the use of recommendation strategies in 

everyday conversation. Instructors can emphasize the particular strategies that work in both 

languages and point out structures in Spanish that diverge from English. 

 
Procedure (15 min): Using the strategies presented in the first activity, the instructor lets 

learners work in pairs or groups, depending on the number of students, to analyze the English 

and Spanish dialogues. Learners read both dialogues while using the provided handout 

(Appendix B) to indicate recommendation strategies. After learners have read both texts, 

instructors can lead a discussion about the strategies observed across languages, pointing out 

similarities and differences. 
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Based on the tenets of Schmidt’s (1990) Noticing Hypothesis, this activity is intended to 

draw learners’ attention to key strategies discussed in the previous activity. By observing 

strategies featured in a written text, they can become more familiar with how recommendations 

are structured and how they differ crosslinguistically. 

 
3.3 Recognition and written production 

 

In this activity, learners listen to a dialogue between two friends, in which one speaker is asking 

for restaurant recommendations. Learners should identify the strategies used to make 

recommendations, considering both forms learned in the first activity and Spanish norms 

discussed in the second activity. 

 

Procedure (15 min): The instructor will first play the recorded dialogue twice. After 

hearing the dialogue for the first time, learners receive a written transcript of the dialogue, 

permitting them to follow along while listening to the dialogue for the second time and taking 

notes. Learners will then converse with their partner(s), noting the target expressions they heard 

in the dialogue. Instructors can briefly discuss the strategies used to express Spanish 

recommendations and compare the results from the previous activities. See Appendix C for the 

dialogue transcript. 

 
Pragmatic observation is a necessary predecessor to application, as discussed by Schmidt 

(1990) in the Noticing Hypothesis. One way to encourage this type of fruitful observation in the 

classroom is through reflection on the pragmatic strategies and acquisitional tendencies that 

students experience, which can be guided by instructors, as Ishihara and Cohen (2010) describe. 

The metacognitive activity discussed in this section prompts reflection and observation by 

encouraging learners to be aware of the explicit learning they have done and to begin analyzing 

this knowledge with peers. 
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3.4 Oral role-play 

 

This final activity allows learners to practice giving recommendations in Spanish. Learner 

groups are presented with situation cards and take turns reading a situation and responding with 

an appropriate recommendation. This encourages both the production of recommendation 

strategies and the acknowledgement of varying social roles that have different levels of formality 

(e.g., teacher-student, friend-friend). 

 

Procedure (10 min): The instructor will pass out situation cards to groups of two to three 

students. One learner will begin by reading a situation to the other group member(s) who, in turn, 

will respond with a recommendation, using one of the strategies learned previously. Learners 

will rotate roles after each turn so that all group members have the opportunity to produce a 

Spanish recommendation. Instructors can encourage learners to create their own situations as 

well, or to creatively complicate or alter the situations on the cards provided in Appendix D. 

 

In this final activity, pragmatic knowledge is applied to on-line oral expression. Given 

that learners have been made aware of the necessary pragmatic forms in the previous activities, 

they are encouraged in this exercise to apply them within conversation. This serves as an early 

form of assessment of how much they have learned and their awareness of cross-linguistic 

differences between Spanish and English. Multiple researchers (Cohen, 2019; Taguchi & 

Roever, 2017; Ishihara & Cohen, 2010) pointed to the need for this type of assessment, as well as 

follow-up activities that continue to draw on the learned skill later on, ensuring that “noticed” 

forms become accessible pragmalinguistic tools that remain in use long after the initial lesson. 

 

4 Assessment 

 

There is a fundamental divide between the instruction of pragmatic forms and their acquisition. As 

Cohen (2019) discusses, even selecting useful forms can be difficult: learners need to understand 

 

8 



 
the value and usefulness of the forms they are taught in order to pay increased attention and 

know to retain them for long term usage. Furthermore, he points out that although there exist a 

wide range of assessment methods for gauging natural pragmatic tendencies (e.g., Discourse 

Completion Tasks (DCTs), role-plays, and Likert scales ratings), criteria for classroom 

assessment are more scattershot. Cohen (2019: 198) points out that some authors suggest “one-

shot” methods that assess the acquisition of isolated forms, while others use an extended series of 

tools, including “reflective writing, rubrics, role plays, and self/peer assessment.” Taguchi and 

Roever (2017) also point to the lack of pragmatic assessment in major national and international 

foreign language tests, such as the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), or the 

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Oral Proficiency Interview. 

 
This inconsistency in criteria for the assessment of pragmatic acquisition means that there is a 

serious difficulty in determining whether pragmatic interventions –such as those that we advocate 

here for the learning of Spanish recommendations– are acquired in a meaningful and holistic way by 

language learners. Taguchi and Roever (2017) emphasize the importance of considering situational 

context when assessing pragmatic productions, and Cohen (2019) urges increased assessment not just 

of learners’ pragmalinguistic ability to produce necessary forms, but also their sociopragmatic 

competence in knowing the correct forms that should be used in a variety of contexts. The 

assessment of pragmatic knowledge, as Cohen (2019) argues, can only improve overall pragmatic 

awareness: students become more aware of the importance of these forms, and pay more attention to 

issues of pragmatics than if these issues were to remain a secondary concern. Given the current state 

of pragmatic assessment, we recommend that instructors develop an instrument (or instruments) that 

can be used to test the understanding and continued retention of recommendation strategies once this 

unit has concluded. Taguchi and Roever (2017) provide useful examples of meta-pragmatic 
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judgments, multi-turn DCTs, and dialogue choice tasks that instructors can adopt in their own 

classrooms to help learners recall and hone tools for making recommendations. 

 

5 Reflection as a means for learning 

 

This instructional unit provides learners of Spanish with the opportunity to practice 

recommendations through both written and oral activities in Spanish. Pragmatic instruction is 

often not a part of Spanish pedagogy due to the primary focus on developing grammatical and 

lexical competence in many L2 curricula. As such, our intervention serves as part of a larger 

effort to encourage Spanish instructors to teach speech acts in FL classrooms while 

simultaneously making an attempt to expose learners to target language grammar and 

vocabulary. 

 
Researchers such as McConachy and Spencer-Oatey (2020) emphasize the importance of 

Schmidt’s (1990) Noticing Hypothesis in pragmatic acquisition, with awareness of forms and 

sociopragmatic norms leading to cognitive retention and the learning of pragmatic rules. An 

additional way to augment student noticing is to make clear the stakes of sociopragmatic and 

pragmalinguistic competence (or a lack thereof) in real-world language contexts. While the goal 

of students may not always be to match the sociopragmatic behaviors of native speakers, 

understanding how forms reflect social issues such as the relative power of speakers and the 

imposition of the act (e.g., lending a friend a pencil versus a car), may help students to focus on 

the pragmatic situation in a way that further develops their awareness of pragmatic norms. As 

pertaining to the interventions outlined in this article, reflective post-intervention activities may 

encourage students to think back on what was effective and what skills they may have acquired 

in these activities that can apply beyond recommendations to situations of real-life L2 interaction. 
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Given that this pragmatic intervention provides learners with naturalistic and specific 

contexts in which to produce pragmatically appropriate structures, it may be useful to employ 

reflection-based activities in the classroom and individual as instructors, as Ishihara and Cohen 

(2010) suggest, in order to document when instruction is most effective and how students best 

learn and acquire forms. As opposed to the typically generalized or decontextualized situations 

of language textbook activities, the activities proposed here open the door to working with 

specific language contexts in which formality, register, and related phenomena play a role in 

determining appropriate productions. Instructor note-taking may serve as a useful means of 

developing further curricular interventions by facilitating reflection on the effectiveness of the 

activities implemented through both observation of in-class instruction and a close reading of 

student reflections. As Ishihara and Cohen (2010) describe, reflecting on the FL context can be a 

useful means of determining what pragmatic abilities learners of a given FL need to acquire and 

how to best help them to develop such skills. 

 

6 Conclusion and extensions 

 

Our instructional unit has described several methods for teaching recommendations in the FL 

classroom, while also opening the door to future discussion of pragmatic instructional methods 

by drawing increased attention to the way learners use language to carry out speech goals. 

Recommendation are common speech acts that both early and advanced learners will have 

reason to use regularly in naturalistic L2 contexts and thus they deserve greater attention in FL 

instruction. Among other benefits, this helps to ensure that learners are aware that native and 

target-language strategies differ (e.g., Koike,1995). In our intervention, we provided instructors 

with a framework that moves in a scaffolded way from instructor- to student-led activities which 

encourage increased awareness and contact with the pragmatics of recommendations in the L2  
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classroom. We also discussed the importance of assessment, both to show learners that pragmatic 

acquisition is as important as lexical or grammatical knowledge, and to gauge the effectiveness 

and longevity of instruction. Finally, we discussed both student- and instructor-oriented 

reflection as a means of encouraging learners to notice and focus on pragmatic instruction as 

well as a way for instructors to determine how successful the intervention was for learners and 

how to increase future engagement. 

 
The activities presented in this lesson focus on pragmatic expressions that mid- and high-

intermediate-level Spanish learners can apply using familiar vocabulary and grammatical 

structures. However, we encourage adaptation of these materials to allow for instruction across 

different proficiency levels. For example, instructors of advanced learners can employ complex 

conditional structures (e.g., si hubiera sido tú, te habría recomendado… “If I were you, I would 

have recommended…’), while those working with low-intermediate or even novice learners 

could use simple stem-changing verbs, present tense modals, and direct object pronouns (e.g., 

recomiendo este color ‘I recommend this color’; debes estudiar más ‘you should study more’; lo 

sugiero ‘I suggest it’). Although we focus on recommendations here, we have also tried to make 

clear the broad applicability of this framework as a starting point for manifold instructional 

topics. The four steps we outlined can serve as an entry point to teaching complaints, 

disagreements, or a variety of other speech acts not frequently taught in FL classrooms. Even 

outside the L2 Spanish context, we hope that our intervention can serve as a blueprint to inspire 

instructors of any language to initiate rigorous pragmatic instruction. 

 
As a final note of encouragement to instructors, we would like to remind you that every 

language classroom is different. While our intervention can serve as a model for future pragmatic 

instruction, and prove useful for a variety of language levels, we also acknowledge that  
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instructors and learners may vary greatly based on individual differences, and we encourage you 

to avoid rigidly following our structure. Creativity and adaptation are key in the acquisition and 

application of pragmatic knowledge – we see no reason why it should be otherwise when 

teaching it. We hope that both instructors and learners can benefit from these activities, leading 

to improved communication and sociopragmatic competency in the FL classroom. 
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Appendix A: Pragmalinguistic strategies for Spanish recommendations  
 

 

 Type Strategy Examples Course Level 
          

 Direct Performatives Te/Le aconsejo… Second-year Spanish 

      Te/Le recomiendo…   

      Te/Le sugiero…   
      

 Indirect Impersonal Es aconsejable… Second-year Spanish 

      Es recomendable…   
      

 Conventionalized forms Conditionals Yo que tú… Second-year Spanish 

      Si yo fuera tú… and beyond 

      (Yo) en tu lugar…   

      En tú situación,   

      Yo…   

      Si…, …   
       

    Modals Deberías… Second-year Spanish 

      Podrías… and beyond  

 

Adapted from Cowell, Heining-Boynton, & Leloup, 2014:462  
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Appendix B: Cross-cultural dialogue 

 

Spanish 

 

Marta: Hola, ¡Luis! ¿Cómo estás? 

 

Luis: Estoy muy bien. Alberto me dijo 
que ibas a España por la primera vez 
durante el verano. ¿Es verdad? 

 

Marta: ¡Eso es! Primero, voy a Madrid y 

después a Barcelona. Tengo muchas ganas 
de irme, pero no sé qué hacer cuando esté 

en España. 

 

Luis: Pues, yo en tu lugar, iría al Palacio 

Real en Madrid y también visitaría el 

Museo del Prado si te gusta el arte. 

 

Marta: ¡Perfecto! Creo que hay muchos 

bares en Madrid, pero hay algún sitio 
que sirva tapas. 

 

Luis: Claro qué sí. Podrías ir al Tigre del 
Norte en Chueca. Además, si yo fuera tú, 

pediría una cerveza y tortilla de patatas. La 

tortilla de patas está muy buena. 

 

Marta: ¿Debería pedir algo más? 

 

Luis: Pues, sí. Yo probaría también el 
pulpo a la gallega. Todos dicen que el 
pulpo es el mejor de toda España. 

 

Marta: ¡Perfecto! ¿Me puedes recomendar 
unos sitios en Barcelona? 

 

Luis: Me encanta Barcelona, pero si tienes 

tiempo, deberías visitar la Sagrada Familia, 
la catedral diseñado por Antoni Gaudí. 

 

Marta: Gracias por las recomendaciones, 
Luis. Me has ayudado mucho. 

 

 

English 

 

Melissa: Hey Luke, how are you? 

 

Luke: I am good. Sam told me that you are 

going to Spain for the first time during the 
summer. Are you excited? 

 

Melissa: Yes! First, I am going to Madrid 

and after I am going to Barcelona. I am 

really excited about going, but I do not 

know what to do when I get there. 

 

Luke: I think you should go to the Royal 
Palace and you could visit the art museum 
if you like art. 

 

Melissa: Awesome. I know that Madrid has 

a lot of bars, but do you know of a place that 
serves tapas? 

 

Luke: Of course, you could go to the Tigre 

del Norte in Chueca. Also, if I were you, I 

would order a beer and the Spanish omelet. 
The Spanish omelet is the best. 

 

Melissa: Should I order anything else? 

 

Luke: Yes. They recommend trying the 

fried octopus because they say that it is the 
best in the country. 

 

Melissa: Awesome. Do you know of 
any great places in Barcelona? 

 

Luke: I love Barcelona, but if you have 

time, you should visit the Sagrada Familia, 
the cathedral designed by Antoni Gaudi. 

 

Melissa: Thanks so much for the 

recommendations. You’ve helped me a lot. 
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Appendix C: Listening Dialogue 

 

Mateo: 

Nico: 

 

Mateo: 

Nico: 

Mateo: 

Nico: 

Mateo:  
Nico: 

 

Mateo: 

 

Nico: 

 

Mateo: 

 

Nico: 

 

Mateo: 

Nico: 

 

Hola, ¡Nico! ¿Cómo estás? 

Estoy bien, Mateo, pero tengo hambre. ¿Me puedes recomendar un sitio 

para comer? 

Claro que sí. Si te gusta pizza, te recomiendo que comas en Telepizza. 

Perfecto. ¿Cómo es la pizza? 

La pizza está muy buena. ¿Qué tipo de pizza prefieres? 

Este, bueno, me gusta pizza con queso. 

Hmm, podrías comer la pizza con, no la pizza de cuatro quesos.  
Ah, bueno, de hecho, creo, bueno, creo que prefiero pasta. Todo el mundo me 

recomienda que pruebe la pasta en Olive Garden. ¿Qué piensas? 

La pasta sí está muy buena. De hecho, si comes ahí, es recomendable 

probar un postre como tiramisú o helado. 

Ah, sí? Todos me dicen que debería probar el helado de chocolate. ¿Me puedes 

 

Pues, sí. Para picar, te aconsejo que pidas la ensalada, porque la ensalada es muy 

famosa. 

¡Guay! Tengo muchas ganas de comer. Creo que voy a comer en Olive 

Garden. ¿Te apetece ir? 

¡Sí, vamos! 

Perfecto, bien, vamos. 
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Appendix D: Situation Cards  
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Appendix E: Instructional PowerPoint 

 

3rd Semester Materials 
 

Activity 1  
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¿Puedo tener el menú? Teaching Requests at Restaurants 

 

Jingyi Guo & Juan Manuel Martínez Rodríguez 

 

Indiana University Bloomington 
 
 
 
 
Abstract 

 

The present teaching unit offers a series of activities that can be employed to teach how to make 

appropriate requests at both informal and formal restaurants among American beginning learners 

of Spanish in foreign language (FL) classrooms. Explicit instruction (i.e., raising awareness, 

discussion, metapragmatic instruction) was employed to maximize the teaching effects. Input 

was provided by three YouTube videos that contain constructed interactions by native speakers 

at restaurants, which reflect characteristics of requests in Spanish. Two interactive role-plays 

were designed to assess the results of teaching as well as to provide additional input and 

feedback. This teaching unit was piloted with four student sections. Suggestions for 

implementation and extensions to higher levels of learners as well as to learners in a second 

language learning context are discussed. 
 

 

Keywords: speech acts, requests, L2 pragmatics, FL instruction, pragmatic competence 
 

 

Level: First-Year College Spanish (Novice Low/Novice Mid, ACTFL; A1, CEFR) 

 

Suggested time: 45-50 minutes 

 

Materials: PowerPoint slides, videos, worksheets 

 

Target Grammatical Structures: imperatives and interrogatives 

 

Goal: to develop beginning learners’ pragmalinguisitc and sociopragmatic competence of 
making appropriate requests at informal and formal restaurants in Spanish 
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1 Introduction 

 

Pragmatic competence, defined as learners’ “ability to use language appropriately in a social 

context” (Taguchi, 2009), is one of the important components of second language (L2) 

competence a learner needs to possess in order to successfully use the L2 in real-world 

interactions. Pragmatic competence consists of two subtypes: pragmalinguistic competence and 

sociopragmatic competence (Leech, 1983; Thomas, 1983). The former refers to the knowledge 

of linguistic resources that can be employed to fulfill certain pragmatic functions, while the latter 

refers to the competence of using those linguistic resources in an appropriate way in given 

contexts considering sociocultural variables. Although structured teaching of pragmatics is still 

rare in most language curriculums (Taguchi & Roever, 2017, p.214), numerous research-based 

pedagogical models of teaching pragmatic competence in Spanish foreign language (FL) 

classrooms have demonstrated that pragmatic competence is teachable for beginning and 

intermediate leaners who are still developing their grammatical competence (Sessarego, 2021). 

In addition, these models also show that pedagogical intervention has benefits in the acquisition 

of different pragmatic targets. 

 
Based on previous findings of the positive effects of pedagogical intervention on developing 

pragmatic competence (see review of Taguchi, 2015), the current teaching activity focuses on 

teaching native English speakers who are beginning learners of Spanish to make appropriate 

requests at restaurants in Spanish FL classrooms. A request is a directive speech act with which 

the speaker attempts to make the hearer do something for the benefit of the speaker (Searle, 

1976). This speech act has been investigated extensively by studies in both cross-cultural and 

interlanguage pragmatics, some of which have demonstrated important differences in the 

realization of requests between English and Spanish, as well as difficulties that L1-English 
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learners of Spanish usually face when acquiring this speech act. The context of restaurants is one 

of the most common service industry situations that an L2 learner would encounter when they 

study abroad (e.g., Czerwionka & Cuza, 2017). The pragmatic competence of making 

appropriate requests (e.g., for food, drink, menu, or check) at restaurants in the target language is 

thus important for learners in order to be able to successfully navigate their life abroad. The 

objective of the current pedagogical activity is to teach beginning learners of Spanish the 

pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge on how to appropriately make requests at 

restaurants in Spanish, and to develop their ability to produce context-appropriate requests in 

real-time interactions in the target language. This activity will show how pragmalinguistic and 

sociopragmatic knowledge can be taught in beginning level language classrooms. 

 

2 Context 

 

As mentioned, the pragmatic target of the present teaching activity is request, a directive speech 

act that is defined as “the attempts by the speakers to get the hearer to do something” by Searle 

(1979, p.13). Request head acts can be divided into three types (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989): direct, 

conventionally indirect (CI), and non-conventionally indirect (NCI). Cross-culturally, studies on 

the pragmatics of requests have identified different preference with respect to type of head acts, 

level of directness, and use of mitigators between native speakers of English and Spanish (e.g., 

Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; García 1989; Márquez Reiter, 2000; Pinto, 2005). More specifically, 

requests uttered by native Spanish speakers are characterized by a relatively higher level of 

directness and a relatively infrequent use of mitigators (e.g., por favor ‘please’), compared to 

those produced by English native speakers. Another important difference is that Spanish native 

speakers prefer hearer-oriented requests (e.g., ¿Me puede traer el menú? ‘Can you bring me the 

menu?’), while English native speakers prefer speaker-oriented requests (e.g., Can I have the 
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menu?). In service interactions (e.g., restaurants), native speakers of Spanish tend to use verbal 

ellipsis (a direct request, e.g., Un zumo de naranja ‘An orange juice’), hearer-oriented 

imperatives (a direct request, e.g., Ponme una cerveza ‘Give me a beer’) and direct interrogatives 

(a conventionally indirect request, e.g., ¿Me pones una ensalada? ‘You bring me a salad?’), 

while native speakers of English prefer to use speaker-oriented want-statements with internal 

modification (a direct request, e.g., I´d like a beer, please) and interrogative (a conventionally 

indirect request, e.g., Can I have a salad?) (Czerwionka & Cuza, 2017; Placencia, 2005). The 

above-mentioned requests strategies in English and Spanish constitute the pragmalinguistic 

knowledge (i.e., the linguistic resources used to make requests) learners need to know to develop 

their pragmatic competence of using requests. In addition to that, the current teaching activity 

was also designed to teach learners the sociopragmatic knowledge (i.e., the knowledge of using 

appropriate linguistic structures based on social variables) of making requests in Spanish by 

considering the effects of level of formality and making a distinction between requests in 

informal restaurants (e.g., a fast-food chain or a café) and in formal restaurants (e.g., a fancy 

restaurant that has a dress code). According to Félix-Brasdefer (2007), native speakers of 

Spanish prefer to use unmitigated direct requests in informal situations, while conventionally 

indirect requests are preferred in formal situations. These distinctions in making requests in 

English and Spanish, as well as variation according to level of formality, are the focus of this 

teaching activity. Instructors will direct learners’ attention to these features of variation and raise 

their pragmatic awareness. 

 

The target students of the current teaching activity are L1-English beginning learners of 

Spanish enrolled in an accelerated first-year college Spanish course. Their proficiency is Novice 

Low/Novice Mid (ACTFL) or A1 (CEFR). They are learning Spanish in a FL classroom. 
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The activity is designed to be taught after the students have learned the vocabulary of food and 

restaurant in the existing curriculum, so that they have the relevant vocabulary resources 

available to comprehend the input and produce requests in restaurant contexts. The input is 

provided with constructed conversations in Spanish that reflect the characteristics of requests at 

restaurants as previously reviewed. The Noticing Hypothesis of Schmidt (1990) is adopted to 

help learners notice key pragmatic features in the input, so that it could be internalized into 

intake, which is then acquired. Efforts are made to direct learners’ attention to the request forms 

in the Spanish input that are different from those in L1 English. In addition, students are 

instructed to pay attention to different characteristics of requests in Spanish in contexts with 

distinct levels of formality (i.e., a café vs. a fancy restaurant). The activity was piloted with four 

sections of students enrolled in First Year Spanish at Indiana University Bloomington. 

