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Abstract

Based on the hypothesis that not only linguistics competence must be considered during
the test development, but also pragmatics competence should be evaluated, the present
study was conducted to develop a scale to assess learners’ pragmatic proficiency. To this
end, this study developed the pragmatics test of multiple-choice discourse completion
task (MDCT) in the case of four primitive speech acts of request, thanks, apology, and
refusal for Iranian EFL learners. In the first phase, 155 Iranian university students were
asked to write the situations at university, home or in society, in which they apologize,
thank, request something and refuse an offer or invitation. In the second phase, to ensure
the naturalness of the situations, another group of students were asked to rate the selected
situations based on the frequency of occurrence of these situations in their everyday life.
In the third phase, the tests were reviewed by several native speakers and TEFL
colleagues. Finally, the items MDCT were developed by the researchers and in the final
step, two pilot tests were conducted. The findings indicated that the scale was reliable,
valid and appropriate to measure Iranian EFL learners’ pragmatic knowledge.
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1. Introduction

Before enlightening the importance of developing the measurement of
Interlanguage Pragmatics (ILP) competence, the main focus was on different
aspects of linguistic competence such as syntax, vocabulary, and cohesion
(Liu, 2004). However, with the advent of pragmatics teaching and ILP, which
are mainly focused on the development of linguistic action competence by
nonnative speakers, the requirement in making the traditional assessment
compatible with the new way of teaching has become more demanding.
However, there is a wide gap between the teaching and testing measures to
evaluate the pragmatic knowledge of students. Therefore, over the last
decades, evaluating pragmatic competence of leaners by developing reliable
and valid measures has drawn attention of many pragmatists (Hudson, Detmer
& Brown, 1995).

In recent years, a plethora of studies have attempted to develop pragmatic
tests from different perspectives for EFL learners to evaluate the ILP
competence. An example is the study carried out by Liu (2007) who
developed a pragmatic test for Chinese EFL students to evaluate their
pragmatic knowledge in the case of speech act of apology.

Birjandi and Rezaei (2010) designated a Multiple-choice Discourse
Completion Test (MDCT) to measure Iranian EFL learners’ pragmatic
competence for two speech acts of apology and request in educational setting
through the same phases as employed by Jianda. Salehi and Isavi (2013) also
developed a pragmatics test for Iranian EFL learners in terms of request and
apology in academic contexts in Iran, United states, England and Suadi
Arabia. However, in spite of a large number of speech acts, their studies solely
focused on two speech acts, namely apology and request. Further, they suffer
from several major drawbacks during the development of the test, such as the
lack of measuring reliability and validity of the developed pragmatic test
which may differ among various cultures.

Since there seems to be just one study conducted on developing pragmatic
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measurement for Iranian EFL learners and teachers, it is apparent that more
attention should be paid to and more comprehensive studies should be
conducted (Alemi & Khanlarzadeh, 2016). Therefore, the present study seeks
to remedy the previous study deficiencies by using statistical procedures and
also considering four major speech acts of thanks, request, refusal, and
apology. More importantly, the present study attempts to develop a well-
known pragmatic assessment of MDCT for Iranian EFL learners. While
learners are asked to choose the best option in MDCT, it gauges the
participants’ awareness of the speech acts.

2. Methodology
Participants

A total number of 158 participants took part in the present study. There were
11 English native speakers, two university lecturers and 145 EFL university
students with an intermediate level of English aged 19-22. They participated in
five different steps of the test development process (Table 1). The selection of
all participants was based on convenience sampling.

Table 1.

