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Aligning oral communication with the real world through pragmatics 
 
PRAGMATICS MENU  
The following are options for incorporating pragmatics into an oral communications class 
 
A. Pairs read dialog and answer questions about place, characters and context.  
1. Who are they?  How old are they? Do they seem male or female? What else can you guess? 
2. What is their relationship?  Formal or informal? 
3. What are the moves? (shifts to a new stage in the conversation) 
4.  What does each person want? Do they get it?  
 
B. Compare the conversation to other languages, cultures and sub-cultures. 
1. How would this conversation come across in your/another language?  
2. Would you feel comfortable having this conversation? Explain. 
3.  Imagine the characters are all male or all female or a different age. What would you change? 
4. How would a non-native speaker feel at the end of this conversation?  
 
C. Listen to or practice the conversation to work on sounds, stress and intonation. 
1. Listen and read. Mark linking, stress, and/or intonation. Then listen again. Check your marks.  
2. Listen and say the dialog along with the speaker. Practice the pronunciation. 
3. Listen to detect any emotions or power relationships that arise from the tone of voice.  
 
D. Highlight language that scaffolds the moves in a conversation. 
1. What language supports bonding among speakers? 
2. What language shows repair or clarification of meaning. 
3. What language helps speakers introduce a topic or prepare listeners for what is to come? 
4. What language shows a culturally appropriate response to a situation? 
5.  What language allows speakers to hedge, delay, or voice discomfort? 
 
E. Practice the dialogue.  
1. Stage the conversation. Stand and use gestures. Then process the experience to see if you feel comfortable 
with the language. 
2. Keep the same role but change partners. Practice again. 
3. Have speaker A put away his/her script. B reads one part, and A improvises. Switch. 
4. Have both speakers put down their script and role play the conversation from memory. 
 
F. Create variations on a theme.  
1. Assign students to two groups and set a similar context. Have group A discuss motives for their half of the 
conversation. Have group B discuss theirs. Then create A/B pairs to write a script or role play.   
2. Rewrite the dialog but change the characters’ gender, age, relationship or personality—think about people 
you really know to establish character. How does language change? 
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ROLE PLAY RUBRICS 
 
Making small talk/local & tourist 

Check all achieved. High Medium Low 
Pragmatics  

 Friendly expression and body 
language 

 Shows interest in others’ 
comments 

 Maintains flow with culturally 
familiar language  

 Adjusts to and/or initiates 
conversational moves 

 

I could comfortably 
follow the speaker’s 
intended meaning. 
 
Fluent uninterrupted 
speech. 

I could follow the 
speaker’s intended 
meaning with effort. 
 
There were pauses and 
restatements. 

I worked hard to follow 
the speaker’s intended 
meaning. 
 
 
There were long pauses 
and restatements.  
 

Work on… 
 

• sounds  

• stress 

• intonation 

• inflections 

• grammar/vocabulary 
 

I understood.  
 

 

I understood with 
effort 
  

 

I worked hard to 
understand 
 
 

 
Asking for a favor/Declining 

Check all achieved. High Medium Low 
Pragmatics  

 confident expression and body language 

 signals intention to make a request. 

 softens request/refusal with non-verbal 
indicators and/or formulaic utterances 

 brings conversation to a successful close 
 

I could comfortably 
follow the speaker’s 
intended meaning. 
 
Fluent 
uninterrupted 
speech. 

I could follow the 
speaker’s intended 
meaning with 
effort. 
 
Some pauses and 
restatements. 

I worked hard to 
follow the speaker’s 
intended meaning. 
 
 
There were long 
pauses and 
restatements.  
 

 
 
Expressing frustration/Empathizing 

Check all achieved. High Medium Low 
Pragmatics  

 attentive expression and body language 

 signals support by echoing or restating 

 processes the experience  

 shifts conversation in a new direction 
 

I could comfortably 
follow the speaker’s 
intended meaning. 
 
Fluent 
uninterrupted 
speech. 

I could follow the 
speaker’s intended 
meaning with 
effort. 
 
There were pauses 
and restatements. 

I worked hard to 
follow the speaker’s 
intended meaning. 
 
 
There were long 
pauses and 
restatements.  
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CROSS PURPOSES ROLE PLAY 
 
1. Work in groups of 3. Match a context with people. Or create your own. Make sure the two speakers are 

not on the same page.   
 

Context People 
A. Make and sustain small talk / end the 

conversation and get away 
1. Mothers on the playground 

2. Passengers on an airplane 

3. Classmates in a study group 

4. Colleagues at a work reception 

5. Volunteers at a food bank 

6. Relatives at a holiday gathering 

7. Friends at lunch 

8. Guests on a cruise 

9. Hairdresser/client 

10. Employees at a meeting 

B. Ask for a favor – try to get out of doing the 
favor 

C. Present a plan for a vacation / reject the plan 
D. Praise someone’s work/accept the praise 

graciously then change the subject 

E. Express distress over a pet’s death/ 
provide comfort. 

F. Give advice about how to be a better parent/ 
deflect the advice  

Your idea?  

 
2. Plan your moves. Fill out the chart with moves. Then role play. The column on the write is for the 

observer to take notes on the language and skills. 
 

Speakers Observer’s notes on language 

Move 1: Establish the relationship. Greet. 
Then bond through referencing something in 
the environment. 

 

Move 2: Partner A initiates the challenge. 
Partner B responds to the challenge. Both 
use social skills to achieve their objective. 
 

 

Move 3: Resolve the issue and move to end 
the conversation on a positive note. 
 

 

 
3. Use the material in a lesson  

You can… 
➢ Practice and record an audio for listening practice. 
➢ Practice and make a video for oral skills practice. 
➢ Pull out the language and write a script for your lesson. 
➢ Create pronunciation exercises that involve linking, reductions, or stress features. 
➢ Make exercises out of common expressions so students have to complete sentences or dialogs. 
➢ Give one student half the conversation and ask the other to ad lib. 
➢ Have students substitute other language or people. E.g., now pretend you are with your boss’s 

family at a picnic.   
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