 

3 Curriculum, Tasks, and Materials 

 

The teaching activity consists of three steps. First, a pre-assessment activity is used to evaluate 

what students already know about formulating requests at restaurants in Spanish and English, 

and to raise their awareness that request strategies might differ in the two languages. Second, 

input is provided with three YouTube videos (Appendix II) with constructed conversations in 

both informal and formal settings. One of the videos targets requests at a bar and the other two 

display requests at a fancy restaurant. The reason to present two videos of fancy restaurants is 

that only the combination of these two videos shows all the relevant target structures for requests 

in a formal setting, as reviewed in Section 2. Lastly, under the direction of the instructor, 

students discuss what they have observed from the three videos, and then the instructor explicitly 

highlights the pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic features that students did not notice in the 
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input. Request strategies discussed and taught in this activity are based on the findings of 

previous empirical studies reviewed in Section 2. 

 
3.1 Raising awareness and making connections between L1 and the target language 

 

In this first step, the teacher asks the students to write down on a preprinted worksheet 

(Appendix I, Worksheet 1) expressions they would use to order food and drinks at a restaurant in 

English, as well as expressions they would use in Spanish. The instructor also asks them to think 

whether they would use different expressions in fast-food restaurants and in fancy restaurants. 

After completing the worksheet, students share their answers with two partners. Volunteers then 

share their answers with the class. This step should take about 10 minutes. 

 
The purpose of this step is to evaluate what students already know about requests in both 

languages and raise their awareness of the potential differences in request strategies in English 

and Spanish, as well as in restaurants with distinct levels of formality. In the pilot, most students 

wrote Can I have…, May I have…, Can I get…, or I would like to have…., etc., for the English 

expressions, which are mostly speaker-oriented and conventionally indirect requests. Regarding 

the Spanish expressions, most students provided the direct translation of Can I have…, i.e., 

Puedo tener…, instead of the target hearer-oriented expression in Spanish ¿Me puede 

poner/traer…? ‘Can you put/bring me…?’, or the target direct requests with verbal ellipsis or 

imperatives. It appeared that most students were not aware of the differences in the use of 

request strategies between the two languages. Therefore, right after this step, the instructor could 

explicitly ask students whether they think in Spanish there are distinct ways of making requests 

compared with English, and keep their hypothesis in mind when watching the input videos in the 

next step. This encourages students to think critically about the differences and similarities in 

requests between L1 and the target language. In addition, it provides them with a task (i.e., find 
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evidence to support or dispute their hypothesis when watching the input video), so that they are 

expected to pay more attention in the second step. 

 
3.2 Visual and audio input in two settings 

 

Once the students have thought about the way they order food and drinks in English and Spanish, 

the instructor plays three short YouTube videos (Appendix II). Each video consists of a series of 

short constructed conversations between native speakers of Spanish at restaurants. In the first 

video, the native speakers are customers and waiters at a bar, while in the second and third 

videos, they are customers and waiters at a fancy restaurant. The instructor asks the students to 

write down on a worksheet (Appendix I, Worksheet 2) three expressions that the customers use 

to order food and drinks or to request the menu in a bar, and three expressions used in a fancy 

restaurant while watching the videos. This step should take about 10 minutes to complete. 

 

This portion of the activity is designed to provide learners with pragmatic input and 

expose them to various request strategies employed in both formal and informal settings. The 

videos were carefully selected so that the conversations reflect the characteristics of requests in 

both settings as identified by empirical studies reviewed in Section 2. 

 
3.3 Discussion and metapragmatic instruction 

 

After watching the videos and taking notes of request expressions, the instructor prompts a 

discussion on what students have observed regarding the way of making requests in those videos. 

Some questions that could be used to lead the discussion are: Do they use questions?; Do they 

use por favor ‘please’? Why or why not?; Do they use usted ‘formal you’ or tú ‘informal you’? 

When and why?; Do they use ¿Puedo tener…? ‘Can I have…’? Why or why not?; What are the 

differences between ordering in a bar and ordering in a fancy restaurant?, etc. The instructor may 

also ask the students to revise the hypothesis, formulated in the first portion of the activity, about 
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whether English and Spanish employ different request strategies at restaurants. As suggested by 

one of the reviewers, when the target language speech act pattern is more direct than that of the 

native language, learners may feel uncomfortable applying the target language pattern, even if 

they are well aware of the expected pragmalinguistic strategies employed in the target language. 

Therefore, students would also benefit from an explicit discussion on politeness and rudeness. 

The instructor could ask students whether they would feel comfortable using these Spanish 

request structures/strategies at a bar or restaurant. For students who might feel uncomfortable, it 

would be beneficial to include an explicit explanation that these strategies are considered polite, 

appropriate, and preferable in Spanish. Based on the Noticing Hypothesis of Schmidt (1990), 

these questions are intended to direct students’ attention to the request forms in Spanish that are 

different from those used in English, as well as differences between making requests in formal 

and informal settings. The ultimate goal is to help students internalize and acqui re these 

differences, and eventually apply appropriate request strategies in interactions. It is important to 

note that in the pilot, almost no students were aware that native speakers in the videos did not use 

¿Puedo tener…? ‘Can I have…’?, a speaker-oriented request that is inappropriate in Spanish. 

Some even confidently confirmed that they did hear this strategy in the videos. Therefore, it is 

important for the instructors to provide negative input explicitly (e.g., speaker-oriented requests 

are inappropriate in Spanish) because the input does not provide any negative evidence in this 

regard. As suggested by one of the reviewers, the instructor could also explicitly direct the 

students to expect some differences between the two languages in requests before they watch the 

videos. After the discussion, the instructor can point out that in an informal restaurant (e.g., a bar 

or a fast-food chain), customers prefer to use verbal ellipsis (e.g., Un zumo de naranja. ‘An 

orange juice’), imperatives (Ponme una cerveza. ‘Give me a beer.’), and tú ‘informal you’ to 
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make requests, while in formal contexts (e.g., a fancy restaurant), direct interrogatives (e.g., ¿Me 

pone una ensalada? ‘You put me a salad?’), por favor ‘please’, and usted ‘formal you’ are used. 

The instructor also should explicitly point out that expressions like Puedo tener/pedir ‘Can I 

have...’ are not appropriate in Spanish. In this way, students would become aware that in Spanish, 

requests are hearer-oriented, and not speaker-oriented as in English. This step should take about 

15 minutes to complete. 

 

4 Assessment 

 

Taguchi and Roever (2017, Chapter 8) mentioned the short history of assessing learners’ 

pragmatic competence, indicating that role-plays have been one of the common methods to 

assess learners’ pragmatic competence of specific targeted speech acts, which also takes 

interactional abilities into consideration (Taguchi & Roever, 2017, Chapter 8). According to 

Cohen (2019), role-plays are a viable way to measure pragmatic performance in in a target 

language and offer additional opportunities to get input from the interlocutor and feedback from 

the instructor (Pearson & Hasler-Barker, 2021). Since the current teaching activity focuses on 

one specific speech act (i.e., requests) in a well-defined service industry situation (i.e., 

restaurants), and one of the objectives is to develop learners’ ability to produce context-

appropriate requests in real-time interactions, role-play is an appropriate assessment for this 

teaching activity. 

 
Two role-plays were designed to assess students’ ability to apply the pragmalinguistic and 

sociopragmatic knowledge they have learnt in real-time interactions. To reflect the acquired 

sociopragmatic knowledge (i.e., distinct request strategies used in informal and formal settings), 

the first role-play requires to order food at a fast-food restaurant, while the second mocks 

ordering food at a fancy restaurant. In the first role-play, an authentic menu of a popular fast- 
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food restaurant chain is projected on the screen with the names and pictures of various 

sandwiches. An initiating expression used by waiters is also shown on the screen, since students 

were not explicitly taught what waiters say in such context neither in this activity nor previously 

in the course. Students are asked to order three sandwiches from three different “waiters”, using 

the expressions that they have just learnt, while paying special attention to the characteristics of 

requests in this informal setting. They will move around in the classroom, act as customers or 

waiters alternately. The teacher also moves around to encourage students to stay on task, answer 

questions, and explicitly correct inappropriate uses. 

 

In the second role-play, students work in pairs and play the role of customer and waiter 

alternately as well. This time, every “customer” needs to order an appetizer, a principal dish, a 

drink, a dessert, and a side dish. The teacher walks around again and give feedback explicitly. 

The pilot showed that these two role-plays were appropriate for the proficiency level of these 

beginning learners, who, in general, were able to perform them and appropriately apply the 

structures learnt. It is suggested to spend 10 to 15 minutes on these two role-plays. 

 

5 Reflections as a means of learning 

 

McConachy (2018) maintains that reflection on L1 and L2 experiences, as well as on constructed 

dialogues, is an effective way to develop learners’ pragmatic competence in classroom. Through 

reflection, learners’ existing knowledge is mobilized, and their meta-pragmatic awareness is 

developed, when the instructor engages them to actively interpret various aspects of language use 

in their own experiences or in the constructed conversations. He mentions that simplified 

materials rather than authentic ones are actually more beneficial for learners to construct active 

interpretations and raise their own meta-pragmatic awareness, especially for beginning and 

intermediate learners, who represent the target audience of the current pedagogical activity. 
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Compared to the authenticity of the materials, what is more important is that student actively 

reflect on things such as speakers’ linguistic choices and what sociocultural factors may have 

influenced these choices, among others. 

 

At the beginning of the pedagogical activity, students are instructed to reflect on their 

knowledge/experience about how to formulate requests in their native language (English) and in 

the target language (Spanish), and how they would modulate their requests in restaurants with 

different degrees of formality. According to McConachy and Spencer-Oatey (2020), reflection 

on existing pragmatic knowledge helps “L1 pragmatic knowledge become more accessible to 

conscious awareness”, and thus helps “construct new symbolic representations” at the level of 

both pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics. In addition to reflecting on their existing knowledge 

and experience, when discussing the conversations they watched, students are directed to reflect 

on the form of requests, the use of address forms, and the features of the two restaurants settings 

characterized by differing levels of formality. The discussion questions were designed to scaffold 

the reflection process, with which learners’ attentional resources are directed to relevant features 

of requests in the input, so that they may notice and internalize them into intake, which is the 

expected outcome in the long term (Schmidt, 1990). 

 

6 Conclusion and extensions 

 

The present pedagogical activity aims to provide students with pragmalinguistic  and 

sociopragmatic resources to make appropriate requests at formal and informal restaurants. It is 

relevant to teach requests at restaurants in FL classrooms because English and Spanish differ in 

formulating requests regarding orientation, hear acts and mitigators, and the restaurant context is 

one of the most frequent ones that a learner would encounter when abroad. These activities can 

also be used to recycle vocabulary regarding food and restaurant, as well as structures such as 
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direct interrogatives and imperative in a communicative way. They can fit well in most language 

curriculums since food and restaurant are common topics in language textbooks. 

 

Although the current lesson was designed for beginning Spanish learners, it can be easily 

adapted to fit the needs of languages learners with higher levels of proficiency. For example, for 

more advanced learners, the teacher can introduce the use of conditional expressions and 

impersonal expressions to show politeness in a formal setting. Also, more authentic versions of 

menu can be presented to learners considering that they have a greater command of vocabulary. 

 
The activities described above can be taught in both foreign language and second 

language learning contexts. When teaching requests at restaurants in the second language context, 

the instructors can assign an after-class activity, in which the students need to apply what they 

have learnt by going to a local restaurant and ordering food, and observe what other clients say as 

well. By doing this, the learners will get more authentic input and feedback on how to make 

requests at restaurants in the target language. 
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Appendix I 

 

Worksheet 1: 

 

¿Cómo piden comida y bebida …? ‘How do you order food and drinks …’ 
 

En inglés ‘In English’ En español ‘In Spanish’ 

  

  
 

 

Worksheet 2: 

 

¿Cómo piden comida y bebida …? ‘How do you order food and drinks …’ 
 

En un restaurante de comida rápida o un bar En un restaurante elegante 

‘In a fast-food restaurant or in a bar’ ‘In a fancy restarurant’ 
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Appendix II 

 

Video links 

 

1. How to order at a bar. 

https://youtu.be/aQFt0bmcJmI 

 
2. How to order at a fancy restaurant 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gtIIgXSOwXE&feature=share 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OfUICQ7vObo 
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¡No te pongas eso! Teaching How to Give Advice 

Jonathan Caudell & Nofiya Denbaum 

Indiana University Bloomington 

Abstract 

Pragmatic competence is imperative to effectively communicate in a second language (L2). 

However, the performance of speech acts can be difficult to acquire, especially without 

pedagogical intervention. The goal of the current instructional sequence is to provide teachers with 

tools to educate students on the speech act of giving advice in Spanish. Through the use of 

pedagogical aids like Powerpoints and worksheets, the four-step lesson plan entitled ¡No te pongas 

eso! utilizes strategies based in consciousness-raising, the Noticing Hypothesis, and interactionist 

theory. Students complete a written Discourse Completion Task to discover cultural and 

pragmalinguistic differences, analyze advice-giving strategies, participate in role plays, and finally 

review and re-do the activity. This lesson is flexible and includes direct, indirect, and softened 

approaches to advising, and can be easily adjusted to all levels of proficiency.  

 

Keywords: L2 pragmatics, Spanish, speech acts, advice 

Level: First-Year or Second-Year Spanish (ACTFL Novice High-Advanced Low, CEFR A2-B2) 

 

Suggested Time: 52 minutes 

 

Materials: PowerPoint Presentation, worksheets 

 

Target Grammatical Structures: Imperative, subjunctive  

 

Goal: To use different strategies for appropriately giving advice in Spanish  
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1 Introduction 

The ability to perform speech acts in a foreign language (FL) is essential to pragmatic competence. 

Pragmatic competence consists of a learner’s ability to understand and produce communicative 

action and includes two types of knowledge, pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic (Taguchi & 

Roever, 2017). Pragmalinguistic knowledge includes the conventional resources to achieve 

communicative actions, such as lexicon, syntax, and the general grammar of a language, which 

someone can access during an interaction. Sociopragmatic knowledge, on the other hand, is the 

collection of norms based on the sociohistorical context pertaining to a situation and the effects of 

using certain pragmalinguistic expressions (Ishihara & Cohen, 2015; Taguchi, 2017). Both 

components of pragmatic competence are necessary to successfully perform in interactions, 

especially with regard to the execution of speech acts. For instance, when ordering food, a learner 

must have the pragmalinguistic knowledge of utilizing a hearer-oriented request, as well as 

choosing between the options of an imperative or an interrogative. Learners must also have the 

sociopragmatic consciousness that they are speaking to a stranger and should include formal 

second person conjugations to show respect and social distance. Using a speaker-oriented request 

or informal conjugations could result in an infelicitous exchange.   

Previous research has measured learners’ production and development of speech acts  with 

pedagogical implications (Félix-Brasdefer & Hasler-Barker, 2015; Félix-Brasdefer, 2007; 

Fujimori & Houck, 2010; Sessarego, 2021). Advice-giving is an important facet of interpersonal 

relationships that can build solidarity and promote positive interactions. The process of giving 

advice is an excellent practice in developing pragmatic competence as well. Inability to recognize 

and give advice and suggestions can lead to breakdowns in communication, and yield negative 

experiences for learners. Appropriate practices of giving advice can be taught to beginner-level 
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learners of Spanish and even adapted to higher levels by introducing more complex structures, 

such as the subjunctive. Formalized practice with realistic role play can aid students in gaining 

experience inside the classroom and transferring new skills to real world situations.  

The aim of this instructional activity, entitled ¡No te pongas eso! ‘Don’t put that on!’, is to 

help learners of Spanish develop their pragmatic competence when delivering advice to a friend. 

Students are often not explicitly taught features of pragmatic competence, resulting in failed 

communication later when engaging with native speakers. The goals of this exercise are to raise 

learners’ awareness of differences in pragmalinguistic choices and cultural standards, test their 

understanding of such concepts, and create opportunities for interaction. By providing guided 

practice and educating learners on the different aspects of pragmatics, learners will be better 

equipped and more confident in future cross-cultural encounters. 

The structure of the remainder of this paper is as follows. Background and motivating 

factors are discussed in the second section. In the third section, the phases of the lesson and 

supporting materials are explained. A discussion of assessment will be provided in the fourth 

section, as well as possible extensions of the instructional activity in the fifth section. The sixth 

section concludes the paper. 

2 Context 

The lesson proposed here is designed for Spanish L2/FL classrooms. The teaching units target two 

proficiency levels; beginner learners will focus on (in)formal commands, while advanced learners 

will focus on the subjunctive mood as the appropriate pragmalinguistic tools utilized in the 

performance of advice-giving and suggestions. The act of giving advice is considered to be a 

directive speech act as it involves directing someone to perform or not perform a specific action 

in the future to hopefully benefit said addressee (Fujimori & Houck, 2010; Searle, 1969). Giving 
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advice can take place in a variety of situations including when trying on clothing or discussing 

romantic relationship issues. These are possible contexts that will arise in students’ lives whether 

they are communicating in Spanish abroad or at home.  

The second language acquisition theories that guide this activity are the Noticing 

Hypothesis, the Output Hypothesis, and the Interaction Hypothesis proposed by Schmidt (1990; 

1993; 2001). Schmidt (1990, p. 129) describes the Noticing Hypothesis as follows: “...noticing is 

the necessary and sufficient condition for converting input to intake.” Thus, in order for learners 

to acquire pragmatic knowledge, they must first notice the meaning through direct or indirect 

attention to its form (Ishihara & Cohen 2015, pp. 99-105). This can be accomplished through 

consciousness-raising and comparative analyses of English and Spanish. Consciousness-raising is 

an inductive exercise meant to draw attention to certain features so that a learner becomes more 

aware of the implications of such features. Explicit explanations of the different forms in each 

language can facilitate noticing (Ishihara & Cohen 2015, pp. 113-122). Cultural variation, reflected 

by the different degree of directness used in the United States and Latin America, should also be 

taken into consideration. After recognizing intercultural differences, it is important to test students’ 

comprehension. The second theory, the Output Hypothesis, emphasizes the reasoning behind the 

practice and production of the pragmatic target. Students must apply the learned knowledge and 

pragmalinguistic resources in their output to further notice and adjust to any misunderstanding that 

may arise. The third theory, the Interaction Hypothesis, pertains to communicative production 

activities in which learners must participate and negotiate meaning with one another to achieve 

conversational goals. Interaction allows them to be exposed to more variety of input so that they 

attend to and notice the pragmatic forms as well (Ishihara & Cohen 2015, pp. 99-105). All of these 

theories guide the present instructional activity, as learners must first notice a feature in order to 
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be able to comprehend it, and then must practice the new information they were exposed to through 

production and interaction with an interlocutor. Consciousness-raising allows learners to notice 

the target structure more easily and consequently use it in an interaction. The application of these 

theories has been paramount in second language research and without the trial-and-error process 

of learning a linguistic feature and re-utilizing it, learners cannot truly develop and grow in a 

second language.  

Research based on the notion of interlanguage has also influenced the development and 

execution of the proposed lesson plan.  McConachy & Spencer-Oatey (2020) explain that there are 

divergences between L1 and L2 pragmatic competence with regard to awareness and judgments. 

Consciousness-raising activities serve as a valuable pedagogical strategy to make comparisons 

between realizations of speech acts in students’ L1 and L2 (McConachy & Spencer-Oatey, 2020). 

The present lesson includes a consciousness-raising activity that guides students through an 

explicit comparison between L1 strategies and L2 appropriate pragmatic norms. Students 

specifically examine their tendencies when giving advice in Spanish and reflect on what 

adaptations they should make to perform a felicitous speech act in the L2/FL. Awareness of these 

differences aids students in avoiding negative L1 transfer (McConachy & Spencer-Oatey, 2020). 

3 Curriculum, tasks, and materials 

The selected tasks aim to (i) address differences between advice-giving in English and Spanish in 

order to avoid transfer from the L1, and (ii) promote consciousness-raising of cross-linguistic 

differences. This lesson consists of four steps: an activity to raise awareness, a comprehension 

check, a production task consisting of role plays, and a review of the grammatical structures, 

providing additional revisionary practice.  

3.1 Consciousness-raising activity  
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This first task consists of a consciousness-raising activity in which learners are presented with 

the differences between advice-giving in English and Spanish.  

Procedure (20 mins). Students complete a short written Discourse Completion Task (DCT) 

consisting of three situations (see Appendix A and PowerPoint in Appendix B). For example, 

learners first read materials that explain: “You and your friend are eating in a restaurant that is new 

to your friend, but that you frequent. You know the chicken is always good, but the fish can be so-

so. Your friend says they are going to order the fish. What do you say?” After completing the 

written DCT, the instructor explains the main differences in pragmalinguistic structures and 

sociopragmatic components of their usage between advice-giving in English and Spanish. It is 

important that the instructor highlights the fact that American English tends to lean towards 

indirectness when giving advice—regardless of the degree of imposition—whereas Spanish 

speakers prefer a more direct style. For instance, when giving advice on food options, a native 

Spanish speaker might say “Come el pollo” (Eat the chicken) while a native English speaker would 

say “Debes comer el pollo” (You should eat the chicken), which is less direct due to the presence 

of the modal verb. Native Spanish speakers also use fewer hedges or softeners like quizás ‘maybe’ 

and solamente ‘just’ to downgrade the degree of imposition of the advice. A discussion of each 

strategy and its description (i.e., direct, indirect, or softener) should be explained. The imperative 

and performative verbs are more direct, while hints or implicit suggestions are examples of indirect 

strategies. Softeners constitute another strategy that encompasses hedges and inclusive-we. It is 

important to show that in Spanish, informal and formal commands, the imperative (e.g., ¡Come! 

‘Eat!’ or ¡No comas! ‘Don’t eat!’) and certain modals (e.g., necesitar que ‘to need to,’ tener que 

‘to have to,’ and deber ‘must’) are useful direct strategies for giving advice (Borderia-Garcia, 

2007).  The stark differences with English indirect strategies should be emphasized (see slide 4 of 
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PowerPoint in Appendix B). After being presented with differences between Spanish and English 

advice-giving, students will reflect on their written DCT answers and determine if they lean more 

towards the English or Spanish advice-giving strategies and what adjustments they should make 

in order to optimize cross-linguistic communication.  