Number of Participants in Each Step of the Test Development Process

Steps Non-native Native
university University lecturers
students

1. Exemplar generation 40 -- --

2. Likelihood 30 -- --

investigation

3.Metapragmatic -- 2 2

Assessment

4. Scenario generation 30 -- 9

and MDCT development

5. Pilot study I 25 -- --

6. Pilot study II 20 -- --

Sum 145 2 11
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The Development of Testing Instruments

The testing instruments consisted of a 32-item Multiple-choice Discourse
Completion Task (to measure the awareness of speech acts). Following
Birjandi and Rezaei (2010) and Liu (2007), the researchers developed the test
items through a process of exemplar generation and likelihood investigation,
metapragmatic assessment, and piloting. The following is an overview of the
process of test development:

Exemplar generation

In order to know the most frequent situations in which the participants of
the study were more likely to use the selected speech acts for this study, 40
TEFL students of Islamic Azad University were asked to write either in
Persian or English at least five most probably occurring situations at
university, home or in society in which they apologize, thank, ask (request
something) and refusal. The purpose of this stage was to find the situational
topics which approximate authentic situations the students encounter in their
real life. A qualitative analysis of the situations showed that many of them
were overlapping and 60 situations (15 situations for each speech act) were
selected. In the following examples, some apologies produced by the students
are provided:

I always apologize for getting home late.
I always apologize for interrupting my new friend.
Likelihood investigation

To test the naturalness of situations, 30 more students from the same pool
were asked to rate the 60 selected situations from 1 to 5 on the basis of the
frequency of occurrence and naturalness of these situations in their everyday
life. Based on their ratings, 32 scenarios getting the highest mean scores were
selected. The minimum number an item needed to get to be selected was 120
out of a maximum of 150 (80%).
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Metapragmatic assessment

Following Takimoto (2007) and Liu (2007), the 52 selected situations were
reviewed and analyzed according to situational features to balance the
situations and promote content validity. This involved assessing the imposition
(the burden put on the hearer), power relationship (equal, unequal) and social
distance (+/- social distance). This was done to include situations with
different metapragmatic features. Thirty-two situations (eight situations for
each speech act) were selected to be employed in MDCT. After the
metapragmatic assessment, the researcher developed MDCT situations by
providing the situational background in detail.

Scenario generation and MDCT development

The 32 selected situations were given to 30 Iranian intermediate EFL
learners and also six native speakers of English. The linguistically inaccurate
and socially inappropriate responses given by non-native participants were
used as distractors and the native speaker’s responses were used as correct
options for the MDCT items. Following Hudson et al. (1992; 1995) and Liu
(2007), the number of choices for each item was decided to be three. Then, to
ensure that the native speakers of English would choose the assigned keys, the
test was administered to three native American English speakers. It was found
that in most cases all of them chose the keys assigned.

Pilot study I

The pilot study involved 25 freshman male and female university students,
aged 18-20, studying TEFL at the Islamic Azad University of Gorgan, a
northern city in Iran. They were required to answer the 32-item MDCT in 45
minutes.

Rating MDCT

For rating the MDCT, each correct response was given 1 and the incorrect
ones received 0. As mentioned above, to be sure about the correct responses
assigned by the researcher, ten native speakers of English were asked to
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answer the MDCT items. Cronbach’s alpha reliability estimates turned out to
be .6 for pretest and posttest.

The process of revising items

The MDCT's reliability index of .6 suggested that there might be some
problems regarding the testing method, the students, testing environment, and
some other factors. Therefore, an attempt was made to find the causes of the
problem and obviate them. To improve the reliability of MDCT, situations
were reviewed and elaborated more in detail and the following three statistics
were gathered for each item: 1) Item difficulty, 2) distractor analysis, 3)
Corrected Item-Total Correlation. On the basis of findings from the first pilot
study the following decisions and revisions were applied in the second pilot
and the main study:

Pilot Study II

Based on the results of the first pilot study, some changes were made in the
MDCT test items. Having applied the changes, the researcher conducted a
second pilot study. It was to check the reliability index of the revised MDCT
tests. The participants were 20 freshman TEFL students at Islamic Azad
University of Gorgan. Based on the Oxford Quick Placement Test, the
participants’ level was either lower-intermediate or upper-intermediate. They
were required to answer the questions in 60 minutes. The reliability of the
MDCT rubric was calculated at .81 (standardized item alpha).