Theoretical intent. The purpose of this component is for students to reflect on their current 

advice-giving strategies. This activity helps students become more aware of the differences 

between English and Spanish advice-giving so that they can avoid negative transfer of their L1 

English strategies to L2 Spanish (Borderia-Garcia, 2007). Consciousness-raising promotes the 

directing of cognitive processes to perceiving differences in features and structures. Such tasks are 

also motivated by Schmidt’s (1990) Noticing Hypothesis, explained by Taguchi (2017). 

3.2 Comprehension check  

This task is a comprehension check that ensures that students know the differences between direct, 

indirect, and softened advice. The use of strategies at random without fully understanding their 

implications will only create confusion in future interactions. By providing an opportunity to 

double check their understanding, the chance of retention of the concepts is increased. 

Procedure (8 mins). Students are presented with scenarios in which advice is given and 

decide whether the advice is direct, indirect, or softened, indicating the specific parts of the 

discourse they used to classify the type of advice (see Appendix C). The instructor goes over the 

situations and students’ answers in plenum, asking students to share what specific information in 

the text demonstrates whether the advice is direct, indirect, or softened.  

Theoretical intent. This activity is intended to ensure that students are able to recognize 

different strategies of advice-giving before they are expected to produce them, as learners must 

notice and attend to a form in order to learn it (Ishihara & Cohen 2015, pp. 99-105). If students 
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are unable to fully grasp the differences in advice-giving strategies, they cannot be expected to 

successfully produce target-like utterances.  

3.3 Production task: Role plays 

The production task consists of two role-plays in which learners practice giving advice. Role-plays 

serve to mimic real-world interactions and provide learners with practice in order to better prepare 

them to communicate with native speakers of the target language. By means of role-plays, learners 

practice turn-taking and impromptu planning, encounter real reactions of participants, and can 

compare experiences between different speakers (Bardovi-Harlig, 2013). 

Procedure (16 mins). Students work in pairs to complete two role-play situations. The 

instructor hands out “papel A” and “papel B” to the respective partners (see Appendix D). Students 

read the first situation and then act it out in the role play. The first scenario involves two friends 

shopping for clothing inside Zara, a popular store in Spain. The students are provided with 

handouts of different clothing items to provide opinions, commentary, and most importantly – 

advice. Next, students do the same for the second situation but with roles reversed. The second 

scenario is an exercise in giving relationship advice, in which a friend advises another not to reunite 

with their ex. These situations ensure the same level of social distance and different levels of 

imposition. The instructor asks pairs to volunteer and demonstrate their role-play for the class. 

Before starting each role-play, the instructor asks the rest of the class to pay attention to the advice-

giving strategies used. After observing each role-play, the instructor asks some volunteers to share 

with the class the advice-giving strategies that they identified.  

Theoretical intent. Role-plays can provide authentic and interactive experiences while 

developing pragmatic competence (Bardovi-Harlig, 2013). This activity provides students with 

varied and contextualized opportunities to practice and identify advice-giving strategies. The 
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students produce output while interacting with one another using the previously noticed forms in 

meaningful ways (Ishihara & Cohen 2015, pp. 99-105).  

3.4 Grammar review and re-do 

This revision task is used to reinforce the usage of appropriate and more target-like 

pragmalinguistic resources.  

Procedure (8 mins). The instructor goes over the target grammatical structure (which can 

vary by level). For beginner learners, an explanation of formal and informal commands, their 

conjugations, and usage with appropriate interlocutors should be addressed. More advanced 

learners can focus on the subjunctive mood, and its trigger phrases used in advice-giving only or 

in addition to imperative structures. Afterwards, the students should repeat one of their previous 

role-plays using the reviewed grammar.  

Theoretical intent. The purpose of this part of the lesson is to further elevate learners’ 

consciousness with more explicit instruction. Provided with a final guided practice which allows 

them to review and correct previous errors and to repeat one of the role-plays, learners can improve 

grammatical competence and have a higher probability of retention. This is accomplished by 

providing a guided opportunity for noticing new features and further clarifying established 

concepts (Willis, 2009).  

4 Assessment  

The validity of assessment is heavily debated throughout the language pedagogy field: Bardovi-

Harlig (2013) explains that there are no global measures for L2 pragmatic proficiency and 

assessment of development should be appropriate to the design of the specific lesson. Further 

demonstrating the lack of consensus, Taguchi and Roever (2017) point out the lack of any large-

scale test like the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) or American Council for 
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Teaching Foreign Language Oral Proficiency (ACTFL OPI) that focuses on L2 pragmatics. 

Previous testing in pragmatics used multiple-choice questions which can be quite one-dimensional 

and may lack authenticity. DCTs were eventually developed and introduced, and while they 

provided opportunity for production, they lacked opportunity for interaction (Taguchi & Roever, 

2017). The activities proposed in this lesson include measures to preliminarily verify students’ 

comprehension and progress. However, evaluation of the success of an L2 pragmatic language 

task should be determined by an instructor, as should the achievement of communicative goals 

and, in the case of our activity, the successful completion of a speech act (Shehadeh, 2012; Taguchi 

& Roever, 2017). Therefore, simple measures can be used, such as producing coherent advice 

during the role-play, external measurements of the grammatical forms used, and level of expansion 

of the topic. Such forms of assessment are examples of micro-level analysis of pragmatic 

competence (Cohen, 2019). In terms of macro-analyses of pragmatic competence, measures like 

the available pragmalinguistic repertoire or individual proficiency may limit some learners during 

this process: those who have a better grasp of the grammatical components may perform better, as 

they do not need to expend cognitive energy on learning new forms (Cohen, 2019). A sample 

rubric is provided below.  

Advice Given Grammar Expansion 

1 – Student delivered advice 

that did not make sense or 

failed to participate fully 

1 – Student did not use any of 

the targeted grammatical 

structures (commands, 

subjunctive) 

1 – Student failed to 

participate fully and used 

very limited communication 

and few sentences 

2 – Student provided advice 

that was satisfactory 

2 – Student used the focused 

grammar structures a few 

times, but used them partially 

incorrectly or only half the 

time 

2 – Student communicated 

satisfactorily and provided 

enough information, but did 

not further expand 

3 – Student gave excellent 

advice that was well-received 

3 – Student used the intended 

grammar with correct 

3 - Student used a variety of 

sentences, asked follow-up 
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by their conversation partner 

and resulted in a felicitous 

interaction 

conjugations most or all of 

the interaction 

questions, and provided more 

detail  

 

This type of assessment is easy to follow and offers comprehensible categories while providing 

students with confidence by creating simple, achievable goals. By utilizing the written answers 

from the previous DCTs and comprehension questions in combination with this rubric for oral 

production, an instructor can evaluate the overall development in pragmatic competence during 

the class period. The combination of assessments provides multi-dimensional measures of 

students’ pragmatic competence that are reflective of traditional classroom evaluations, such as 

grammatical rubrics, and authentic/real-world communicative goals, such as giving advice.  

This lesson was successfully piloted in a beginner-level and in an intermediate level (5th 

semester) Spanish class, and students were intrigued by the difference in directness between 

Spanish and English advice-giving. The students’ reactions to this lesson testify the effectiveness 

and necessity to explicitly compare L1 and L2 advice-giving strategies, thereby supporting 

previous studies’ suggestion for consciousness-raising activities (McConachy & Spencer-Oatey, 

2020; Ishihara & Cohen 2015; Borderia-Garcia, 2007; Taguchi, 2017). By the end of the lesson, 

students were able to incorporate appropriate strategies for advice-giving in Spanish dialogues. 

5 Extensions   

As previously mentioned, these tasks can be modified according to different levels of proficiency 

and to specific grammatical targets. Instructors can address verb moods like the imperative and/or 

the subjunctive, the concept of social distance, and even pronoun usage. Beginning learners can 

focus on basic affirmative and negative commands, while advanced learners can dive into more 

intensive work with the subjunctive mood and dialectal differences. While more advanced learners 
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can synthesize and use language in creative and original ways, in our experience, it may be helpful 

to provide beginners with more concrete, pre-written dialogue options. Other situations (i.e., 

purchasing gifts, employment issues, cheating, etc.) could be considered and modified with 

different advice-giving conversations. Additional aspects to consider with respect to adaptations 

to this activity are the level of the learners and variation across different Spanish-speaking 

countries. It could be helpful to preface the lesson with the fact that strategies can vary between 

countries and speech communities. For example, in Mexico, negative interrogatives, such as ¿no 

has probado X? ‘you haven’t tried X?’ are common. However, in Spain negative interrogatives 

are very rare (Borderia-Garcia, 2007). The steps of this lesson can also be altered in order to 

explore different dialects during the role-plays, discuss formality and the use of tense during the 

consciousness raising, and incorporate more authentic examples from corpora or popular media.  

In this particular lesson, learners practiced advice-giving in situations featuring different 

interlocutors and contexts, such as significant others or friends. However, other situations could 

be devised in order to focus more on sociopragmatic awareness. These situations could vary the 

relationship with the interlocutor (e.g., extent of social distance) and the degree of imposition. In 

this way, students would have to take into account both relational and contextual dynamics, which 

could be an excellent extension to the current teaching activity.  

6 Conclusion    

The main goal of this instructional activity is to provide tools and examples of how to educate 

students on giving advice in Spanish. Our sample lesson and framework include four steps to 

ensure the development of pragmatic competence. Instruction should first begin with an activity 

to raise the consciousness of the learner, who should then be able to demonstrate their knowledge 

during the comprehension check. Thirdly, role-plays that mimic real-world situations should be 
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performed to give students the opportunity to implement what they have just learned. Finally, a 

review activity of the target grammar structures and cultural differences should be included and 

followed by a corrected repetition of an earlier role-play. These activities serve to increase the 

pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic competence of learners so that, in the future, they can 

successfully give advice and offer suggestions in an authentic setting.  
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Appendix A: Consciousness-Raising Activity  

Written DCT: Lee las situaciones y escribe lo que tú dirías.  

1. Estás en un restaurante 

con un/a amigo/a y ustedes 

no saben qué quieren 

comer. Visitaste este 

restaurante cinco veces ya. 

Sabes que el pollo es bueno 

pero el pescado a veces 

sabe raro, 

 

Tu amigo/a dice: Creo que 

voy a pedir el pescado. 

¿Qué vas a pedir? 

 

Tú dices: 

______________________ 

 

2. Mañana tú y tu amigo/a 

tienen un examen muy 

importante. Ya has 

estudiado mucho, entonces 

tienes mucha confianza. 

Sin embargo, tu amigo/a no 

ha estudiado nada. Hoy es 

la última oportunidad para 

estudiar. 

 

Tu amigo/a dice: Vamos a 

un bar a cantar karaoke. 

 

Tú dices: 

______________________ 

 

3. No está lloviendo ahora, 

pero sabes que va a haber 

una gran tormenta pronto. 

Tu amiga está a punto de 

salir sin su paraguas. Crees 

que ella no ha escuchado 

sobre la tormenta. 

 

Tu amigo/a dice: Me voy. 

Hasta luego. 

 

Tú dices: 

______________________ 
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Appendix B: PowerPoint  
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Appendix C: Comprehension Task 

Di si estos consejos son directos, indirectos o suaves y cómo sabes. 

1.    Estás visitando Quito, 

Ecuador con tu amigo y 

durante su primer día allá no 

saben a dónde ir. Tu amigo 

quiere ir al centro histórico, 

pero tú quieres ir al mercado 

artesanal. Deciden preguntar 

a alguien en una frutería a ver 

qué les aconseja. Les dice 

“Vayan al centro histórico 

que es el lugar más bonito de 

Quito.” 
 

a. Directo 

b. Indirecto 

c. Suave  

¿Cómo sabes? _____________ 

2.    Tu novio siempre se 

viste muy informal, pero 

mañana va a conocer a tus 

padres por primera vez. Van a 

comer en un restaurante 

elegante y quieres que se 

vista más formalmente. Le 

dices “Creo que debemos 

vestirnos muy bien mañana.” 
 

a. Directo 

b. Indirecto 

c. Suave 

 

¿Cómo sabes? _____________ 

 

3.    Notas que el perro de 

tu amiga come demasiada 

comida y que está más gordo 

ahora. Tienes miedo de que 

tenga un problema de salud 

muy grave si sigue comiendo 

tanto. Le dices a tu amiga 

“Mi gato comía mucha 

comida y ahora ni puede 

caminar.” 
 

a. Directo 

b. Indirecto 

c. Suave 

 

¿Cómo sabes? _____________ 

 

 

Answer Key: 

1. Direct (use of imperative) 

2. Softened (inclusive we, creo que) 

3. Indirect (gives advice without referring directly to the current situation or current 

speakers by describing a similar situation) 
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Appendix D: Production Task—Role Play 

Papel A: Instrucciones: Lee tu tarjeta con la información de tu papel. Piensa en lo que quieres 

decir. Después empieza la conversación con tu pareja. 

1.    Tu amig@ recién empezó a hablar con su exnovio y está pensando regresar con él. 

Ustedes acaban de empezar la universidad y su ex vive en el otro lado del país. Dale un 

consejo apropiado de qué debe hacer. 

2. Estás yendo de compras con un/a amig@ y probando ropa. Estás emocionad@ porque te 

encanta esa prenda y quieres comprarla. Pero, quieres saber la opinión de tu amig@. 
 

Papel B - Instrucciones: Lee tu tarjeta con la información de tu papel. Piensa en lo que quieres 

decir. Después empieza la conversación con tu pareja. 

1. Hace dos años tuviste el mejor novio de tu vida y estabas súper enamorad@ de él. 

Terminaron porque fuiste a España a estudiar español por un año. Sin embargo, tu ex 

recién empezó a llamarte y ya hablan todos los días. Quieres regresar con él a pesar de 

que viven a mil millas. 

2. Estás yendo de compras con un/a amig@ y probando ropa. Estás en los probadores con 

tu amig@ y lleva una prenda fea que no te gusta. Tienes que decirle que es horrible. Da 

un consejo en español de no comprar el vestido. 
 

 



 
Teaching Responses to Invitations in Intermediate Level Courses through Face-To-Face 

and Computer-Mediated Communication 
 

Santiago Arróniz Parra & Mackenzie Coulter-Kern 

 

Indiana University Bloomington 

 

 

Abstract 

 

While it is known that increasing learner awareness of pragmatics can lead to cross cultural 

communication, and that pedagogical intervention can improve learners’ cultural awareness of 

pragmatics, there remains little explicit instruction on formulaic pragmatic expressions in 

Spanish. The present unit of instruction provides teachers and learners with an activity to teach 

acceptances and refusals in Spanish through the use of Computer-Mediated Communication 

(CMC). It utilizes Scollon and Scollon’s (2001) model of politeness which incorporates the 

notion of ‘self’ when teaching acceptances and refusals to invitations. 
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Level: Second-Year Spanish (Novice High/Intermediate Low/Intermediate High, ACTFL; 

A2-B2, CEFR) 
 
Suggested Time: 25-30 minutes 

 

Materials: PowerPoint presentation, examples of acceptances and refusals to email invitations, 
audio recordings and transcripts, course textbook, audio transcription, sample email messages, 

and exercises. 

 

Target Grammatical Structures: Future and conditional, copula ser/estar, present subjunctive 

 

Goal: To teach Spanish learners how to accept and refuse invitations in Spanish 
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1 Introduction 

 

This activity aims to improve one aspect of the learner’s pragmatic competence, particularly as it 

relates to the ability to understand and produce acceptances and refusals to invitations. Pragmatic 

ability is the capacity of a learner to both understand and produce pragmatic knowledge (Ishihara 

 
& Cohen, 2014, p. 75). In this sense, pragmatic ability regarding acceptances and refusals is the 

ability of an L2 learner of Spanish to both understand the appropriate language to accept/reject an 

invitation as well as to use this knowledge in context. The activity aims to teach acceptances and 

refusals in Spanish incorporating practice and feedback through the use of Computer Mediated 

Communication (CMC). CMC is broadly defined as communication between humans via any type of 

digital communication device (Herring & Androutsopoulos, 2015). The present unit involves the 

CMC context of email communication between instructors and students. Previous studies have 

investigated acceptance and refusal strategies in L2 learners, but few have done so within the CMC 

context. García (1996) investigated the teaching of speech acts to decline and refuse invitations in a 

face-to-face context. Félix-Brasdefer (2006, 2019), investigated teaching refusals in face-to-face 

contexts too, but neither of these studies investigating invitation refusals contained a CMC 

component. As mentioned in Bou-Franch (2021), while research in CMC has in general increased in 

the last few decades in the field of linguistics, it has only happened very recently that CMC 

approaches and methods have been applied to the study of pragmatics. Bou-Franch (2011) analyzed 

pragmatics within academic emails, but did not include a teaching component. In the present activity, 

we combine Bou-Franch’s (2011) approach to the study of pragmatics and CMC, and address the 

existing gap, i.e., teaching the pragmatics of acceptances and refusals through CMC methods. 

  The target audience for this activity unit are instructors of intermediate Spanish. Due to 

Covid-19, the conclusion and agenda for classroom use includes detailed recommendations for 
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how to present the activity in either a face-to-face classroom with a CMC component or in an 

entirely virtual or CMC context, as per recommendations of Ziegler (2016) for technology-

mediated task-based teaching, and Baralt and Morcillo Gómez (2017). 

 

2 Context 

 

The present teaching unit focuses on teaching the speech acts of acceptances and refusals to 

invitations to intermediate level English speaking learners of Spanish in a foreign language 

classroom context. In her article on technology-mediated task-based language teaching, Ziegler 

(2016) mentions the critical importance of not just teaching language skills during language tasks 

in a CMC context, but also the value in teaching technological skills (e.g., email writing). The 

present activity focuses on email use and includes strategies and materials that instructors can 

adopt to teach acceptances and refusals to invitations in the target language, both in the foreign 

language classroom context and through CMC with explicit instruction and delayed explicit 

feedback. This section details the speech acts of acceptances and refusals as operationalized by 

Searle (1969) and describes the specific CMC context for the present activity unit. The speech 

acts of acceptances and refusals fall within the speech act category of commissives (Searle, 

1969) since they commit the speaker to perform (or not perform) an act. The speech acts of 

acceptances and refusals are important to both pragmatics and sociolinguistics in that they are 

shaped and impacted by social variables such as gender, age, and social status (Levinson, 1987). 

 

In previous research in the field of second language acquisition, Schmidt (1990) proposed 

the Noticing Hypothesis as a potentially important factor. The Noticing Hypothesis emphasizes 

the importance of noticing both the linguistic form and function of a particular L2 structure in 

order for acquisition to happen. Furthermore, this hypothesis assumes that input must be noticed 

by an L2 learner in order for it to change from input to intake to be used in acquisition. 
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The activity outlined here incorporates aspects of the Noticing Hypothesis (Schmidt, 

1990) by explicitly teaching the form of acceptances and refusals in emails using a pre-task 

(delivered via PowerPoint) as well as an inductive task to raise students’ awareness (Houck & 

Fujimori, 2010) in which learners had to read an entire text and identify acceptances and 

refusals. 

 

This lesson is designed to be carried out in class, during a short period of time, and as a 

supplement to other intermediate level materials, since it can be easily integrated at any point in 

the curriculum. However, we recommend having some specific content covered in class prior to 

the activity, such as the use of the subjunctive to express feelings, emotions, uncertainty, and 

doubts. The teaching materials will build upon the oral activities already present in the textbook 

and incorporate additional written activities through CMC. Formulaic expressions, sequences, 

and turn taking that pertain to accepting and refusing invitations are taught. Often students do not 

receive authentic input (i.e., in the target language and/or from native speakers of Spanish) or 

explicit instruction regarding how to respond to invitations via CMC. Many basic language 

courses focus on speaking, listening, and writing, but rarely do they focus on communication 

through CMC modes. Since students frequently receive invitations via text, Facebook, email, and 

additional computer-mediated modes, teaching responses to invitations during formal instruction 

and through CMC is especially relevant. In our activity, during instruction, students will receive 

authentic input in Spanish both aural and written form. Two native speakers were recorded in a 

conversation to provide examples of acceptance of and refusal to an invitation. This activity was 

piloted with learners of Spanish from two sections of second year Spanish at Indiana University 

during the Spring 2018 semester. 
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3 Curriculum, Tasks, and Materials 

 

The primary goal of this instructional unit is two-fold: 1) to teach students pragmatic acceptances 

and refusals when responding to invitations in Spanish, and 2) to teach students appropriate 

email etiquette in Spanish. The entire activity is carried out in the target language, and takes 

approximately 20-25 minutes in class with a post-task designed to take between 10-15 minutes 

outside of class if conducted in a face-to-face classroom. If instructors wish to carry out this 

activity in a virtual or technology-mediated context, it is recommended to have the students carry 

out the initial portion of the instructional unit (i.e., the initial 20-25 minutes) asynchronously and 

the post-task (i.e., the last 10-15 minutes) synchronously in class (see conclusion section for 

specific technology-mediated recommendations). The learners who participated in the pilot of 

this instructional unit reported that they had never received explicit instruction on acceptances 

and refusals to invitations nor on CMC etiquette in Spanish. While this activity was developed 

prior to Covid-19, it is now more relevant than ever due to increased CMC use for both leisure 

and work-/study-related purposes. The four phases in which the present activity is subdivided are 

detailed in the following sections: 3.1 Introduction to acceptances and refusals, 3.2 Instructions 

on writing emails in Spanish, 3.3 Raising awareness, and 3.4 Oral role-plays. 

 
3.1 Introduction to acceptances and refusals 

 

The introduction to acceptances and refusals involves drawing learners’ attention to the linguistic 

form. First, the instructor takes approximately five minutes to review formulaic expressions from 

the course textbook (Heining-Boynton, 2010, p. 134-135) and native speaker norms for turn-

taking in Spanish. For example, the instructor may begin by reviewing the formulaic expressions 

for accepting invitations (e.g., Me encantaría ‘I would love to’, ¡Claro! ‘Sure!’, ¡Por supuesto! 

‘Of course!’, ¡Sí, me parece bien! ‘Yes, I agree!’, ¡Suena muy bien! ‘Sounds very good!’) or the 
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formulaic expressions for declining invitations (e.g., Me da mucha pena, pero… ‘I feel bad, 

but...’, Lo siento pero no puedo ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t’, Tengo otro compromiso ‘I have other 

plans’, Me encantaría, pero… ‘I would love to, but…’, Lástima, pero… ‘I’m sorry, but…’) (See 

Appendix F for more examples). Explicit forms of teaching pragmatics, grounded in an 

awareness-raising approach (Ishihara & Cohen, 2014; Chapter 6) and in the Noticing Hypothesis 

(Schmidt, 1990), are recommended for the present unit. For this reason, we recommend that 

expressions be taught explicitly by drawing learners’ attention to the form, rather than simply 

following an implicit teaching method through more subtle examples of the expressions in use. 

 
3.2 Writing practice 

 

To introduce techniques to write academic emails in Spanish, the instructor should guide students 

through examples of various components of an email, and show examples of authentic texts in the 

target language. We suggest beginning with informal contexts with various interlocutors in order to 

illustrate informal email practices, later moving to formal contexts. Students should be given brief 

instructions on how to write and respond to emails in Spanish with examples of appropriate 

openings, closings, and formal vs. informal language. An example of an appropriate opening to an 

email would start with a greeting (e.g., Estimado profesor ‘Dear Professor’) and then a sentence to 

introduce what the email is about. During this portion of the lesson the instructor draws attention to 

appropriate pronouns and forms of address (usted ‘You-formal’), openings, how to introduce the 

message, and closings (See Appendix G). Next, the instructor may have students practice formal and 

informal language (e.g., the use of tú ‘you informal’ vs. usted ‘You-formal’) depending on the 

context of the interaction and recipient of the email. Lastly, the instructor may use a sample email in 

Spanish, and have students practice writing their own email. This task is intended to allow students to 

familiarize with the techniques for writing emails (both formal and informal) in Spanish. 
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The following phases will focus on teaching the specific speech acts associated with 

acceptances and refusals within email. 

 
3.3 Raising awareness 

 

Guided by the Noticing Hypothesis (Schmidt, 1990) and Ishihara and Cohen’s (2014) finding that 

explicit instruction tends to raise learners’ awareness of speech acts which facilitates acquisition, the 

third portion of this activity includes authentic materials designed to raise learners’ awareness of how 

to appropriately express acceptances and refusals to an invitation in Spanish. Additionally, since 

current recommended teaching methods include metapragmatic instruction (Kasper, 1997), which 

combines both explicit teaching and awareness raising activities, the third task in this unit combines 

these two components. In this portion of the lesson, which may take approximately five minutes, 

students will listen to two audio files (see appended zip file). The students will first be instructed to 

listen to the recording focusing on content, whereas, the second time, they will be invited to listen to 

the audio file focusing on the pragmatic sequences and expressions. Lastly, students will receive the 

audio transcript and will be asked to underline or circle opening and closing sequences, the 

invitation, and the expressions of acceptance or refusal. To conclude this part of the activity, the 

instructor may ask students to share with the class the words or phrases they underlined and to 

explain why. Instructors may also decide to give feedback at this time. 

 
3.4 Oral role-play 

 

Once students are familiar with speech acts and writing emails, they will practice an oral production 

activity, included in their textbook, in which they are presented with a scenario such as, “You have 

been invited to a Salsa dance party, but do not know how to dance. How would you respond?” 

Through this role-play, students may practice their capacity to adjust their speech according to the 

different social contexts (i.e., formal and informal). Furthermore, instructors may have learners 
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spontaneously produce output, which is beneficial to learning in that it provides the instructor 

with an additional opportunity to correct learners’ utterances and offer different pragmatic 

strategies. Students will be given approximately five minutes to create a dialogue with their 

partner and to practice the strategies and sequences learned in an oral role-play. During this 

phase, the instructor may want to walk around the room (or the breakout rooms if the activity is 

conducted virtually on Zoom) to provide students with explicit feedback on their oral production 

of acceptances and refusals to invitations. 

 

4 Assessment 

 

Research in the assessment of pragmatics in natural interactions has moved away from evaluating 

isolated speech acts in a descriptive manner to examining speech acts within a specific discourse 

context (Cohen, 2019). Ishihara and Cohen (2014; Chapter 15) suggests that during assessments, 

instructors should encourage students not only to perform a task but also to reflect on the meaning 

and intentions of their utterance within the context of the task. In addition to evaluating the linguistic 

aspects of learners’ production, Ishihara and Cohen (2014; Chapter 15) also recommend that 

instructors assess learners’ abilities to analyze the L2 pragmatics, thereby providing them with skills 

to continue learning pragmatics beyond the foreign language classroom context. 

 
The assessment portion of this activity takes into account Cohen’s (2019) and Ishihara and 

Cohen’s (2014) recommendations, and assesses students’ pragmalinguistic abilities related to 

invitation acceptances and refusals, as well as their CMC performance in the target language, by 

providing students with explicit feedback on their production of these speech acts within the CMC 

context. At the end of the 20-minute lesson, students are told that they will receive two different 

email invitations with instructions to refuse one and to accept the other (see Appendix D for an 

example of a student’s email). Upon receiving the students’ responses to the emails, the instructor 
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provides students with explicit correction of their CMC etiquette (e.g., lack of a formal address 

form such as Estimado/a professor/a ‘Dear Professor’ in the email opening), as well as explicit 

feedback on the pragmatic appropriateness of their acceptance or refusal to the invitation (see 

Appendix E for an example of a student’s email with grammar corrections bolded and speech 

act/CMC feedback italicized). 

 
If this activity is conducted virtually, instructors may choose to have students share their 

screens and may provide feedback both orally and via CMC chat to make feedback more salient 

for learners, as previous research has found that providing feedback both in oral and written form 

may make it more salient to the learners (Baralt & Morcillo Gómez, 2017). In order to encourage 

learners to analyze their L2 pragmatic abilities, it is recommended that instructors also include a 

post-task featuring metapragmatic activities (such as a reflection on what they meant in a specific 

part of the email and on their language choice). This post-task, meant to increase metapragmatic 

awareness, could be as simple as discussion questions in the target language, that allow learners 

to reflect on their reasons for selecting specific phrases and expressions (e.g., Why did you 

choose lástima “it’s a shame” as a response to this particular invitation?). 

 

5 Reflection as a means for learning 

 

The present activity is grounded in both Speech Act Theory (Searle, 1997) and the Noticing 

Hypothesis (Schmidt, 1990), and it contains pedagogic recommendations for interaction in a CMC 

context (Baralt & Morcillo Gómez, 2017). Ishihara and Cohen (2014) provide the foundation for the 

organization of the present activity. Empirical studies such as Hinkel (2010) and Félix-Brasdefer and 

Mugford (2017) contribute evidence regarding the benefits and importance of teaching L2 

pragmatics which increase students’ awareness. Additionally, McConachy and Spencer-Oatey (2020) 

mention that learners’ cognitive retention of pragmatic rules may be enhanced by increasing their 
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awareness of pragmatic forms and sociopragmatic context. The tasks in this unit, i.e., the explicit 

instruction of writing emails, the explicit instruction on formulaic expressions, the inductive 

activity with sample emails, and the guided reflection on pragmatic use, are aimed to increase 

learners’ awareness of pragmatic forms and their use of acceptances of and refusals to invitations 

within a specific CMC context. 

 
The politeness framework used in the present activity for teaching acceptances and refusals 

was adapted from Scollon and Scollon (2001), and includes three aspects of politeness: deference, 

solidarity, and hierarchy. Scollon and Scollon’s (2001) model of politeness was selected for the 

present activity since it encompasses politeness norms used in collectivistic societies related to 

membership, such as family, friends, and/or working groups. As mentioned by Félix-Brasdefer 

(2008), Scollon and Scollon’s approach, rather than Brown and Levinson’s (1987) traditional model 

of politeness, may be a better fit for Spanish-speaking cultures since they tend to be more collectivist. 

Furthermore, the teaching of pragmatics goes hand in hand with the teaching of grammar, culture, 

and dialectal variation. Félix-Brasdefer and Mugford (2017) illustrated that pedagogical intervention 

and the teaching of pragmatics can not only improve students’ cultural awareness but can also lead to 

higher frequency of native-like communication strategies in L2 Spanish. It is our hope, that the 

present pedagogical activity accomplishes this goal. 

 
During the Covid-19 pandemic, much of instruction has moved online and as a result 

students and professors are learning and connecting almost exclusively in a virtual online context, 

often through email. As mentioned by Bou-Franch (2011), emails, as a component of the CMC 

context, require their own set of pragmatic norms and etiquette. The present activity brings together 

instruction and assessment in L2 pragmatics and CMC, meeting the immediate pedagogical need to 

increase pragmatic instruction and awareness in the L2 within a CMC context. 

 

 

10 



 
This instructional unit highlights the benefits that come from using naturalistic materials 

in the foreign language classroom and the integration of all four proficiency skills into one 

activity (speaking, listening, reading, and writing), as well as the benefits of teaching L2 

pragmatics through CMC. The use of samples recorded by two native speakers from Spain 

provides students with naturalistic input and authentic strategies for accepting and rejecting 

invitations that they may not have received otherwise. Through the use of audio files, 

transcriptions, an oral production activity, and the integration of CMC, learners have the chance 

to use and develop both pragmatic and CMC-related skills. Lastly, the use of CMC methods of 

production during this activity gives the learners an opportunity to produce written work, to 

practice their formal register in Spanish, and provides a quick and efficient avenue for instructors 

to give students feedback on their expression of acceptances and refusals in Spanish. 

 

6 Conclusion and extensions 

 

The main objective of this lesson is to explicitly teach L2 pragmatics in the foreign language context, 

while incorporating components of CMC. This lesson brings together information from the course 

textbook, authentic audio files, conversation analysis, and instructions on native-like acceptances and 

refusals to invitations. The present activity may be adapted to either lower or higher proficiency 

levels and to different language courses (e.g., Portuguese, French, Italian, etc.). One suggestion for 

instructors who would like to adapt the present activity to a lower-level course would be either to 

reduce the quantity and length of input and production tasks, or to apply the same type of activity to a 

different speech act found in a beginner-level textbook, such as greetings. If a lower-level course 

were to focus on greetings, the audio could contain authentic samples of different greetings in 

Spanish (or another language), in addition to transcripts and a required email where learners would 
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focus on writing appropriate greetings to different people via CMC (e.g., to a friend, a boss, an 

unknown professor). 

 

The present activity could be adapted to more advanced language courses by scaffolding 

the activity through the inclusion of multiple types of events and formal/informal situations. In 

addition, whereas this activity was carried out in a face-to-face classroom, it could be easily 

adapted for entirely online or hybrid foreign language courses. The strength of this activity is that 

it provides authentic input, allows students to practice a variety of skills, and thanks to the CMC 

portion, offers foreign language instructors a quick and efficient way to assess learners’ progress 

and provide feedback. The appendices contain materials, emails sent to students, examples of the 

responses that the instructors received from their students, and examples of the types of feedback 

that instructors can give their students. 

 
Another strength of this CMC-related activity is that it may be adapted to a virtual learning context, 

in which case, it is recommended that all files be uploaded to a shared folder so that students have 

easy access to them. Additionally, due to an increased cognitive load while performing tasks online, 

Baralt and Morcillo Gómez (2017) recommend carrying out introductory phases of the pedagogical 

unit asynchronously. Therefore, the activities included in 3.1 Introduction to acceptances and 

refusals, 3.2 Instructions on writing emails in Spanish, and 3.3 Raising awareness would be 

conducted entirely asynchronously (prior to class time) by learners in a virtual classroom context. 

The role-play could be conducted synchronously (on a virtual platform, such as Zoom) during class 

time. Lastly, the assessment and explicit feedback could also be given virtually in two modes (both 

orally and via text) through Zoom screen-sharing between instructors and students. Lastly, if this 

activity were to be extended to a virtual format, it is also recommended that instructors plan a time 

to reflect on the activity, CMC etiquette, and targeted speech acts after giving students feedback. 
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While this activity was originally designed to teach acceptances and refusals in oral and 

email environments, we would also like to encourage instructors to adapt a similar teaching 

format to other speech acts (e.g., requests, compliments, recommendations, disinvitations). This 

type of activity, that bridges pragmatics and language learning while incorporating the use of 

technology, is innovative and can be particularly useful to learners in the current digital age. We 

encourage instructors to use this activity as an example (but by no means the only one!) of how 

to infuse the Spanish language classroom with pragmatic and CMC components. With an 

increasing number of classes taught online, teachers may also be interested in incorporating 

additional technological tools such as Google docs (where students may collaborate on email 

writing/drafting), videos of dialogues, chat rooms (such as the chat feature in Zoom), and 

discussion board posts (on platforms such as Canvas or Blackboard). Suerte! 
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Appendix A 

 

Audio Transcription 

 

Aceptación: 
 

A: ¡Oye, Juanma! Voy a organizar una fiesta latina en mi casa este viernes. ¿Quieres venir? 

 

B: ¿Ah, si? ¡Estupendo! ¡Me encantaría! ¿A qué hora es la fiesta? 

 

A: A las 4 de la tarde. 

 

B: Vale. ¿Hay que ir vestido de alguna manera especial, o…? 

 

A: No, no. Es muy informal. 

 

B: ¿Tengo que llevar comida? 

 

A: No te preocupes, tendremos mucha allí. 

 

B: Ok, perfecto, pues nos vemos entonces. 
 
 
 

 

Rechazo: 
 

A: ¡Oye, Juanma! Voy a organizar una barbacoa en mi casa este domingo. ¿Quieres venir? 

 

B: Mmmm, una barbacoa… Este… ¿Y qué comida va a haber en la barbacoa? 

 

A: Pues principalmente carne. 

 

B: Carne… ehhh, a ver, suena… Tiene pinta de que va a estar muy guay, pero es que la cosa 
 

es que yo soy vegano, y me da mucha pena comer carne. Así que, lo siento. Pasadlo bien, 

pero, yo lo siento, pero no voy a ir. 

 

A: Vale, no pasa nada. 
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Appendix B 

Email sent to students 

Task 1: 
 

Dear Students, 
 

Please follow the instructions on whether you should accept or reject the invitation. Each email 

should take no more than 8 minutes to complete. Please send your responses to me by 11p.m. Sunday 

March 25
th

. Each email should contain between 30-40 words minimum and should use the strategies 

for accepting and refusing invitations that we have covered in class. I will be following your email 

with feedback on appropriate strategies used, appropriate forms of address, as well as grammar 

corrections. Please write your response and in the subject of each email write: 
 

Subject: Last name, first name, aceptar or rechazar. 
 
 

 

Task 1/email 1: 
 

Subject: Acepta la invitación 
 

Estimado estudiante,  

¿Busca un lugar para conversar en español? Venga cada miércoles, de 4:30 a 6 en el "food 

court" de la IMU (cerca al "Pizza Hut") para conocer a otros hispanohablantes y estudiantes de 

español en un ambiente relajado, disfrutar un cafecito, y hablar en español. Usted puede venir 

cuando quiera, pasar unos minutos nada más o quedarse toda la hora. 

 

Espero verle ahí. 
 

Saludos,  

Instructora Coulter-Kern 
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Appendix C 

 

Task 2/email 2: 
 

Dear Students, 
 

Please follow the instructions on whether you should accept or reject the invitation. Each email 

should take no more than 8 minutes to complete. Please send your responses to me by 11p.m. Sunday 

March 25
th

. Each email should contain between 30-40 words minimum and should use the strategies 

for accepting and refusing invitations that we have covered in class. I will be following your email 

with feedback on appropriate strategies used, appropriate forms of address, as well as grammar 

corrections. Please write your response and in the subject of each email write: 
 

Subject: Last name, first name, aceptar or rechazar. 
 
 
 

 

Subject: Rechaza la invitación 
 

Estimado estudiante, 
 

Vamos a tener un evento de Español y Portugués que se llama Teatro Vida en el GISB este 

viernes a las 6:30. Usted puede venir cuando quiera y escuchar y disfrutar de la programa. 
 

 

Espero verle ahí. 

 

Saludos, 

 

Instructora Coulter-Kern 
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Appendix D 

 

Examples of student email responses: 
 

Example of student rejection to an invitation: 
 

1) Estimado Instructora, 

 

Gracias para la invitación, suena interesante y educativo. Lástima, pero tengo otro compromiso. 

Yo tengo trabajo a 6:00 este viernes. Ojalá que ustedes tengan un otro evento, porque yo quiero 

ir. 
 

 

Lo siento, y muchas gracias, 
 

Student X 
 

 

Example of a student acceptance to an invitation: 
 

2) Saludos Instructora, 

 

Me suena bien. Yo necesito practicar conversando en español con personas de niveles diferentes. 
Me encantaria conversar en el “food court” con usted y otros! Tratar de me quedo para toda la 
hora! 

 

Muchas gracias para la invitación, 

 

Student X 
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Appendix E 

 

Example of student rejection to an invitation: 
 

1) Estimado Instructora, Estimada instructora (concordancia de género) 

 

Gracias para (por) la invitación, suena interesante y educativo. Lástima, pero tengo otro 

compromiso. Yo tengo trabajo que trabajar a las 6:00 este viernes. Ojalá que ustedes tengan 

un otro evento, porque yo quiero ir. (Está muy bien que empieces con un reconocimiento de la 

invitación, has hecho un buen uso de mitigadores para suavizar el rechazo (e.g., “lástima”). 

Has explicado correctamente por qué no puedes ir al evento). 
 

 

Lo siento, y muchas gracias, (como es un rechazo a una invitación en correo formal suena mejor 

decir “mis disculpas” en vez de lo siento). 
 

(Estaría bien que incluyeras una despedida como “saludos cordiales”). 
 

Student X 
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Appendix F  
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Appendix G  
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Teaching Openings and Requests in French Café Encounters 

 

Chase Tiffany 

 

Indiana University Bloomington 
 
 
 
 
Abstract 

 

The present teaching activity addresses the development of intercultural competence by learners 

of French in a virtual foreign language classroom. It aims to develop skills of interpreting and 

relating, skills of discovery and interaction, and critical cultural knowledge with relation to 

requests and opening sequences in café encounters (Byram, 1997, 2009; Byram & Goluveba, 

2020). This activity consists of pre- and post-viewing/reading activities to encourage reflection, 

analysis, and discussion amongst the students. It additionally serves as an introduction to 

sociopragmatic variation via the presentation of two different varieties of French for the studied 

interaction. It can easily be adapted to lower/higher levels and study abroad contexts. 
 

 

Keywords: French, Intercultural Competence, Speech Acts, Requests, Service Encounters 
 
 
 
 
Level: First-Year College French; Novice Middle/Novice High (ACTFL), A2 (CEFR) 

 

Suggested Time: 20-25 Minutes 

 

Materials: Text adapted from Chez Nous 5th Edition (Scullen et al., 2020) 

YouTube clip from Easy French 

Additional audio/text provided by author of this teaching activity 

 

Target Grammatical Structures: prendre (to eat/drink), boire (to drink), en (French Pronoun), 
passé composé (Compound Past Tense) 

 

Goal: to develop intercultural competence and encourage students to identify speech acts 

(requests) and grammatical sequences (openings) via the analysis and role play of an interaction 
at a Parisian and a Montréalais café. 
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1 Introduction 

 

This activity focuses on the teaching of intercultural competence as a communicative tool in 

French in the foreign language (FL) classroom. Students are exposed to speech sequences that 

are commonly used during the negotiation of service in French café encounters, which differ in 

grammar, vocabulary, and pragmatic norms as compared to their English counterparts. The 

chosen activity includes openings and requests shown via a video portraying native speakers’ 

interaction and a sample text of an interaction, designed to engage students’ linguistic 

competence (i.e., knowledge of linguistic rules associated with specific speech acts), 

sociolinguistic competence (i.e., knowledge of the appropriate context of speech acts), and 

discourse competence (i.e., knowledge of the use of speech acts in conversation) (Byram, 1997, 

2009; Byram & Goluveba, 2020; Searle, 1969). Given that the native language and native culture 

of the target student group for this activity is not French, this activity requires the use of 

intercultural communicative competence, or ICC, and aims to further help develop said ICC. For 

the purposes of this activity, intercultural communicative competence is defined as “a complex 

of abilities needed to perform effectively and appropriately when interacting with others who are 

linguistically and culturally different from oneself” (Fantini & Tirmizi, 2006:12). In this activity, 

students are asked to complete tasks based on concepts that encourage the growth of their ICC in 

three primary savoirs (a grouping of skills, knowledge, and attitudes) outlined in Byram’s model 

of ICC: skills of interpreting and relating (savoir comprendre), skills of discovery and interaction 

(savoir apprendre/faire), and critical cultural knowledge (savoir s’engager) (Byram, 1997, 2009; 

Byram & Goluveba, 2020). Byram’s framework consists of three competencies (linguistic, 

sociolinguistic, and discourse) and five savoirs (savoirs, savoir comprendre, savoir 

apprendre/faire, savoir s’engager, savoir être). Though they are not the primary focus of this 

activity, the other savoirs specifically refer to knowledge/knowing (savoirs) and attitudes (savoir 
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être). This framework was used for the present activity as it shifts the focus away from native 

speakers as a model and allows for variation within the cultural systems studied. Both factors 

allow for the student(s) to assume a clearer role in the interaction as a participant (emphasizing 

the fact that the native speaker is not the model for second language learners). They additionally 

permit the learner to analyze culture as variable rather than homogenous (i.e., variation within 

cultural systems). 

 

The goal of this pedagogic activity is to encourage students to identify speech acts 

(specifically, requests for service) and grammatical sequences that are associated with the 

process of openings and the speech act of requesting during interactions at a Parisian and a 

Montréalais café. This activity aligns with the chapter-level objectives upon which it is based in 

its goals of teaching language learners how to “order food and drink in a restaurant” and, 

indirectly, how to “talk about meals and a wide variety of dishes” (Scullen et al., 2020: 162). It 

also has its own set of potential learning outcomes relating to the knowledge of speech acts, such 

as identifying/recognizing opening and request formulae, demonstrating the ability to use 

opening and request formulae in French as a L2, and developing an awareness of speech acts in 

the learners’ first language (L1) and in their L2. In addition to these learning outcomes, this 

activity has a number of potential learning outcomes relating to acquiring cultural competence, 

including examining cultural components associated with café culture in both one’s own native 

culture (C1) and the target culture (C2), explaining and/or reflecting on differences between 

openings and requests in C1 and C2, observing cultural differences between francophone 

communities, and developing a more open mind towards differences between the C1 and C2 

pertaining to café culture. This activity is also intended to encourage the growth of the students’ 

ICC by asking students to analyze, reflect on, and gain familiarity with mixing their previous 
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experiences with emergent new information, context, and sociopragmatic variation, among 

others factors. 