Discussions and Conclusion

The present study has gone some way towards enhancing our
understanding to the role of functional aspect of language in learning language
which unfortunately mainly focuses on the grammar side of language in Iran.
The study was an attempt to develop a MDCT to measure the pragmatic
knowledge of Iranian EFL learners. The study has gone some way towards
enhancing our understanding to the role of functional aspect of language in
learning language which unfortunately mainly focuses on the grammar side of
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language in Iran. However, as far as the result of the test was appropriate in
Iranian context, it is not obvious if it is equally works out in other context as
well. Consequently a number of future studies developing the same
measurements in different contexts are apparent. Besides, a further study could
assess whether these tests are applicable to other speech acts in other cultures
or not.
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9. Appendix 1

MDCT items on the four speech acts

Directions: Please write your response in the blank area. Do not spend a lot of time
thinking about what answer you think you should provide; instead, please respond as
naturally as possible and try to write your response as you feel you would say it in
the situation.

Note: Think of your interlocutor as the same gender as you are in all situations.

Thanks a lot for being cooperative,

Thanks

Situation 1: It’s the second time that your close friend took you to lunch at a
very nice restaurant. He/she takes you to this very wonderful restaurant with this
friendly atmosphere. The food is delicious with an accompanying music. You want
to thank your friend after finishing the meal. You thank by saying:

A. Thanks for lunch. I'll take you out next week.

B. This restaurant is great. Thanks a lot for lunch.

C. It was a wonderful lunch. I really enjoyed it.

Situation 2. Today is your birthday and you have invited some of your close
friends to your party. All of your friends have given you a birthday gift. Your close
friend has got a very beautiful birthday present for you. You have always wished to
have it but you did not have enough money to buy it. You thank him/her by saying:

A. Wow, that's amazing. Thank you so much.

B. Thank you for your nice gift.

C. It was very thoughtful of you, I will remember it always!

Situation 3. While you are a university student, you get 9 in the grammar final
exam. Since your average is on the line, you ask the teacher to change your mark to
at least 11. After three days you check the university website for your marks and you
find that he/she has offered you an unexpected mark raise and your mark has been
changed to 16. You are surprised and you go to his/her office to thank him/her:

A. It was very kind of you to consider my request. I knew I deserved it.

B. Hello professor, I've seen you have raised my mark and I just wanted to
thank you for that.

C. Professor! I don't know how to thank you! Thank you! Thank you! Thank
you! You’ve been a life saver.

Situation 4. You are a university student. Last session, you were absent and you
missed an important lesson and you didn’t know how to do assignments. One of
your classmates agreed to help you in your assignments. How would you thank your
classmate?

A. May God bless you mate. You were so helpful

B. Thank you. I owe you one.

C. Thanks. I really don’t know what I would do without you.

Request
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Situation 5. You are in the classroom and the professor is explaining some
grammatical points. All the students are listening. You have not understood what the
teacher has just explained and you want to ask a question. How do you ask for
explanations?

A. I'm sorry but I was sidetracked and I didn’t quite understand that last bit. So
please go over it again.

B. Professor? I didn’t understand the last part.

C. Professor? Could you please explain the last point one more time?

Situation 6. You are trying to study in your room at dormitory and you hear loud
music coming from another student’s room down the hall. You don’t know the
student, but you decide to ask him/her to turn the music down.

A. Hey! Turn the music down we're trying to study. Goddamit!

B. Hey! I'm from the other side of the hall...nice music you’re listing to, but
would you mind turning the volume down a little bit? I’'m trying to study.

C. Hey! It’s a very nice piece of art. But I am trying to focus on my books. So
turn it down!

Situation 7. You are attending a seminar. The professor is explaining a new
concept. A student you don’t know comes and stands just in front of you blocking
your view. You want to ask the student not to block your view.

A. Ah man, come on! Go the side; there are people behind you, who want to see
something as well as you!!

B. Excuse me, (tapping him/her) could you sit down please? I can’t see the
stage.

C. Excuse me, you blocking my view I cannot see. Would you please move a
little bit? Thank you.

Situation 8. Something is wrong with your computer, but you have to finish
some homework which is due tomorrow. Your roommate has a computer, but he/she
is also writing a course paper on his/her laptop. His/her homework is due the day
after tomorrow. You want to ask him/her to stop his/her work and let you use his/her
laptop to finish your homework first.