2 Context 

 

This teaching activity is aimed at students who are between levels of Novice Middle and Novice 

High according to the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL), or at 

the A2 level according to the Common European Framework Reference for Languages (CEFR), 

or are enrolled in first-year college French classes (ACTFL, 2012; CE, 2001). It is designed to 

introduce students to the speech act of requests, a type of directive speech act used to have a 

listener carry out a desired action (Searle, 1976). In addition to requests, students are also 

introduced to the idea of opening sequences, i.e., utterances that are used to initiate 

conversations; such sequences play an integral role in discourse management and form part of 

the discourse competency component of Byram’s framework (Schegloff, 2007). Café service 

encounters present an ideal context for teaching ICC as they provide designated settings, shared 

tasks and goals, institutionalized roles, and a constrained discursive topic, all aspects which work 

to orient the student to a specific and cooperative language task (Félix-Brasdefer, 2017: 162). 

This ideal context is reinforced by the fact that speech acts and sequences (or, in this case, 

opening and closing sequences) are influenced by social factors (e.g., age, gender, social 

distance), which highlights the need to teach speech acts as inseparable from their naturalistic 

contexts (Brown and Levinson, 1987; Mills, 2003). 

 

In this activity, conversations can be held in either English or French based on the 

proficiency level of the students participating. At lower levels, students might be able to 

approach base-level interaction within the C1 and C2 while using the L2; however, this would be 

a limiting factor for further exploration. For this reason, the use of the L1 is suggested. At higher 
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levels, the use of the L2 rather than the L1 while navigating these concepts is encouraged so as to 

have students use their L2 linguistic competencies while exploring the C1 and C2. Additionally, 

the video that the students view during the activity has versions either with or without subtitles in 

French and English, which means that the instructor can include subtitles at their own discretion 

based on the proficiency level of the course that they are teaching. The activity is designed to be 

carried out in a synchronous online format in which students are able to participate both in small 

group discussions via breakout rooms and in large class discussions in the main virtual 

classroom. The activity could also easily be adapted to an in-person format through small 

discussion groups followed up with a larger class discussion. 

3 Curriculum, Tasks, and Materials 

 

This activity is divided into six modules that occur in the following order: Avant de regarder/lire 

(Pre-viewing/Pre-reading Activity), Allons au café! (Video), En regardant (While-viewing 

Activity), Allons au café (part 2)! (Sample Text), Après avoir regardé/lu (After-viewing/After-

reading Activity), and Au café (At the café - role play). Sample texts for all of these modules can 

be found in Appendices I-V. Three modules (Avant de regarder/lire, En regardant, and Après 

avoir regardé/lu) are based on a section of the French-language text book Chez Nous: Branché 

sur le monde francophone (Scullen et al., 2020), though most of the original questions included 

in this activity were modified to foster students’ engagement with one (or more) of the 

competencies or savoir types detailed in Byram’s framework (Byram 1997, 2009; Byram & 

Goluveba, 2020). Alongside the contribution of these modified questions, the video shown in the 

current activity expands upon Chez Nous’ original activity. The video used in the current 

activity, adapted from the YouTube channel Easy French, presents interaction at multiple cafés 

and between speakers of different social backgrounds, whereas the video used in Chez Nous only 
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shows one interaction within one group of speakers. Additionally, the sample text that represents 

Montréalais café speech was not included in Chez Nous’ original activity. This sample text was 

written entirely in French, apart from a note in the initial reflection activity called Stratégie. 

 

This activity took inspiration from a chapter of Chez Nous (Scullen et al., 2020) that 

focuses on food and drink vocabulary, and verbs prendre ‘to take, to eat, to drink’ and boire ‘to 

drink’. Throughout the chapter, students are exposed to different kinds of restaurants and food 

markets, making the exploration of cafés a logical extension of the chapter’s goals. The present 

activity was planned to allow students to observe French in the context of server-client 

interactions in cafés, with a specific focus on the speech acts of opening and requests. Thanks to 

the video and the sample text, students are exposed to this type of interaction at both Paris and 

Montréal cafés in order to allow them to explore these speech acts in two different varieties of 

French. This activity helps encourage the development of intercultural competence, as defined 

above by Byram (1997, 2009; Byram & Goluveba, 2020), through the use of analytical and 

reflectional skills drawing from students’ prior knowledge, and attempts to combine this 

knowledge with situationally emergent information about the C2 and associated L2 pragmatic 

norms. This activity is prefaced by telling students that they will be exploring cafés both in Paris 

and Montréal as a part of their food journey in the chapter. 

 
3.1 Avant de regarder/lire (Pre-viewing/Pre-reading Activity) 

 

The pre-assessment activity, Avant de regarder/lire (see Appendix I), adapted from Chez Nous 

(Scullen et al., 2020), is accompanied by its associated Stratégie note, which gives students 

strategies for analyzing and reflecting on cultural similarities and differences. This pre -

assessment activity, through its use of open-ended questions, is designed to help students recall 

what their routines and norms are when they visit cafés in their C1. They are asked to list 

activities they would normally do in cafés and to analyze the type of language they would use 
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with servers. Though there is no direct reference to the C2, the Stratégie note ends with the 

question “Do they (the Parisians/the Montrealers) go about it exactly as you would or are there 

differences that tell you something about French customs and attitudes?”, which is meant to 

prompt students to begin analyzing what café culture might look like in the C2. Although there is 

no direct reference to the idea of “speech act” in this pre-assessment activity, this module is 

designed to help student recall interactional discourse contexts as they are asked to analyze the 

language that they use in their C1. 

 
3.2 Allons au café! (partie 1) (Video – part 1) 

 

Next, students watch the video Allons au café! (partie 1) (see Appendix II), which features a 

group of three French native speakers who reenact two server-client interactions at a café which 

includes both openings and requests. The video, taken from the language education channel Easy 

French, shows interactions both at the counter and at the table to provide some variety in the 

types of café interactions that can occur in the C2. This variation is accompanied by small 

differences in the language used in the two different interactions, which serve to show that 

openings and requests are dynamic and do not have a one-to-one form-function relationship. 

 
3.3 En regardant (While-viewing Activity) 

 

To ensure that students are following along with the video, they are invited to consider three 

questions (see Appendix II) asking them to identify some of the speech act formulae heard in the 

video. 

 
3.4 Allons au café! (partie 2) (Video – part 2) 

 

In Allons au café! (partie 2) (Appendix III), students read the short sample text to complement 

what they heard in the video. This sample text is representative of a short café interaction in 

Montréal, and includes examples of an opening and a request. This sample text was written by 

the author of this activity and verified for authenticity by a native speaker of Montréal French to 
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allow for the inclusion of more than one variety of French, which was not featured in the original 

activity included in Chez Nous. 

 
3.5 Après avoir regardé/lu (After-viewing/After-reading Activity) 

 

As a follow up to their exposure to target language samples, students will complete the module 

Après avoir regardé/lu (Appendix IV), which encourages them to reflect on similarity and 

difference between their C1 and C2. The questions designed for this portion of the activity 

explicitly ask students to compare and contrast C1 and C2, and comment on the speech act 

formulae used to communicate with servers and order food. These questions prompt the students 

to compare and contrast France and Québec if both activities of Allons au café (Appendices II 

and III respectively) are completed, but they can still be answered by students even if there is not 

enough time to complete part 2, by simply focusing on the comparison between C1 and C2. An 

additional question asks students to go back to the interactions they watched/read to analyze the 

usage of tu (informal second person singular pronoun) and vous (formal/informal second person 

plural pronoun and formal second person singular pronoun) to see if they can identify reasons, 

other than formality, for their use (or lack thereof), such as the expression of difference in self-

presentation, social distance, or power (Van Compernolle & Henery, 2014). Although this 

question is excluded from the regular version of the activity in order to adhere to the 20–25-

minute time-frame, its inclusion can serve as an interesting point of discussion about tu/vous as 

pragmalinguistic forms used to realize requests sensitive to sociopragmatic variation. 

 
3.6 Au café (At the café – Role play) 

 

Finally, students complete the role play Au café (Appendix V) in which they practice the 

formulae observed in groups where one member plays the part of a server while other members 

act as clients. The instructions for this role play give students the option to choose whether 

“their” café is in Paris or in Québec, thus allowing them to practice both scenarios if time allows. 

 

8



4 Assessment 

 

Despite the fact that most courses do not emphasize assessment of pragmatic competencies in 

course evaluations, assessment is an important part of teaching pragmatics as a communicative 

tool (and consequently ICC). As well, ICC’s complex of abilities comprises multiple 

subcomponents, i.e., individual characteristics, target language proficiency, development 

process, dimensions, and abilities (Fantini, 2019), that cannot be measured with traditional 

proficiency-focused assessment tools. For the purposes of this activity, assessment was carried 

out according to Byram’s framework (1997, 2009; Byram & Goluveba, 2020). Leaners are 

assessed according to criteria put forth by Deardorff (2017: 124-126), who explains that the main 

principles of intercultural competence assessment are i) define (what exactly is being assessed?); 

 
ii) prioritize (which aspects of the chosen definition are important within the learning context?); 

 

iii) align (are learning outcomes, goals, learning activities, and assessment all aligned in terms of 

their approach to intercultural competence?); iv) identify evidence (what are examples of both 

direct and indirect evidence of changes in learners?); and v) use (is collected information used to 

further learner development?). Byram’s framework, which, as mentioned, consists of three 

competencies and the five savoirs (cf. §1, p.2), is employed alongside Fantini and Tirmizi’s 

(2006) definition of ICC that is used to outline intercultural competence for the purposes of this 

activity. Of these five savoirs, this activity prioritizes savoir comprendre (skills of interpreting 

and relating), savoir apprendre/faire (skills of discovering and interacting), and savoir s’engager 

(critical cultural awareness) via its reflection-based tasks. As explained above, in both the pre-

assessment and follow-up activities, students were quick to move to the description and 

evaluation phases of reflection, which entail description and judgement of cultural and/or 

linguistic phenomena witnessed. This indication of development of meta-pragmatic awareness 

goes alongside the practice of speech acts they observed while completing the role play. 
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The information collected from this activity can be easily implemented in the course via 

learner feedback to comply with the fifth of Deardorff’s principles, i.e., use, which underlines the 

importance of using collected data for learners’ improvement (2017:126). Since a core part of 

this feedback is asking learners to reflect on and evaluate their own performance, it can be 

beneficial to have students complete a self-analysis activity of their performance before giving 

them feedback. Such self-analysis could include questions asking learners to comment both on 

what they learned from this activity and on their thoughts, feelings, and observations associated 

with their use of the L2 formulae in the context presented by the role play. 

5 Reflection as a means for learning 

 

One of the main tools employed in this activity to engage students’ metapragmatic awareness is 

the use of reflection. During the initial reflection activity Avant de regarder/lire and the follow-

up Après avoir regardé/lu, students are asked to reflect on societal representations and 

representations in media of café culture and its associated pragmatic norms. They are also asked 

to consider and evaluate the similarities and differences between café culture in C1 and C2. 

Throughout this process of reflection, students work to create a dialectical relationship 

(McConachy, 2018) between description and evaluation of representations via experiential talk. 

This dialectical relationship can promote further interpretation, which engages students’ 

interpretive architecture and can turn into meta-pragmatic awareness (McConachy, 2018:118). 

This type of reflection ultimately can lead to examination of societal and personal beliefs 

between C1 and C2, allowing for further examination of language use within the context of 

intercultural communication. As stated in McConachy and Spencer-Oatey (2020:407), 

“developing awareness of the context-dependency of meaning and the ways that cultural 

assumptions influence judgements about appropriate/inappropriate language use is core to the  
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learning process”. This underlines the importance of including opportunities for reflection in the 

classroom to ensure that students become interculturally-aware communicators. 

6 Conclusions and extensions 

 

The goal of this pedagogic activity is to encourage the growth of intercultural competence in 

learners of French with specific attention paid to requests and opening sequences. Although the 

activity is primarily intended for learners of lower proficiency levels (Novice Middle/Novice 

High [ACTFL], A2 [CEFR]), it could easily be adapted for higher-level classrooms. For example, 

the dialogue shown to students could be expanded and could include other pragmatic sequences 

(e.g., closing sequences) or other speech acts (e.g., suggestions). The role play might then be 

adjusted to include these new sequences and/or speech acts, allowing for students to dissect and 

reflect on their roles in this type of server-client interaction. Although this activity was designed 

to be completed in English, higher-level courses could be asked to do the activity in French, thus 

accommodating it to their more advanced language skills. For lower-level courses, the 

instructions for each module in the activity could be given in English to ensure that students are 

able to actively engage with the concepts. Furthermore, in a study abroad context, students could 

be asked to complete an ethnographic task and document observations on specific sequences and 

speech acts used in authentic L2 speech settings. This would also provide students exposure to a 

wider variety of interactions, including interactions between different social groups (e.g., based 

on age, socioeconomics, level of education, etc.). Student observation of such interactions could 

inspire rich discussion of interactional variability and the level of ICC needed to participate in 

various interactional spaces. Finally, this activity could be readily adapted to an in-person 

classroom setting using the instructions from the online format. The in-person setting may 

encourage more involvement in the role play, which is one of the setbacks of the online   
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setting of the present activity. No matter the version of the activity used, its inclusion, alongside 

the incorporation of similar activities specifically focused on intercultural competence, in the 

L2/FL classroom is vital, as it can assist instructors in the teaching of this crucial communicative 

tool to their students. 
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Appendix I 

 

Avant de regarder (Before-viewing activity) 

 

Text in French: 

 

“Qu’est-ce qui se passe normalement quand vous allez au café avec des amis ? Avec un/e 

partenaire, faites une liste des actions typiques. Par exemple, on regarde la carte, on discute de 

ce qu’on va prendre, on appelle le serveur/la serveuse… Ensuite, pensez à ce que vous dites : 

Comment est-ce que vous appelez le serveur/la serveuse, par exemple ?” (Scullen et al., 2020, 

p. 171) 

 
Text in English: 

 

“What normally happens when you (pl.) go to a coffee shop with friends? With a partner, make 

a list of typical actions. For example, we look at the menu, we discuss what we are going to 

eat/drink, we call the server… Next, think about what you (will) say : How do you call the 

server, for example?” 

 
Stratégie (Priming note about viewing strategies presented alongside Avant de regarder) 

 

Text: 

 

“As you observe people in a familiar situation - ordering something to eat or drink at a café, for 

example - pay close attention to what they say and do. Do they go about it exactly as you would, 

or are there differences that tell you something about French customs and attitudes?” 
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Appendix II 

 

Video: Link to video for class: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MBK7K1Xw3Lc (0:45-1:42) 

 

En regardant (While-watching activity) 

 

Text and questions in French: 
 

Visionnez le clip vidéo et choisissez toutes les bonnes expressions pour chaque situation que 
vous observez. 
 

1. Au début de la conversation avec la serveuse, on dit… 

 

a. Garçon ! b. Madame ! c. À table ! d. Bonjour ! 

 

2. Pour payer, on dit… 

 

a. Je pourrais avoir l’addition, s’il vous plaît b. C’est combien 
 

c. Je vais payer maintenant. d. Je vais vous rembourser plus tard. 

 

3. La deuxième serveuse apporte la commande, et la cliente lui disent… 

 

a. S’il vous plaît b. Ici c. Voilà d. Merci. 
 

 

Text and questions in English:  

Watch the video clip and choose the correct expression for each situation you see 
 

1. At the beginning of the conversation with the server, we say… 
 

a. Waiter ! b. Madam ! c. At the table ! d. Hello ! 

 

2. To pay, we say… 

 

a. Could I have the bill, please 

c. I am going to pay now. 

 

b. How much is it? 
 

d. I will pay you back later. 

 

3. The second server takes the order, and the client says to her …  

a.  Thank you (formal) b. Here. c. Here it is. d. Thank you (informal) 

Answers: 1 – d    

 2 – a    

 3 – d    
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Appendix III 

 

Allons au café (part 2) (Sample Text) 

 

Text in French:  

Léo : Excusez-moi, Madame ! 
 

La serveuse : Ouais, je vous écoute ! 
 

Léo : Un café au lait d’amande, s’il vous plaît ! 
 

La serveuse : Alors, un café au lait d’amande… très bien monsieur, un moment, je vais vous 

l’apporter. 
 
** La serveuse revient avec le café** 
 

La serveuse : Et… voilà, votre café. 
 

Léo : Merci ! 
 

** La serveuse apporte la facture** 

La serveuse : Quand vous voudriez. 
 
Léo : Merci, je vais vous payer au comptoir” 
 

 

Text in English:  

Léo: Excuse me, miss! 
 

Server: Yes, I’m listening! 
 

Léo: A coffee with almond milk, please! 
 

Server: So, a coffee with almond milk… very good sir, one moment, I will bring it to you. 
 

**The server returns with the coffee** 
 

Server: And… here’s your coffee. 
 

Léo: Thank you ! 
 

**The server brings the check** 
 

Server: Whenever you’d like. 
 

Server: Thank you, I’ll pay you at the counter. 
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Appendix IV 

 

Après avoir regardé/lu (After-viewing and after-reading activity) 

 

Text in French: 
 

Maintenant que vous avez regardé la vidéo et que vous avez lu la conversation, discutez de ces 
questions avec des camarades de classe. Notez bien les différences entre la France, le Québec 
et les États-Unis (et/ou votre pays d’origine). 

 

1. Quelles similarités et différences est-ce que vous remarquez entre un après-midi passé au 
café en France, au Québec et chez vous ? 

 

2. Quelles sont les formules de politesse pour passer la commande, pour commencer 
à manger et pour communiquer avec le serveur/la serveuse ? 

 

3. Est-ce que vous pensez qu’il y a d’autres formules possibles pour passer la commande, 
pour commencer à manger et pour communiquer avec le serveur/la serveuse ? Si vous 
en savez plus, quelles sont d’autres formules que vous savez ? 

 
4. (Optionnel) Examinez le rôle du pronom « vous » dans ces dialogues. Est-ce qu’il 

représente le niveau de formalité ? Sinon, qu’est-ce qu’il peut représenter dans ces 

interactions ?  
(Partially adapted from: Scullen et al., 2020, p. 171) 

 

Text in English: 
 

Now that you have watched the video and read the conversation, discuss these questions with 

your classmates. Make special note of the differences between France, Québec, and the 
United States (and/or your country of origin). 

 

1. What similarities and differences do you notice between an afternoon at a coffee shop 
in France, in Québec, and in the US/in your home country? 

 

2. What are the politeness formulas to order, to begin eating, and to communicate with 
the server? 

 

3. Do you think that there are other possible formulas to order, to begin eating, and to 
communicate with the server? If you know any (more), what are other formulas 
with which you are familiar? 

 

4. (Optional) Look at the role of the pronoun “vous” in these dialogues. Does it 
represent the level of formality? If not, what could it represent?” 
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Appendix V 

 

Au café (Role Play) 

 

Text in French: 
 

Imaginez que vous êtes serveur/serveuse dans un café en France/au Québec. Vous allez prendre 
la commande de vos partenaires qui sont vos clients pour cette activité. Après un tour, changez 
de rôle - vous êtes client/e et un/e autre partenaire est serveur/serveuse. 
 

Modèle 
 

Georgette : S’il vous plaît ! 
 

Claude : Oui, j’écoute. 
 

Georgette: Je voudrais un café au lait et des rôties à l’avocat . 
 

Claude : Oui, et pour vous monsieur ? 
 

Hénri :Un café gacé, s’il vous plaît. 
 

Claude : Alors, pour Madame, un café au lait et des rôties à l’avocat, et pour Monsieur, un café 
 

glacé.” 
 

 

Text in English: 
 

“Imagine that you are a server in a café in France/in Québec. You are going to take the order of 
your partners who are your customers for this activity. After one round, change roles - you are 
the customer and one of your partners is the server. 
 

Model 
 

Georgette: Excuse me! 
 

Claude: Yes, I’m listening. 
 

Georgette: I would like a coffee with milk and avocado toast 
 

Claude: Yes, and for you sir? 
 

Hénri: An iced coffee, please. 
 

Claude: So, for you Madame, a coffee with milk and avocado toast, and for you sir, an iced 
 

coffee.” 
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¡Estás de buen ver! Teaching Topic Appropriateness 

Jingyi Guo & Enrique Rodríguez 

Indiana University Bloomington 

Abstract 

The present teaching activity explores ways to improve the intercultural competence of Spanish 

learners in a foreign language (FL) classroom. It aims to develop learners’ knowledge, attitude, 

and discovery and interaction skills on topic appropriateness in Spanish-speaking cultures. We 

focused on teaching the appropriateness of talking about someone’s physical appearance in small 

talk. The activity consists of a survey and a discussion to raise pragmatic awareness, pragmatic 

input in the form of a joke and an intercultural conversation, a discussion and reflection on the 

input, and an introduction to relevant pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic resources. Both cross-

cultural and intracultural variation are emphasized. Assessment activities are designed to evaluate 

learners’ development of intercultural competence. The activity was piloted with four sections of 

intermediate learners in a foreign language learning environment. It could be easily adapted to 

lower or higher levels of learners, as well as to study abroad learners. 

 

Keywords: topic appropriateness, L2 pragmatics, intercultural competence, pragmalinguistics, 

sociopragmatics 

 

Level: Second-Year College Spanish (Intermediate Low/Intermediate Mid, ACTFL, or A2/A2 

nearing B1, CEFR) 

 

Suggested Time: 25-30 minutes 

Materials: PowerPoint slides, and audio recordings 

Target grammatical structures: Copula and exclamatory sentences 

Goal: to develop intercultural competence in topic choice in small talk 
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1 Introduction 

While the communicative approach has been widely adopted in language classes (Mitchell, 2002), 

the incorporation of intercultural competence in language teaching is still developing. Intercultural 

competence refers to the ability to achieve communicative goals effectively and appropriately in 

communications with speakers from different cultures (Arasaratnam-Smith, 2017). The present 

teaching activity aims to explore ways to develop Spanish learners’ intercultural competence in an 

existing curriculum. We adopted the Intercultural Competence Model of Byram (1997, 2009) 

because this model views culture as a dynamic system with internal variation rather than static 

stereotypes. Also, as commented by Arasaratnam-Smith (2017), the model of Byram places an 

emphasis on language, which aligns with the existing curriculum. The model is based on foreign 

language teaching (Byram, 2009) and divides the intercultural competence into five 

subcomponents (Byram, 1997, 2009): knowledge (“[the learner] knows about conventions of 

communication and interaction”), attitude (“actively seeks the other’s perspectives and evaluations 

of phenomenon”), interpreting and relating skills (“can identify causes of misunderstanding . . . 

and dysfunctions”), discovery and interaction skills (“can use a range of questioning techniques”), 

and critical cultural awareness (“reflect critically on the values, beliefs, and behaviors” of their 

own culture and the culture of others). Three of the five subcomponents, knowledge, attitude, and 

discovery and interaction skills, are reflected in the present teaching activity. The target population 

is intermediate learners of Spanish as a foreign language in a formal classroom. The focus of this 

activity is topic appropriateness in small talk in Spanish-speaking cultures, more specifically, the 

appropriateness of talking about someone’s physical appearance. Small talk refers to “non-

obligatory talk in terms of task requirement” (McCarthy, 2000, p.84), such as talking about the 

weather and past weekend at the beginning of a conversation. 
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             Following Byram (1997)’s Intercultural Competence Model, the main goals of this activity 

are to expand students’ knowledge on what topics are appropriate in small talk in Spanish-speaking 

cultures and in their own culture (knowledge), to encourage an open attitude to cultural differences 

in topic appropriateness and the willingness to suspend stereotypical beliefs on it (attitude), and to 

develop relevant pragmatic and sociolinguistic competence to successfully interact in small talk 

about one’s physical appearance (discovery and interaction skills) in the target language. 

2 Context 

The activity is designed for students enrolled in second-year college Spanish, whose Spanish 

proficiency is Intermediate Low/Intermediate Mid (ACTFL) or A2/A2 nearing B1 (CEFR). The 

target students are learning Spanish as a foreign language in a formal classroom. The design of 

this activity took into consideration the characteristics of online teaching due to the online teaching 

mode during the Covid-19 pandemic, but it could be easily adapted to in-person teaching as well. 

The existing curriculum takes a communicative language teaching approach and focuses mainly 

on vocabulary and grammar learning. In the textbook (Blitt et al., 2020), there are readings 

targeting some aspects of intercultural competence, but they remain superficial. 

            This activity centers on the topic of someone’s physical appearance in small talk in 

Spanish-speaking cultures. Some examples of small talk are talking about the weather and past 

weekend before starting the “real talk”. It is “a prime means of nurturing relations” and helps 

“build solidarity and rapport” (Pullin, 2010).  

Regarding this pragmatic target, there exists cross-cultural variation between American 

culture and Spanish-speaking cultures, as well as pragmatic and sociolinguistic variation within 

Spanish-speaking cultures. In general, talking about someone’s physical appearance is considered 

as more common and appropriate in Spanish-speaking cultures than in the American culture. In 
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addition, its appropriateness in Spanish-speaking cultures depends on various sociocultural factors, 

such as context formality and relationship between interlocutors. Therefore, in order to avoid 

possible misunderstanding, to communicate more effectively and appropriately in small talk, and 

to build better interpersonal relationships, it is necessary for English-speaking learners of Spanish 

to be aware of this cultural variation, understand the cultural values behind this variation, and have 

the pragmalinguistic resources (i.e., linguistic resources used in small talk) and sociopragmatic 

ability (i.e., sociocultural variation and appropriateness in small talk) to interpret and participate 

appropriately in small talk on this topic in the target language. In addition, we introduce this 

pragmatic target by means of a joke in the target language, because the ability to interpret and 

make language-specific and culture-appropriate jokes is also an important competence in 

intercultural communication. 

            We intended to teach this activity along with Chapter 2 of the S200/S250 textbook (Blitt 

et al., 2020): Costumbres, tradiciones y valores ‘Customs, traditions, and values’. In the culture 

section of this unit, there is a reading on cultural values and a reflection question that asks if 

students have observed any cultural difference between the English and the Spanish language. The 

current activity could serve as an example of such cultural difference and a reasonable extension 

of this reading activity. 

            We adopted Schmidt’s noticing model (1990) to design this activity. The noticing model 

maintains that noticing is necessary and sufficient to internalize input into intake, which is acquired 

subsequently. Following this model of second language acquisition, we direct learners’ attention 

to the cultural and pragmatic aspects of the input that we provide, with the aim of guiding them to 

notice and be aware of the variation of topic choice between cultures as well as within culture, 

depending on different sociocultural factors. The input is provided both aurally and visually 
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accompanied by a photo of the context (See Section 3). The data of the practice activity (role-play) 

is experimental (See Section 4). The activity was piloted with two sections of Second Year Spanish 

I, and two sections of Second Year Spanish II at Indiana University Bloomington during the Fall 

2020 semester, in order to test its feasibility. This activity was originally designed for a face-to-

face class. However, due to the time and logistic limitations of the online teaching mode in Fall 

2020, in the pilot we were not able to include the intercultural conversation and the assessment 

component. 

3 Curriculum, tasks, and materials  

The primary goal of this activity is to expose students enrolled in Second-Year college Spanish to 

the different sociocultural norms that dictate how and why Spanish-speaking cultures find it 

appropriate to talk about topics such as someone’s physical appearance in various settings and 

with different interlocutors. While Anglophone cultures might find it odd and/or unacceptable to 

mention and comment on someone’s physical appearance, this kind of behavior is rather common 

among Spanish speakers. Learners of Spanish, therefore, need to be aware of such intercultural 

differences between their L1 and L2 in order to be able to navigate such interactions with ease. 

This activity, envisioned as a supplement to Chapter 2 of the textbook, as already mentioned, is 

supposed to take between 25-30 minutes of class time. There is no input from the textbook or extra 

written exercises that could accompany this pedagogical activity, that is, all the materials were 

carefully designed and created for this particular intercultural intervention.  

3.1 Raising awareness 

The pre-assessment activity includes a Qualtrics questionnaire (see Appendix I) distributed among 

the students enrolled in the targeted sections of Second-Year Spanish I and II and should be 

completed prior to the class meeting in which they are going to cover the discussion of cultural 
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differences. The Qualtrics questionnaire includes questions such as ‘What topics do you usually 

talk about with you friends/family/strangers in the US?’ and ‘Do you think these topics might be 

different in Spanish-speaking countries? Why/why not?’ in order to direct the students’ attention 

to the fact that conversational topics might differ among cultures. Students are asked to provide 

their answers in Spanish, since most common topics can be expressed by the vocabulary they have 

learnt. In case that they do not know the words they would like to use, they are encouraged to use 

a dictionary or ask the instructor for help. 

Students are then divided in groups of three in breakout rooms in Zoom and have five 

minutes to discuss their answers to the warm-up questionnaire with their peers. Students are also 

instructed to come up with a list of two or three topics that would be appropriate for each situation 

(among friends/family/strangers in the US and in Spanish-speaking cultures). Their answers are 

then compared as a group. This activity is planned to take between 10 to 15 minutes of class time. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the pilot study was carried out through Zoom, though this activity 

is originally conceptualized to be taught in face-to-face settings. Therefore, the mode of delivery 

might have altered some of its central components, given the infeasibility of administering it in 

person. First, virtual teaching and learning might feel less personal to both the teacher and the 

students, who may not engage with the material in the same way they would do in in-person 

instruction. This limited our pilot in that we could not foster an open discussion with our students 

since participation was not deemed as an important element of virtual classrooms in the course 

curriculum. It is expected that the class discussion of the pre-assessment questionnaire would be 

developed more in-depth in face-to-face settings. Second, online S200/S250 courses only met once 

per week during the Fall 2020 semester, which left very limited time for the piloting of this activity. 
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With face-to-face courses meeting for 50 minutes three times per week, it is expected that this will 

allow more time to conceptualize and teach this activity in a more effective way. 

In our pilot, once the students’ answers were collected and skimmed for common themes, 

we quickly realized that several patterns emerged from their intuitions. First, most students 

mentioned that they in fact talk about different topics with friends and family, but not so much 

with strangers, with whom they would only engage in small talk. Some students also hinted at the 

possibility that Spanish speakers might find it appropriate to talk about other topics due to the 

cultural reasons, but others did not think there would be much variation between the U.S. and 

Spanish-speaking countries. These disparities among students were expected, as one of the main 

goals of intercultural competence is to move beyond stereotypes and appreciate the differences in 

attitudes and behaviors between two or more cultures (Wagner et al., 2017).  

3.2. Introducing topic appropriateness 

Following this warm-up activity, the instructor presents the students with a picture of a doctor’s 

office that shows a doctor and a patient having a conversation (Adapted from García Viñolo, 2019, 

p.27; see Appendix II). The instructor asks students what kind of topics and comments would be 

appropriate in such a setting. In our pilot, their answers were fairly homogeneous, and they all 

seemed to agree on the fact that only topics such as the patient’s health, medical suggestions, and 

small talk would be expected between a doctor and a patient. After this brief discussion, the 

instructor then plays the audio recording that shows an interaction between the two interlocutors. 

The audio recording is about fifteen seconds long and was recorded by a native speaker of 

Peninsular Spanish (the doctor) and an advanced learner of L2 Spanish (the patient) in order to 

better represent the reality of intercultural speakers in such contexts. A transcription of this audio 

file is provided below (Adapted from García Viñolo, 2019, p.27):  
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– Patient: Últimamente me veo más gordo y más feo. ¿Qué tengo? (‘Lately I think I’m 

fatter and uglier. What do I have?’) 

– Doctor: Mucha razón, señor. (‘You are quite right, sir’) 

This brief interaction shows a patient coming into a doctor’s office and presenting his 

current concerns about his health (having gained weight and looking more tired and unattractive 

than usual). The literal translation of the doctor’s response is ‘(You have) A lot of reason, sir’. In 

Spanish, the conventionalized expression ‘You have a lot of reason’ means ‘You’re quite right’, 

with which the doctor expresses his agreement with the patient on the negative comments on his 

physical appearance. However, the patient is expecting the doctor to explain to him what physical 

problems he has. Therefore, this interaction has humorous undertones and is supposed to be 

interpreted as a joke. Nevertheless, it does open the door to talk about whether the doctor’s 

response might be perceived as funny, and then expand the discussion to the subject of topic 

appropriateness between North American and Spanish-speaking cultures. This activity is planned 

to take 5 minutes of class time. 

3.3. Discussion of topic appropriateness 

After the audio recording is played three times, the instructor asks the students whether they think 

it was a humorous/funny situation, and why that might be the case. This introduces the reflection 

part of the activity (described in detail in Section 5), where the instructor asks students more 

questions regarding the speakers’ attitudes, feelings and emotions associated with what was 

happening, possible communicative goals that each speaker had prior to engaging in that 

interaction, and whether such a comment would be appropriate had the exchange occurred between 

speakers of Anglophone culture. While some students might be confused by the doctor’s response, 

others should be quick to pinpoint what the issue in this interaction is – it is inappropriate for a 

doctor to talk to patients about their weight and physical appearance that way. The time allotted 
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for this activity may vary according to the level of engagement shown by the students (10-15 

minutes). 

3.4. Pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic strategies for topic appropriateness 

After the reflection activity, the instructor presents the students with pragmalinguistic resources to 

talk about someone’s weight during small talk or as a lighthearted compliment following a 

greeting, and the sociopragmatic variables behind them (i.e., degree of familiarity between 

speakers, context, and differences between jokes and compliments). In order to do so, the instructor 

plays a recording of a short dialogue between two friends who run into each other while walking 

on the street and briefly engage in small talk (Appendix III). This conversation depicts two 

instances of pragmalinguistic strategies to compliment someone’s weight appropriately in small 

talk between friends. While these pragmalinguistic resources can vary according to the student 

population or the teacher’s variety of Spanish, some of the suggested expressions from Peninsular 

Spanish are “¡Qué bien te veo!” (‘I see that you’re doing well!), “Estás de buen ver” (‘You’re 

looking good’), “Estás de buen año” (Lit: ‘You’re having a good year’), or “Estás hermoso/a” 

(‘You’re looking healthy’), among many others. The instructor should make sure that students 

understand the context in which these expressions are appropriate (i.e., among friends or family, 

and during a greeting sequence) and how they differ in meaning from more traditional 

compliments. Using the short conversation as a starting point, instructors can encourage students 

to reflect on why these pragmalinguistic strategies were well received by their interlocutor, and 

how this might have changed had the speakers used more explicit comments on each other’s weight 

(e.g., “Has puesto peso” ‘You’ve gained weight’). During this activity, students would also benefit 

from some reflection on how they would mention someone’s weight loss/gain in casual 

conversation in English among friends and family, and what linguistic strategies they would need 
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to employ in such contexts. In this regard, instructors should mention the differences between how 

these comments are made in each culture, since American English shows a preference for more 

indirect compliments such as “You look good/great” while Peninsular Spanish (and others) might 

use more direct ones targeting a specific aspect of someone’s appearance such as “You look fat” 

or “You’ve gained weight”. This activity is planned to take around 10 minutes.  

4  Assessment 

Following Deardoff (2017), the assessment component of this activity aims to present students 

with concrete ways to increase their long-term understanding of this specific aspect of intercultural 

competence and their critical skills to develop intercultural thinking. In this study, the assessment 

process addresses the intercultural resources that are relevant to this specific activity, that is, the 

development of intercultural awareness in terms of topic appropriateness and pragmalinguistic 

strategies to comment on interlocutors’ physical appearance during small talk. The assessment 

model used for this teaching activity is based on Fantini’s (2019) modes of assessment strategies. 

On the one hand, it is discrete, as it focuses on speech acts and discourse strategies during small 

talk. On the other hand, it is direct, since learners will be required to complete a task at a designated 

time to test their intercultural competence. The instrument chosen as assessment measure for this 

activity is an interactive role-play (Appendix IV) in which students will be asked to work in pairs 

and engage in small talk and comment on their interlocutor’s physical appearance by using the 

appropriate pragmalinguistic resources. Before beginning the activity, the students receive one 

card each with the instructions for their interaction and are told to talk for about 2-3 minutes. The 

scenarios are described in Spanish.  

The pedagogical goal of this role-play activity is twofold. First, it gives the student an 

opportunity to develop their intercultural and interactive practices in a controlled environment, the 
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foreign language classroom. Second, it provides the learners with situations in which they can later 

reflect on in terms of interaction, feelings, metapragmatic concepts, and perceived common ground 

between interlocutors, as suggested by McConachy (2018). The assessment for this particular 

activity is, therefore, formative as it will be conducted at the end of this particular mini-unit on 

intercultural pragmatics and will make use of a flexible and individualized approach to provide 

feedback to each student (Fantini, 2019). Finally, students will also be asked to self-evaluate their 

role-play performance and learning outcomes on a Likert scale (Appendix V), based on the goals 

and objectives outlined in Section 1 (Introduction). Using a quantitative instrument to measure 

their learning outcomes allows students to get a sense of what they have accomplished throughout 

this particular unit as well as a chance to verbalize their metapragmatic awareness and goals.  

Overall, the goal of this pedagogical activity is to bring attention to the fact that talking 

about someone’s physical appearance is more acceptable in Spanish-speaking cultures than in 

Anglophone cultures, such as the U.S. and, therefore, students need to be ready to navigate these 

topics from an intercultural viewpoint, keeping in mind the two sociocultural realities. This activity 

also provides students with pragmalinguistic resources and sociopragmatic information regarding 

compliments and jokes about someone’s physical appearance during small talk.  

5 Reflection as a means for learning 

Reflection on intercultural experiences and settings, as well as their experiences in their own L1, 

has been discussed to be a highly beneficial pedagogical resource in intercultural competence 

learning and teaching (McConachy, 2018). By reflecting on their L1 and L2 sociocultural norms, 

students are able to evaluate and frame different elements of a given culture, and position 

themselves in relation to said set of (inter)cultural behaviors and beliefs (McConachy & Liddicoat, 

2016). Encouraging students to reflect on and analyze the different strategies and feelings 
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associated to specific intercultural speakers and contexts might also lead to the development of 

metapragmatic awareness, which allows learners to verbalize the set of sociocultural norms that 

govern intercultural interactions (McConachy, 2018; McConachy & Spencer-Oatey, 2020). 

In this particular activity, metapragmatic awareness is developed by reflecting on the use 

of humor and topic appropriateness in one specific setting (a doctor’s office), but it can be extended 

to other contexts and interlocutors should the instructor deem it necessary. For example, the 

dialogue could be expanded to incorporate other speech acts or a negotiation of meaning in this 

emergent context for upper-level classes. During the implementation of this activity in Second-

year Spanish classes, students were engaged with the material and many volunteered to provide 

answers during the reflection part. However, students found it challenging to understand the 

reasons why the doctor’s response was funny, which suggests that they could benefit from some 

prior explicit instruction on different strategies to create humor in Spanish to better comprehend 

the context of the activity. At the end of the activity, however, students were able to grasp the 

nuances regarding the appropriateness of topic selection in Spanish-speaking countries, and how 

they are different from their U.S.-centric point of view. While this is simply a short introduction 

to this intercultural difference between the U.S. and Spanish-speaking countries, instructors should 

continue to explore this issue more in-depth with additional activities and examples of authentic 

interactions (e.g., videos from YouTube, clips from TV shows or movies, etc.) that show how other 

pragmatic variables such as social distance, power, gender, and familiarity between speakers might 

affect topic selection.  

6 Conclusion and extensions 

The present teaching activity set out to foster learners of Spanish’s intercultural competence by 

raising awareness of topic appropriateness and discussing pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatics 
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resources for small talk in Spanish-speaking countries. While this activity was designed for low-

intermediate learners, it could also be adapted to lower and higher levels of proficiency as needed 

in order to make this lesson relevant to different learner populations. For example, the conversation 

between the doctor and the patient could be very easily extended to show the patient’s uptake of 

the doctor’s joke, adding more context for learners to reflect upon this intercultural interaction in 

the workplace. Similarly, instructors might opt for creating other scenarios that include comparable 

interactions among speakers in different settings for learners to contrast and analyze (i.e., a 

customer-cashier interaction at a supermarket). Finally, in study abroad contexts, this activity 

could very easily be implemented by asking students to do ethnographic work and document all 

types of topics and discourse strategies that native speakers from that specific region use to initiate 

and maintain small-talk in different settings. Given that topic selection as well as pragmalinguistic 

and discourse strategies might be dependent on factors such as gender, social distance, degree of 

familiarity among speakers, or setting, this type of ethnographic work would provide learners with 

valuable insight into the cultural beliefs and norms of native speakers from a given region or area, 

thus fostering their intercultural and pragmatic awareness of topic appropriateness in L2 Spanish.  
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Appendix I 

Pre-assessment Qualtrics questionnaire 

 

Q1 ¿Cuál es tu clase de español?  

      ‘What’s your Spanish class?’ 

 S200 

 S250 

 

Q2 ¿De qué temas (topics) hablas con tus amigos en Estados Unidos?  

       ‘What topics do you talk about with your friends in the United States?’ 

 

Q3 ¿De qué temas (topics) hablas con tu familia en Estados Unidos? 

       ‘What topics do you talk about with your family in the United States?’ 

 

Q4 ¿De qué temas (topics) hablas con extraños o desconocidos en Estados Unidos? 

       ‘What topics do you talk about with strangers in the United States?’ 

 

Q5 ¿Crees que en países de habla hispana (Spanish speaking countries) los temas para hablar son 

diferentes? ¿Por qué/Por qué no? 

      ‘Do you think the topics of conversation are different in Spanish-speaking countries? Why or 

why not?’  
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Appendix II 

PowerPoint slide and transcription  

(Adapted from García Viñolo, 2019, p.27) 

Un joven americano fue a la consulta del médico en España… 

 

Transcription:  

Joven: Doctor, últimamente estoy más gordo y más feo. ¿Qué tengo? 

Médico: Mucha razón, señor. 
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Appendix III 

Sample intercultural conversation 

Elisa: ¡Felipe! ¡Tanto tiempo sin verte! ¿Cómo estás? 

Felipe: ¿Elisa? ¡Qué casualidad! Estoy bien. ¿Y tú? 

Elisa: Bien, bien. Cambiaste muchísimo. ¡Estás de buen ver! 

Felipe: Jaja, muchas gracias. ¡Yo también te veo muy bien! Y dime, ¿qué haces por Barcelona? 

Elisa: Empecé a trabajar aquí en una empresa de exportación hace unos meses. ¿Y tú? ¿Ya 

terminas tu maestría en Derecho? 

Felipe: No, todavía me queda un semestre. Perdón, Elisa, me tengo que ir, que tengo una reunión 

en media hora y llego tarde. ¡Qué bien que te has mudado a Barcelona! ¿Por qué no tomamos 

una taza de café juntos este fin de semana?  

Elisa: ¡Estupendo! Estoy muy contenta de poder verte otra vez en Barcelona. Nos vemos pronto. 

Felipe: Yo también. ¡Hasta luego! 

 

English translation:  

Elisa: Felipe! So long no see! How’ve you been? 

Felipe: Elisa? What are the chances! I’m doing well, how about you?  

Elisa: I’ve been doing well. You’ve changed a lot! You’re looking good!  

Felipe: [Laughs] Thank you! I see that you’re also looking good! So, what are you doing in 

Barcelona? 

Elisa: I started working at an export company a few months ago. What about you? Did you finish 

your Masters in Law yet? 

Felipe: I still have one semester to go. I’m sorry, Elisa, I need to go, I have a meeting in thirty 

minutes and I’m already late. I’m so excited about you moving to Barcelona! Why don’t we grab 

a coffee sometime this weekend?  

Elisa: That sounds great! I’m very happy to be able to see you again here in Barcelona. See you 

soon! 

Felipe: Me too. See you later! 



 

19 

Appendix IV 

Role play to be used during the assessment component 

Estudiante A 

En la siguiente situación, imagina que te encuentras por la calle con un amigo a quien hace 

algunos meses que no ves. Hablas con él de cosas superficiales (el tiempo, su nuevo trabajo, su 

familia…). Además, notas que su apariencia física ha cambiado visiblemente y quieres hacer un 

comentario sobre eso antes de terminar la conversación.   