You say:

A. Hey. My computer does not work and my homework is due tomorrow.
Would you please give me your computer so [ could finish by tomorrow? I
appreciate it if you give me your laptop, thanks

B. Hamid, can I ask you for a favor? Could you use a pen and paper so that I can
finish my work on your laptop? My work is due tomorrow, thanks.

C. May I use your laptop? mine isn't working

Apology

Situation 9. You are at the university campus. You want to sit next to your
friend to discuss a lesson subject. You accidentally knock over a glass of tea on the
desk and spill it over your classmate’s pile of papers. The papers were important
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since they were his term paper and were supposed to be submitted by late afternoon
that day. The other students are watching you.

You apologize by saying:

A. Oh. I'm really, really sorry. Really. I'm so sorry

B. Oh my God! I'm terribly sorry but it was an accident.

C. I"'m so sorry it was an accident, is there anything I can do about for you.

Situation 10. You are a university student. After the class, your classmate asks
you to help him/her buy a T-shirt for his/her sister's birthday. You go shopping with
him/her; therefore, you will get home late from the university. You forget to call
your parents to inform that you would be late and your parents are extremely
worried.

You apologize by saying:

A. I'm sorry. I was so busy that I lost track of time, but I should have called.

B. Come on. I'm not a kid. I tried to call you but the line was busy. I'm sorry.

C. Sorry for being late.

Situation 11: You are daydreaming in the class and lose track of what the
teacher has said. At once, he asks you a question about the topic under discussion.
You are totally unaware of what has been going on in the class. The teacher finds
that you were not following him. So you want to apologize by saying:

A. Sorry; I wasn’t listening to you. What did you say?

B. I'm really sorry I got sidetracked for a moment.

C. I was thinking of something else and I didn’t understand what you said.

Situation 12: You were supposed to hand in your project to your new professor
today (the deadline is finished). The professor finds that you haven’t prepared your
project and tells you that there won’t be an extension; you know he is right and you
want to make an apology to your professor by saying:

A. Sorry, but I had too much other homework from my other projects to finish
this one on time.

B. Well, I had some unexpected problems, so you should make an exception for
me.

C. That’s true. I'm sorry. I had some unexpected obstacles, but I understand that
this is the rule.

Refusal

Situation 13. You are sitting at a grammar exam. This is the most difficult exam
ever. You have prepared yourself a lot and have practiced a lot. While you are
answering the questions, your friend asks you to help him with answering his
questions. How would you refuse friend's request help him/her cheat in the test?

A. What?! Nah man, don’t wanna get caught, sorry...

B. I'm sorry you know I'm not that type, what a nasty person you are!!

C. Sorry, but I haven’t studied that well either. Besides, I am not good at being
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subtle, so we will get caught if I try to help you. Trust me!

Situation 14. You are in your professor’s office. The professor is talking to you
and asks you to participate in a conference early in the morning at the university.
You can’t accept it because you come from another city and it’s not possible for you
to attend at that early time.

You refuse by saying:

A. T'm sorry, but I'm not coming that early.

B. I would help if I could, but I am not able to participate at that early hour.

C. I"d like to help, but at such an early time, I cannot participate.

Situation 15. One of your friends who is your classmate as well has invited you
to his/her birthday on Saturday evening. You are the only one among your
classmates who has been invited. But you have some plans on Saturday evening so
can’t go there but you know he/she will get upset. You want to refuse his/her
invitation.

You refuse by saying:

A. Thanks for inviting me, but I'm very busy at that time.

B. Oh!!...my mother has birthday on the same day, so I can’t come to your
party. I'm really sorry about that!

C. sorry I can't make it

Situation 16. You like the teacher of your reading class because he/she has been
your teacher in the speaking class last year and he is a very considerate person. This
session, he suggests you to be the next presenter in the classroom today, but you are
not ready, and you want to refuse his/her suggestion. How will you refuse his/her
suggestion?

A. It’s nice! But I can’t do it today. It needs more practice.

B. Iitis not possible because it needs more time to study.

C. That’s a good idea, but at the moment I am not able to. I think I should study
more.
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