Estudiante B 

En la siguiente situación, imagina que te encuentras por la calle con un amigo a quien hace 

algunos meses que no ves. Hablas con él de cosas superficiales (el tiempo, su nuevo trabajo, su 

familia…). En los últimos meses, has practicado poco ejercicio y comido una dieta menos 

saludable, así que tu apariencia física ha cambiado ligeramente desde la última vez que viste a tu 

amigo.  

English translations 

Student A 

For the next situation, imagine that you run into a friend who you haven’t seen in a while on the 

street. You engage in small talk with them (weather, job updates, family…), but you also notice 

that their physical appearance has changed since last time you saw them, so you want to make a 

comment about it.  
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Student B 

For the next situation, imagine that you run into a friend who you haven’t seen in a while on the 

street. You engage in small talk with them (weather, job updates, family…). However, you 

haven’t been going to the gym or eating healthy in the last few months, so your physical 

appearance has drastically changed since the last time you saw them.  
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Appendix V 

Likert scale to be used during the assessment component 

Instructions: Evaluate your learning outcomes by checking the appropriate evaluation in the 

following table. 

  Excellent Good Need more work Notes 

I know different ways of and 

attitudes towards talking 

about someone’s physical 

appearance in American 

culture and Spanish-speaking 

cultures. 

        

I developed an open attitude 

to cultural differences in 

topic appropriateness. 

        

I am willing to suspend 

stereotypical beliefs that 

there’s no cultural difference 

in this regard: it is always 

appropriate to talk about 

one’s physical appearance in 

Spanish-speaking cultures; it 

is always inappropriate in 

American culture. 

        

I am able to interpret 

appropriately the talking 

about one’s physical 

appearance in Spanish-

speaking cultures and relate 

it to my own culture and 

experience. 
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I am able to interact 

appropriately and effectively 

in role-play in Spanish that 

involves the talking of one’s 

physical appearance. 

        

I am able to analyze 

critically the cultural 

motivation (e.g., cultural-

specific beliefs, values, etc.) 

behind the differences in 

topic choice in different 

cultures. 
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Compliments and Physical Appearance in Spanish 

Genoveva Di Maggio & Erika Sosa 

Indiana University Bloomington 

 

Abstract 

The goal of the present teaching activity is to introduce five tasks to improve Spanish learners’ 

intercultural competence in a foreign language classroom. Intercultural competence involves not 

only the appropriate use of linguistic features but also of sociocultural ones. It aims to raise 

awareness, discuss topic appropriateness, and develop curiosity for Spanish-speaking cultures and 

interaction skills, specifically how to appropriately pay compliments and talk about someone’s 

physical appearance, useful to successfully communicate in such cultural contexts. The five tasks 

introduced, piloted in a Spanish classroom, allow the student to raise pragmatic awareness about 

physical appearance and compliments in the Spanish-speaking world. The task choice followed 

Byram’s (1997, 2021) Intercultural Communicative Competence model, which comprises raising 

intercultural competence, interpreting and relating cultural beliefs, interpreting and relating 

cultural practices, discovering and interacting with cultural practice, and discussing and evaluating 

cultural practices. Students are also given the opportunity to reflect on the input provided. All the 

activities were organized keeping in mind the learner’s background and the target culture.  

 

Keywords: FL/ L2 Spanish, pragmatics, FL instruction, compliments, Intercultural competence 

 

Level: Second-year college Spanish (Intermediate Low (ACTFL) or A2 (CEFR)) 

Suggested Time: 40-45 minutes 

Materials: Exploraciones Curso Intermedio, Chapter 3. MindTap online companion site. Video: 

La suerte de la fea a la bonita no le importa (Link) 

 

Target Grammatical Structures: Review of ser and estar (when talking about people), Direct 

Objects, Physical appearance adjectives, and Conditionals for recommendations.  

 

Goal: to provide students with the opportunity to critically evaluate the practices of their own 

culture and the target culture and to challenge their attitudes, knowledge, and presuppositions 

about their own and other´s cultures.  

  

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N4BFuVXT5nU
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1 Introduction 

Accelerating globalization has brought attention to the necessity of preparing global citizens who 

are equipped with language and intercultural communication skills necessary to advance and 

interact in a diverse society and workforce. The following pedagogical activity was designed and 

adapted to address this necessity. It is intended to be covered in the middle of the semester of a 

second-year Spanish language program when students have already acquired the necessary 

linguistic skills in the first part of the semester. Second-year college Spanish is equivalent to an 

Intermediate Low (ACTFL) or A2 (CEFR) level. This course builds upon the basic structures 

reviewed in the first year. The syllabus of the course we reference here states, “[this course] 

introduces culture that is woven throughout the chapters to enable students to learn to recognize 

and appreciate cultural diversity”. Since this is an essential component in this class, we designed 

this teaching activity to meet the intercultural competence needed to prepare global citizens 

through Byram’s (1997; 2021) Intercultural Communicative Competence model. It allows us to 

promote critical thinking based on students’ knowledge, attitudes, and presuppositions in other 

cultures. Fantini (2020) defined Intercultural Communicative Competence as a set of skills used 

to communicate effectively and appropriately with individuals with different linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds. It includes five different components: abilities, attributes, dimensions, target 

language proficiency, and longitudinal process. The ability components are to create relationships, 

produce language without significant breakdowns, and instill the ability to collaborate with the 

interlocutor to achieve a common goal. The attributes components are personality qualities such 

as flexibility, curiosity, and tolerance towards other languages and backgrounds. The dimensions 

components are positive attitudes, skills, knowledge, and awareness. Target language proficiency 

states that the more proficiency one has, the more likely one is to accept and understand the target 
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language. Finally, the longitudinal process includes developing the target language throughout 

academic and professional programs. The present activity is part of Chapter 3 “A la mesa” (At the 

table) of the book Exploraciones Curso Intermedio (2nd ed.) with special focus on the short film 

La suerte de la fea a la bonita no le importa (The pretty girl does not care about the good luck of 

the ugly one).  

This activity’s primary goal is to provide students with the opportunity to critically evaluate 

the cultural practices of their own culture and the target culture, challenge their attitudes, 

knowledge, and presuppositions about others and their own cultures, and enhance their 

understanding of relevant vocabulary. As learning outcomes, by the end of the activity, students 

will be able to recognize cultural diversity, share thoughtful and reflexive opinions about their own 

and the target culture, demonstrate cultural understanding of the Hispanic world through reflecting 

about the topics approached during the activities, and compare it with their own culture. 

2 Context 

The course, of which this activity is part, introduces culture to teach students to appreciate and 

recognize cultural diversity. This course follows a communicative approach, which uses the target 

language to communicate appropriately according to the context. The course’s primary goal is to 

present the language to allow students to learn Spanish through real-world information. 

Throughout the course, students focus on communication, culture, and skill development. 

In Chapter 3 of the book Exploraciones Curso Intermedio, students discuss eating habits and 

express their opinions on health and food. In the Conexiones culturales (Cultural Connections) 

section, the chapter presents reading activities introducing essential characteristics of the Hispanic 

world such as La hora del café (Coffee time) traditions, food, and cultural values. Besides this, 

video and listening activities about food and contemporary issues are presented. Developing 
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intercultural competence is necessary for language classes and students must be given the 

opportunity to become global citizens by receiving the tools to learn, recognize, and interpret their 

own and others’ culture.  

Also, to work on the students’ awareness, we follow the Noticing Hypothesis (Schmidt, 1990), 

which states that input does not become intake for language learning unless it is noticed or 

consciously registered (Schmidt, 1990; 2001). Underlying this hypothesis is the idea of noticing a 

gap (Gass, 2013), which means that learners notice the gap between their performance in the target 

language and proficient users of the language. Schmidt and Frota (1986) suggested that “a second 

language learner will begin to acquire the target-like form if and only if it is present in 

comprehended input and ‘noticed’ in the ordinary sense of the word, that is conscious” (p. 311). 

The learner has to be actively involved in or pay attention to L2 forms and cultural differences and 

similarities for learning. Through reflexive questions and information exposure, instructors guide 

students’ attention to cultural diversity and reflection about the differences. 

According to Byram’s Intercultural Communicative Competence model, students as 

intercultural speakers can co-construct meaning using language in intercultural interactions, 

employing linguistic and cultural resources, and their self-identities. Byram (2009) highlighted the 

following linguistic elements as characteristic of an interculturally competent L2 speaker: 

knowledge, intercultural attitudes, interpreting/relating skills, discovery/interaction skills, and 

critical cultural awareness. In other words, students become global citizens by engaging in 

reflections that allow them to develop their conceptualizations about their own culture and the 

target culture through various guided activities.  

The five instructional tasks presented in this teaching activity can occur in face-to-face classes, 

synchronous online classes, or asynchronous classes. In addition, the tasks can be introduced to 
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heritage speakers or foreign language students. They were designed to develop intercultural 

competencies in a foreign language classroom through assignments that students do by themselves 

and in groups. As mentioned before, a video is included in the course program as a part of the 

communication activity. However, the original activity was modified to meet our goal and 

outcomes, which are to provide students with the opportunity to critically evaluate the cultural 

practices of their own culture and the target culture, challenge their attitudes, knowledge, and 

presuppositions about others and their own cultures, and to enhance their understanding of relevant 

vocabulary. 

  As Liddicoat & Scarino (2013) suggest, the material used to work on intercultural 

competencies can be authentic and/or have authentic purposes. Authentic texts or videos are 

written or created by native speakers of a language for other native speakers and do not have 

pedagogic purposes. The input used in this teaching activity is an authentic short film, which deals 

with an actual subject using fiction. Due to time constraints, only parts of the activity were piloted. 

Just 20 out of the total 55 minutes of class were dedicated to this activity.  

3  Curriculum, Tasks, and Materials 

In this section, the teaching activity will be presented step-by-step. Also, suggestions for 

instructors and possible modifications will be included to adapt it according to the group of 

students and class time. 

The tasks will be divided according to Byram’s model (2009): attitudes, knowledge, skills of 

interpreting and relating, skills of discovering and interacting, and critical cultural awareness. The 

teaching activity consists of five tasks explained in the following subsections: raising intercultural 

competence: knowledge (3.1), interpreting and relating cultural beliefs (3.2), interpreting, and 



   
 

6 

 

relating cultural practices (3.3), discovering and interacting with cultural practices (3.4), and 

discussing and evaluating cultural practices (3.5). 

3.1 Raising intercultural competence  

Before watching the video – Intercultural competence characteristic: Knowledge 

Duration: 3 to 5 minutes 

The instructor introduces the activity to the students, asks them to give as many ideas as they can 

about the topic presented, and explains the meaning of the title. The students discuss the following 

questions with a partner (the original questions in Spanish can be found in Appendix I): 

1 What do you think the title of the short film means? 

2 What are the most common problems that people have with food? 

3 What are the beauty standards in the US and Spanish-speaking countries? 

The student will use the chapter’s vocabulary, e.g., appear, beauty, lose weight, skinny, etc. 

3.2 Interpreting and relating cultural beliefs 

After watching the video – Intercultural competence characteristic: Interpreting and relating 

Duration: 6-10 minutes 

The goal of this portion of the activity is to elicit stereotypical beliefs about ‘physical appearance’ 

and raise awareness of these stereotypes. The instructor introduces the activity to the students and  

may have to explain who Pamela Anderson is, as not all students are familiar with her. The students 

discuss the following questions with a partner (the original questions in Spanish can be found in 

Appendix I): 

1 How do you define ‘to lose weight’? 

2 Why do people want to lose weight? 

3 Why should people lose weight? 
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4 What does the protagonist think she will achieve if she loses weight? 

5 Did she lose weight? Who offers her wishes? Why do you think that person is the fairy 

godmother? 

3.3 Interpreting and relating cultural practices 

After watching the video – Intercultural competence characteristic: Interpreting and relating 

Duration: 6 minutes 

The goal of this portion of the activity is to find and critically evaluate each culture’s cultural 

practices and products, e.g., compliments and physical appearance. The instructor introduces the 

activity to the students.  Students may need to watch this part of the video again. Students can be 

asked to role-play this situation, create a similar dialogue and interpret it. The students discuss the 

following questions with a partner (the original questions in Spanish can be found in Appendix I): 

1 Suzy and her friend are at the restaurant praise each other. What do they say? (min 2:47) 

Would you say the same? 

 

Video transcripts: 

Friend: You look gorgeous! 

Suzy: And you are beautiful, you are very thin. How did you do it? 

Friend: You see. I have my secrets. 

2 What are the differences and similarities between your customs and those you can observe 

in the short film? 
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3.4 Discovering and interacting with cultural practices 

After watching the video – Intercultural competence characteristic: Discovering and interacting 

Duration: 10-15 minutes 

The goal of this portion of the activity is to find and critically evaluate the cultural practices and 

products of each culture. The instructor introduces the activity to the students by using different 

handouts (see Appendix II). The instructor can provide the students with the links they can use to 

carry out the activity, e.g., Colombia, México, EE. UU. Students, in groups, choose a Spanish-

speaking country and research the rates of obesity (child and adult), adolescent anorexia, and other 

problems related to eating. They discuss with their partners and complete a table (like the 

following) about the differences and similarities between their country’s reality and the 

information they found. Students discuss the problems that each country faces (they may need to 

find information about their country online). 

Table 1. Sample Information table 

País Indice de obesidad infantil Población 

   

 

3.5 Discussing and evaluating cultural practices 

After watching the video – Intercultural competence characteristic: critical cultural awareness 

Duration: 6-10 minutes 

The goal of this portion of the activity is to apply attitudes about different cultures to a specific 

culture. The instructor introduces the activity to the students and encourage group discussion. If 

the class has done the role-play exercise, option two will fit better with the sequence. 

https://www.minsalud.gov.co/sites/rid/Lists/BibliotecaDigital/RIDE/DE/PES/resumen-politica-obesidad-infantil-amenaza-silenciosa.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/about/secretary-general/heavy-burden-of-obesity-mexico-january-2020-es.htm#:~:text=El%20caso%20de%20M%C3%A9xico%20es,el%20mayor%20grado%20de%20obesidad.
https://www.cdc.gov/spanish/datos/obesidadadultos.html
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Option 1: The students are asked to imagine that they will meet some new Spanish-speaking 

friends, who, when greeting them, mentions your physical appearance. Students are asked to write 

a reflection about how they think they would feel and respond. 

Option 2: Retrospective analysis. The students are asked to write a reflection on how they felt in 

the previous activity. 

4 Assessment 

According to Deardorff (2017), intercultural assessment is a fundamental “issue” in formal higher 

education worldwide. The challenge lies in the general use of approaches and measurements that 

are not merely defined as right or wrong but complex. In the Spanish language program at the large 

midwestern university where this activity was piloted, students’ communication, culture, and skills 

are highlighted. However, the skills acquired are not clearly defined as intercultural competence 

development. In this teaching activity, we aimed to develop specific and measurable learning 

outcomes by following principles in intercultural competence assessment and student assessment 

to ensure good practice. The base for intercultural interaction in formal classrooms is the 

development of metalinguistic skills, the alignment to students’ previous experiences within the 

context, and the appreciation of similarities and differences in both cultures. Also, providing the 

right input (e.g., video activity) and connecting it to students’ experiential knowledge to elicit their 

attitudes towards the intercultural activity is vital for the intercultural interaction. With these 

fundamental principles in mind, we decided to use written reports, dialogues, and charts filled with 

information to assess personal reflection; group engagement to assess knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes; and formal presentations at the end of the class activity. Following Liddicoat & Scarino 

(2020), we aimed to apply formative assessment in our teaching activity since an individual’s 

subjectivity and participation count towards intercultural understanding. Each step informs the 
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next in a classroom setting. In other words, a more holistic approach is needed to take part in our 

program’s classes. The three main features, i.e., participate, analyze, and reflect, are the most 

critical aspects which elicited intercultural awareness in our formal classrooms. 

5 Reflection as a means for learning 

The concept of awareness in pragmatics is defined as using and effectively interpreting the 

language in an interactional context using different communicative dynamics (McConachy & 

Spencer-Oatey, 2020). Pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic awareness then plays a significant 

role in the pedagogic activity. The former refers to the effective use of the linguistic forms focused 

on the interaction outcome. In contrast, the latter refers to the sociocultural strategies based on 

appropriateness according to a social context. According to this view on awareness, we analyzed 

our assessment instruments comparing them with those of previous studies, e.g., Wagner et al. 

(2017). Their study of discovering modes of transportation showed that Byram’s model is helpful 

to raise metapragmatic awareness. The instructor elicited previous knowledge about transportation 

in the Caribbean to gauge the students’ familiarity with the topic, and then presented a video and 

pictures of the different transportation in the Caribbean area. The students had to point out the 

similarities and differences while “judging”, discovering, and finally accepting all the differences.  

In the first task of our teaching activity, we propose to elicit students’ knowledge related to the 

topic “problems with food” before watching the video. This task helps to connect their previous 

knowledge and prepare them for the primary input. While watching the video, students should pay 

special attention to the interaction between Suzy and her friend as they compliment each other on 

their physical appearance. During part 2, students can reflect on similarities and individuate the 

differences between interactions in American vs. Hispanic cultures. In our pilot of this teaching 

activity, the students were not only able to differentiate but also to evaluate attitudes (either 
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positive or negative) about the target culture. Félix-Brasdefer (2017) showed that when 

participants had been in touch with the target culture, they expressed more positivity towards 

interactions. Our experience gathered through this teaching activity also reflects this trend. One of 

the groups, where all the students had been in touch with the target culture either through people 

or visiting/living in the country, reflected more positiveness towards interactions highlighting 

physical appearance. In the last activity, students role-played the interaction, and it helped them 

relate and memorize the dialogues and present them as “normal” for Hispanic speakers. We 

encourage other instructors to adapt the tasks to other Hispanic countries and have information 

ready for the students to save class time. We also encourage instructors to promote group 

discussion in the class.  

We have concluded that Byram’s model has helped us create a sequence of tasks that allow the 

students to give their points of view, whether positive or negative, and get to know interaction 

modes in Hispanic countries. We also encouraged them to think outside the box in order to discover 

cross-cultural differences. We observed that the more contact they have with another culture, the 

greater their acceptance and comprehension is. A group of students, who had traveled to Hispanic 

countries and interacted within the target culture, seem to be more aware of those differences. 

6 Conclusion and extensions 

The development of Intercultural Communicative Competence has been brought to attention lately 

in language classrooms. Learning a foreign language is challenging since teachers have to design 

lessons so that they can provide their students with the closest input to naturalistic language and 

culture. The teaching activity presented in this paper provides insight into how teachers can adapt 

and present their lessons in order to raise students’ pragmatic awareness. This lesson is also 

suitable for students who have taken higher-level Spanish classes; teachers can expand lexicon, 
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semantics, and linguistic aspects to challenge students’ performance. For example, the task could 

touch upon other aspects, such as health problems related to eating disorders, e.g., bulimia and 

anorexia. Also, students could add more context and expand the dialogue in role-plays, and 

instructors could introduce other settings, such as workplace conversations, to discuss compliment 

appropriateness. Although little attention has been paid to it, the development of Intercultural 

Communicative Competence in study abroad contexts is still crucial as it reinforces students’ 

attitudes and acceptance towards the target language on-site. Instructors can encourage their 

students to observe fundamental time interactions, just to give an example. Students can also 

practice their skills within the community and do a lot more with the language, such as developing 

stronger relationships with the community, volunteering, increasing their general understanding, 

and broadening their minds. 
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Appendix I 

Task 1 (Section 3.1) 

Habla con un compañero sobre las siguientes preguntas : 

1 ¿Qué crees que significa el título del cortometraje? 

2 ¿Cuáles son los problemas más comunes que tienen las personas con la comida? 

3 ¿Cuáles son los patrones de belleza en los EE. UU.  y en los países hispanohablantes? 

Vocabulario: aparecer, la belleza, adelgazar, flaco. 

 

Task 2 (Section 3.2) 

Habla con un compañero sobre las siguientes preguntas: 

1 Define adelgazar.  

2 ¿Por qué las personas quieren adelgazar?  

3 ¿Por qué las personas deberían adelgazar? 

4 ¿Qué piensa la protagonista que va a conseguir si adelgaza?  

5 ¿Logra adelgazar? ¿Quién le concede el deseo? ¿Por qué crees que esa persona es el hada 

madrina? 

 

Task 3 (Section 3.3) 

Habla con un compañero sobre las siguientes preguntas: 

1 Suzy y su amiga en el restaurante se elogian. ¿Qué se dicen? (min 2:47) ¿Tú dirías lo 

mismo? 

Amiga: ¡Estás guapísima! 

Suzy: Y tú que bruta, estás delgadísima. ¿Cómo lo hiciste? 

Amiga: Ya ves. Una que tiene sus secretos. 
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2 Discute con un compañero sobre las diferencias y similitudes que hay entre tus costumbres 

y las que puedes observar en el cortometraje. 
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Appendix II 

Task 4 (Section 3.4) 

Example of student’s handout 

País/Country Información/Information Enlace/Link Student’s Reflection 

México El 73% de la población mexicana sufre 

de sobrepeso México tiene una de las 

tasas más altas de obesidad de la 

OCDE. Además, 34% de las personas 

obesas sufren obesidad mórbida – el 

mayor grado de obesidad. Las 

enfermedades relacionadas con el 

sobrepeso reducirán la esperanza de 

vida en México en más de 4 años 

durante los próximos 30 años. Lo más 

trágico es el crecimiento de la obesidad 

infantil, la cual se ha duplicado de 7.5 

% en 1996, a 15 % en 2016. 

Enlace al Sitio web  

Colombia Los niños y adolescentes colombianos 

tienen una gran preferencia por los 

alimentos procesados. El 79.3% de esta 

población consume embutidos al 

menos una vez al mes, el 51,9% 

comidas rápidas, el 83,7% gaseosas, 

85% alimentos de paquete y 89,3% 

dulces y golosinas (1). Este consumo 

dista abismalmente de las 

recomendaciones nutricionales del país 

y de la Organización Mundial de la 

Salud (10,11). 

Enlace al Sitio web  

EE.UU. Aproximadamente 1 de cada 5 niños en 

los Estados Unidos (19%) tiene 

obesidad y ciertos grupos de niños son 

más afectados que otros. La 

prevalencia de obesidad entre adultos 

estadounidenses ha aumentado, y de 

manera desproporcionada en los 

grupos minoritarios raciales y étnicos, 

según lo dieron a conocer este jueves 

los Centros para el Control y 

Prevención de Enfermedades (CDC). 

Enlace al Sitio web 

Enlace al sitio web 

2 

 

 

https://www.oecd.org/about/secretary-general/heavy-burden-of-obesity-mexico-january-2020-es.htm#:~:text=El%20caso%20de%20M%C3%A9xico%20es,el%20mayor%20grado%20de%20obesidad.
https://www.minsalud.gov.co/sites/rid/Lists/BibliotecaDigital/RIDE/DE/PES/resumen-politica-obesidad-infantil-amenaza-silenciosa.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpao/features/obesidadninos/index.html
https://www.excelsiorcalifornia.com/2020/09/17/mas-obesidad-hispanos/
https://www.excelsiorcalifornia.com/2020/09/17/mas-obesidad-hispanos/
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¿Se come igual en todo el mundo? Teaching Intercultural Competence through Food 

Elizabeth McHugh & Mike Uribe  
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Abstract 

The present teaching activity was designed for a beginner level Spanish class to develop 

intercultural competence in the classroom. This activity aims to develop learners’ overall 

knowledge and foster their skills of interpreting and relating in regard to food, food habits, and 

cultural implications surrounding food from different cultures. We piloted this activity in 3 

online courses through Zoom. The activity begins with a class discussion to identify the students’ 

native cultural norms and to explore what they know about other cultures prior to explicit 

instruction. Then, students are shown a video about the food culture in a different country to 

build their knowledge base. Finally, after watching the video, the students do both a personal 

reflection letter and a group reflection discussion which allows students to relate and the newly-

learned information to their own culture and develop their intercultural competence. These 

reflections are compared to the initial discussion to assess the learners’ progress in developing 

their intercultural competence. 

 

Keywords: Intercultural competence, L2/FL Spanish, Food, Culture 

 

Level: 100-level/beginner level Spanish (equivalent to CEFR level A2 and ACTFL novice high 

to intermediate low)  

 

Suggested Time: 25-35 minutes 

Materials: Zoom or other video conferencing application, instructional video, email, or 

messaging system, PowerPoint 

 

Target Grammatical Structures: Comparative and superlative  

Goal: to have students understand cultural differences related to food 
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1 Introduction  

Language classrooms, while having a strong communicative focus, are beginning to incorporate 

intercultural competence as a course goal. Intercultural competence refers to the “abilities needed 

to perform ‘effectively’ and ‘appropriately’ when interacting with others who are linguistically 

and culturally different from oneself” (Fantini, 2009). The present teaching activity aims to 

expand intercultural competence in an existing lesson on different food cultures from different 

countries and aims to develop the students’ skills of knowledge and skills of interpreting and 

relating, which are competencies identified in Byram’s Model of Intercultural Communication 

Competence (1997; 2009). Skills of knowledge refer to the learners’ familiarity with facts and 

information, while skills of interpreting and relating are the ability to identify symbols and 

events from other cultures and relate their interpretations to the learners’ own culture and 

experience. The present activity is based on exploring different foods and food cultures and 

includes routines and beliefs surrounding food. It was piloted in three online classes through 

Zoom, each lasting an hour. The activity begins with students identifying their own food habits 

and preferences. Next, students watch a video explaining another country’s habits and 

preferences. Following the video, students compare their own cultural practices to the cultural 

practices presented in the video. Finally, to help further develop intercultural competence, the 

last component is a reflection letter. Reflecting on their intercultural experiences as well as their 

L1 identity allows students to evaluate and frame different cultures in relation to each other 

(McConachy, 2018).  

There are three major goals for this teaching activity: 1. Explore foods from other 

countries; 2. Identify different food schedules; and 3. Reflect upon and explain differences in 

typical foods, schedules, and customs. The first two goals are focused on developing the 
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knowledge (savoir) component of Byram’s model, while the last goal is focused on developing 

the skill of interpreting and relating (savoir comprendre), and also serves as individual reflection.  

2 Context 

This activity was created for an accelerated introductory Spanish course which covers the 

program of two full semesters of first year Spanish in one, and is thought for learners who had 

some previous experience in Spanish. Students enrolled in the course ranged from novice-high to 

intermediate-low proficiency levels, if we follow the ACTFL scale, or level A2 of the CEFR. 

The piloted classes were taught in a hybrid format, meaning they contained both synchronous 

and asynchronous lessons, with a communicative focus where students were expected to 

participate and talk during synchronous instruction (Mitchell, 2002). This activity is based on 

chapter seven of the textbook ¡Anda! Curso Elemental (2017), titled ¡A comer! ‘Time to eat!’ 

which deals with food vocabulary and food-related topics. This lesson was designed for an 

online format but could be easily adapted to an in-person activity. This chapter includes a short 

excerpt about different food habits in various Spanish-speaking countries compared to the United 

States, but offered students little opportunity for reflection and interaction. 

Many first-year Spanish courses include a section on food; however, we noticed a lack of 

intercultural content in the food chapter from the book we use in our own course, ¡Anda! Curso 

elemental.  To introduce intercultural topics, we wanted to draw students’ attention to not only 

different foods commonly eaten in other countries, but also different norms and beliefs 

surrounding food from other cultures. This activity specifically focuses on the differences 

between Spain and the United States but could be adapted to include other cultures.  

To introduce intercultural competence to this lesson, we adopted Byram’s Model of 

Intercultural Communication Competence (1997; 2009) because it recognizes learners as 
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intercultural speakers who co-construct meaning through their interactions, but removes the idea 

of a native speaker as a model for L2 speakers. The model is broken down into two parts. In the 

first part of the model Byram identifies three linguistic competencies that are included under the 

idea intercultural competence: (a) linguistic competence, the ability to effectively use a language 

to produce written and oral discourse; (b) sociolinguistic competence, the ability to understand 

meanings intended by the interlocutor; and (c) discourse competence, the ability to negotiate 

strategies to produce and interpret written and oral communication (Jackson, 2019). The second 

part of the model is based on five knowledges (or savoirs, as labeled in the ICC model), which 

refer to both knowledge and skills. The five savoirs are knowledge (savoir), intercultural 

attitudes (savoir être), interpreting/relating skills (savoir comprendre), discovery/interaction 

skills (savoir apprendre/savoir faire), and critical cultural awareness (savoir s’engager).  The 

present activity aims to target the skills of knowledge (savoir), which, to reiterate, is the learner’s 

familiarity with facts and information; and the skills of interpreting and relating (savoir 

comprende), i.e., the ability to identify symbols and events from other cultures and subsequently 

relate the interpretations to one’s own culture and experience.  

This activity starts by having students describe food and food culture in their own 

culture/country. The next step is focused on developing the students’ basic knowledge about 

other countries by watching and discussing a class a video that describes the food culture in 

Spain. After focusing solely on the video about Spain, the focus is then shifted to comparing the 

two cultures. It is important to aid students in identifying cross-cultural differences because as 

Schmidt (1995) describes in his Noticing Hypothesis, students must first become aware of 

differences before they are able to interact and develop connections with the new information. 

Once differences have been identified, students are given the chance to create personal 

connections between the cultures through a short writing activity. Finally, the activity ends with 
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a class discussion where students share their personal connections and thoughts from the writing 

activity.  

3 Curriculum, Tasks, and Materials 

Language learners experience a dynamic interaction between their preexisting L1 knowledge and 

assumptions and their developing L2 knowledge (McConachy & Spencer Oatey, 2020). Learners 

must reformulate what they know in one language to include another language system. This 

includes recontextualizing how to realize speech acts such as an apology or request, or how to 

mitigate a breakdown in communication. Learners must also learn how to speak appropriately in 

different contexts and how to mark social distance. Once speakers begin to notice the differences 

and create connections between their different systems, they will ultimately encounter more 

differences and develop their intercultural competence. As learners develop their intercultural 

competence, they can then become aware of potential misunderstandings or breakdowns in 

conversation due to cultural differences (McConachy and Spencer Oatey, 2020). However, L2 

speakers are confronted not just with a new language system, but also a new culture which 

includes other aspects beyond language. For example, L2 speakers encounter different music, 

holidays, clothing, religious beliefs/systems, social structures, etc. All of these experiences 

expose the learner to cultural differences, essential in developing intercultural competence.  

 Taking the above into consideration, the goal of this activity is to help beginners 

familiarize themselves with cultural features and cross-cultural differences related to food, in 

order to have them develop intercultural competence. In regard to vocabulary/lexicon, this 

extends farther than simple translations of food terms with which the students are already 

familiar. Although it is important to introduce students to different ingredients and dishes found 

in other countries, it is also important to discuss routines and cultural implications. For example, 
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Americans may find eating dinner at nine at night or eating their biggest meal in the middle of 

the day uncustomary, so it is good to expose students to different routines. Another point we 

want to focus on, going beyond vocabulary, is cultural implications. For example, it may surprise 

Americans that, in other countries, dinner or lunch could take multiple hours instead of 30 to 60 

minutes. Although this difference is about meal duration, it could reflect a larger societal 

difference in other areas such as the expected hours worked each week and how much time 

should be spent with family and friends. In addition, typical meals can be a reflection of health 

consciousness, for example meal portions and cooking techniques (frying, grilling, baking, etc.). 

As shown, topics relating to food are a significant component of culture, and language learners 

should be aware of the variety that exists beyond their L1, especially if they plan to visit different 

cultures.  

 The present activity is comprised of five sub-activities, described below, which altogether 

are supposed to last around 25 minutes. The five sub-activities discussed in the sections below 

are: class discussion (3.1), pre-video questions (3.2), video (3.3), personal reflection letter (3.4), 

and reflective discussion (3.5). When developing the activity, we followed Ellis’ (2009) task 

cycle because it focuses on meaning. This activity is more concerned with discussing the 

information presented and its meaning, rather than practicing verb conjugations, an activity that 

is less focused on meaning and more on usage. It includes three phases, the pre-task phase, the 

task phase, and the post-task phase. The first three sub-activities are part of the pre-task phase, 

meant to engage previous knowledge of the topic and introduce new information. The fourth 

sub-activity, the personal reflection letter, is the task phase where students write a letter, thus 

relating the new information to their previous knowledge. Finally, the last sub-activity, the 

reflective discussion, is the post-task phase were students have an opportunity to reflect on the 

task and identify any problems they had. Prior to the present synchronous activity, students are 



         

7 
 

expected to review vocabulary during asynchronous preparation the day before. They were also 

provided with a related reading about food in the Spanish-speaking world. As mentioned, this 

activity was piloted in three online classes through Zoom.  

3.1 Class discussion 

Sub-activity one is a short class discussion lasting approximately 3 minutes. This is a part of the 

pre-task phase. The main goal is to have students recognize their L1 cultural norms. We ask the 

students questions such as ¿qué comes para el desayuno? ‘What do you eat for breakfast?, ¿por 

cuánto tiempo comes? ‘How long does your meal last?’, and ¿cuándo comes el desayuno?,‘when 

do you eat breakfast?’. We also ask the same questions about almuerzo ‘lunch’, cena ‘dinner’, 

and merienda ‘snack’.  This allows students to recall previous vocabulary and to self-identify 

their own cultural habits.  

3.2 Pre-video Questions 

Sub-activity two, which is also a part of the pre-task phase, consists of pre-video questions. This 

part should take around 3 minutes. The questions about the video include ¿Qué sabes de la 

cultura española? ‘What do you know about Spanish culture?’, ¿Qué sabes de la comida 

española? ‘What do you know about Spanish food?’, ¿Qué sabes de la rutina española? ‘What 

do you know about the Spanish routine?’ Students’ responses to these questions serve as an 

evaluation of their previous knowledge about the target culture. This gives instructors an idea of 

what students know, so that they, and students, can evaluate progress at the end of the task. 

3.3 Video  

Sub-activity three consists of showing a four-minute video.1 This is the last part of the pre-task 

phase. The video is an educational material created by Pearson, the publisher of ¡Anda! Curso 

elemental. The material comes from an earlier chapter of the textbook and was chosen so that the 

 
1 found at: https://media.pearsoncmg.com/alt/pegasus/ml_shared_assets/club_cultura/videos/spain_2_es_cc.html. 

https://media.pearsoncmg.com/alt/pegasus/ml_shared_assets/club_cultura/videos/spain_2_es_cc.html
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students had the ability to comprehend the language used in video. The video follows a Spaniard 

who goes through his day in Madrid, explaining what he eats and at what times. We also see him 

going to different locations across the city. The video is completely in Spanish, with Spanish 

subtitles. This video was created for instruction, and thus is not authentic (i.e., created by native 

speakers for native speakers), but it discusses the topics at an appropriate level for first-year 

students of Spanish. Liddicoat & Scarino (2013) advocate for the use of course-created material 

to adjust to learners’ levels. While natural authentic material is ideal for a language course, 

authentic speech can be difficult for beginners to understand due to the high speed, pronunciation 

style and the use of forms with which they may not be familiar. For this reason, course-created 

material has the advantage of more appropriately meeting the students’ language skills without 

creating unnecessary confusion.  

3.4 Personal reflection letter 

Sub-activity four is the during-task phase, which consists of writing a letter. It should take 

approximately 10 minutes. In our pilot, we found this to be enough time to let students 

internalize the information and make connections. The task is to write a letter for an incoming 

international student from Spain about what to expect in the United States regarding food. This 

part of the task directly follows the video; allowing students to have a chance to create their own 

personal connections before discussing with others. The prompt for the letter is:   

Tienes una amiga que vive en España. Tu amiga, Sandra, viene para estudiar en los Estados 

Unidos en IU. Ella no conoce los EE. UU. muy bien y necesita tu ayuda. Escribe una carta a 

Sandra que describe el horario y las comidas típicas de los Estados Unidos. ¿Qué sería 

nuevo/diferente para ella? (Incluye dos comparaciones de iguladad y dos de desigualdad entre 

los dos paises) 
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‘You have a friend that lives in Spain. Your friend, Sandra, is coming to study in the United 

States at IU. She is not very familiar with the U.S. and needs your help. Write a letter to Sandra 

that describes the schedule and typical foods of the United States. What would be new or 

different for her? (Include 2 equal and 2 unequal comparisons between the two countries)’ 

Students should send their letters via email to their instructors, who will evaluate each student 

individually. One example of a student’s response we received when we piloted the activity was 

“Por último, a diferencia de España, me gusta cenar entre a las siete y a las ocho de la noche. 

Mi favorito es la pasta o el bistec auténticos [sic]. ¡Espero verte pronto!” (Finally, different 

from Spain, I like to eat dinner at seven or eight at night. My favorite is pasta or authentic steak. 

I hope to see you soon!) In this response we can see intercultural competence growth as the 

student was able to relate new information from the video to their preexisting identity. The 

student was first able to identify the meal time difference between the two countries and offer a 

comparison from their own experience. This demonstrates the student building both their savoir 

(knowledge), shown by the acknowledgement of different habits, and savoir comprendre (skills 

of interpreting and relating), as evidenced by the comparison between Spain and the student’s 

own country/culture. 

3.4 Reflective discussion 

Sub-activity five is the post-task phase. This consists of both small group and open class 

discussion. First, students were given 6-8 minutes to answer questions from a handout (see 

Appendix) in small groups of 3-4 people. During our pilot studies, this was done through 

breakout rooms in Zoom. The handout is broken down according to the two savoirs that we have 

been targeting throughout the lesson. The first set of questions targets comprehension of the 

video, while the second set of questions targets comparisons. After the group work, the students 

returned to the main room for an in-plenum discussion of their answers and what they had 
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written in their letters. Ideally, the discussion should occur in Spanish; however, the main goal of 

this activity is to reflect on the content, so use of the target language is not absolutely essential. 

McConachy (2018, Chapter 6) states that student collaboration helps to foment discussion, and 

this gives students an opportunity to discuss areas they may have missed in their own letters. As 

McConachy suggests in his book, instructors can actively guide the students’ discussion through 

follow-up questions and scaffolding (see Section 5). This could include helping guide students to 

think critically about the cultural implications that are represented through food. For example, 

during one of the discussions a student commented on how they saw a lot more seafood in the 

video than they see in their hometown. As a follow-up question to foster more critical thinking, 

we asked the class what factors contribute to this difference. The student then offered up an 

answer based on Spain’s location near water, in contrast with their landlocked hometown. By 

asking this question, we were able to get the students to go beyond their initial knowledge to 

consider and compare the geographical locations and how access to different resources is 

reflected through food.  

4 Assessment 

Assessing intercultural competence is a difficult task because it involves many areas of 

knowledge, such as linguistic, sociolinguistic, and discourse competence. Deardorff (2017) 

advises using the following principles when considering how to develop an intercultural 

assessment: define, prioritize, align, identify evidence, and use. First and foremost, because it 

includes various competencies, it is important to identify and define what component of 

intercultural competence is going to be assessed, and then to prioritize the component being 

tested. After identifying the component being tested, it is important to consider both validity and 

reliability to ensure the correct component is prioritized (Cohen 2019). Validity is whether the 
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assessment measures what it was intended to measure, while reliability is the assessment’s ability 

to consistently measure the target. As mentioned above, Byram’s (1997) Intercultural 

Communication Competence model includes linguistic competence, sociolinguistic competence, 

discourse competence, as well the five different savoirs (i.e., knowledge, intercultural attitudes, 

interpreting/relating skills, discovery/interaction skills, and critical cultural awareness). With so 

many different components, it is necessary to pick one or a few areas to focus on in order to 

avoid confusion during the assessment. Deardorff also suggests creating your outcomes from the 

goals to ensure that the outcomes can be measured through intentional activities (2017, 124-6). 

To assess students’ progress, it is important to use both explicit and implicit evidence for a more 

holistic picture. Lastly, Deardorff recommends that all the data collected should be meaningful 

and beneficial for the students’ progress.   

Based on the complexity involved in assessing intercultural competence mentioned above, 

for this activity we chose to focus on just two of the savoirs from Byram’s model, namely 

knowledge and interpreting/relating skills. Since the class was done in an online format, the 

sessions were recorded, so as instructors, we were able to review and compare early class 

discussions from before the video, to the later discussion and reflective letter. From the pre-video 

discussion to the post-video discussion, we first looked for students who expressed more cultural 

knowledge about Spain, for example using new vocabulary, and/or offering more factual 

information about Spain. Secondly, we looked for students who related the new information to 

their own lives by making comparisons, and finally, for students who created larger connections 

between food and societal implications. Since the pre-video discussion was done spontaneously, 

we did not want to distract from the conversation by having students stop discussion to write 

down their thoughts, so that is why we compared the recordings. In an in-person environment we 

recommend keeping track of students’ ideas on the board for later comparison.  
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5 Reflection as a means for learning 

In Chapter 6 of Developing Intercultural Perspectives of Language (2018), McConachy speaks 

about the importance and role of the teacher in the development of intercultural competence. One 

of the principal strategies that McConachy identifies is scaffolding. Liddicoat & Scarino (2013) 

also advocate for scaffolding in the classroom and define it as a technique that has the instructor 

engage the student to describe a feature in more detail, consider the context, justify their stances, 

and consider alternative perspectives (Liddicoat & Scarino 2013). This technique prompts the 

student to produce a response rather than be given an answer from the instructor. Scaffolding is 

also beneficial because instructors can draw students’ attention to missed information. Schmidt 

(1995) argues in his Noticing Hypothesis that it is imperative for students to become aware of 

these features and differences before they can internalize and interact with the information. 

“Thus, what shapes the learning process in the first instance is the learner’s ability to notice 

features of the input and make it available for conscious reflection” (McConachy 2018, p.156). 

Reflection can occur in many ways, such as through role-play and discussion. The instructor can 

also help students to reformulate their ideas while introducing metapragmatic language. 

McConachy argues that metapragmatic development helps the students to identify, interpret, and 

relate new intercultural experiences in the future. In addition, McConachy and Spencer-Oatey 

(2020) explain the benefit of metapragmatic awareness as follows “…metapragmatic 

interpretation and gradual decentering from taken for granted assumptions about pragmatic 

norms and meanings to see the pragmatic system of each language as a valid meaning-making 

system in its own right” (McConachy & Spencer-Oatey, 2020, 409).  
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6 Conclusion and extensions 

Instructors, even if they have not had any prior instruction in pragmatics, can still implement 

pragmatic ability into their lessons. We have provided here a detailed plan on how to implement 

a task related to food and eating customs in different cultures that allows students to understand 

the intercultural differences surrounding this topic. This activity follows Ellis’ (2009) task cycle, 

where the pre-task phase consists of identifying student’s own culture norms, their knowledge 

about Spain and watching a video. Then, a during-task sub-activity consisting of drafting a 

reflective letter to a friend from Spain, in which students discuss cultural differences. This 

activity closes with the post-task phase where students share what they wrote in their letters. This 

reflection and discussion allow students to develop intercultural awareness, based on Byram’s 

(1997) intercultural model.  

The present activity was created for a beginning level Spanish course to introduce food 

variety and different cultural implications surrounding food, but it could be adapted for higher-

level courses. To adapt to a higher level, all discussion can be done in the target language or 

more cultures could be included and discussed to create a larger picture. We also suggest 

including other elements of Byram’s (1997) model for students at higher levels of Spanish as 

they may have more knowledge to draw on. For example, instead of providing a video that 

describes a given culture’s food and habits, students can be let free to find information about 

different cultures on their own, to stimulate discovery/interaction skills (savoir apprendre/faire). 

This activity could also be adapted for a study abroad context; however, instead of showing 

videos or having students find information on their own, students would discuss their own 

experiences in the L2/host culture. In a study abroad context, students will be surrounded by the 

target culture’s food and habits, which provides a rich context for students to draw upon. They 

can more immediately discuss beliefs with host families or friends from the target culture. 
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Discussion and reflection in the study aboard context could help students to develop their 

intercultural competence. Regardless of level of or context, it is important for students to first 

notice differences, and then reflect and create connections to develop their intercultural 

competence.  
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Appendix 

Handout (Reflective Discussion) 

Savoir/Knowledge (Familiarity with facts 

and information from another culture)  
• What time do people in Spain eat? 

• What are some common Spanish dishes?  

• What is a ‘caña’ (1:35)?  

• How did the presenter in the video order his 

food? (Think about the form of the verb.)  

Savoir comprendre/Skills of interpreting 

and relating (ability to identify symbols 

and events from other cultures and relate 

the interpretations to your own culture) 

• What do you consider a meal?  

• What is important to you to have in a meal?  

• How do you think your idea of a meal might 

be different from those in Spain? 

• Why might people in Spain eat at different 

times than people in the United States? (How 

does it connect to their society as a whole?) 

 


