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Abstract
The appropriate use of pragmatic markers – non-propositional well, you know, of course, etc. – is necessary for
successful business communication (which is, for the most part, cross-cultural communication), however,
pragmatic markers take a back seat in TEFL, TESL, and most notably, in TESP contexts. In our paper we will,
first of all, discuss the major issues related to the concept of communicative competence as well as the role of
PMs in shaping EFL and ESL speakers’ communicative competence. Next, some remarks will be made about the
possible sources of the difficulties that may hinder the acquisition and/or learning of PMs, finally, the results of a
case study will be presented, which aimed at mapping the functional spectrum of PMs as they are used in
selected General Business English textbooks.
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1

Preliminaries, theoretical considerations

1.0 Introduction
Over the past few decades research on pragmatic markers (e.g. non-propositional uses of you
know, well, like, etc.) has been rapidly expanding. The theoretical appeal is amply
demonstrated by the number of frameworks that have been applied to the study of these items
(Relevance Theory, Rhetorical Structure Theory, Construction Grammar, coherence-based
studies, Interactional Sociolinguistics, Conversation Analysis, to mention but a few). At the
same time, empirical research has yielded detailed analyses of a variety of items in a wide
range of languages. Despite the importance of pragmatic markers (henceforth PMs) for
improving the communicative competence of non-native speakers, most studies1 deal with the
use of PMs in native speakers’ speech, moreover, the study of PMs has been, for the most
part, a neglected area in the theory and practice of TESP.
The structure of the present paper is as follows: first, some issues related to the concept of
communicative competence will be addressed, second, PMs’ role in shaping EFL and ESL
speakers’ communicative competence will be discussed, next, some remarks will be made
1

with some notable exceptions such as Nikula (1996), Siepmann (2005) and Müller (2004 and 2005).
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about the possible sources of the difficulties that may hinder the acquisition and/or learning of
PMs, finally, the results of a case study will be presented, which aimed at mapping the
functional spectrum of PMs as they are used in selected General Business English textbooks.

1.1

Issues related to the concept and teachability of communicative competence

Developing communicative competence has been in the forefront of TEFL/TESL classes for
decades. Since Hymes (1972) introduced the concept into the world of linguistics in his
pioneering work, a vast number of attempts have been made by theoreticians and empirical
researchers alike to create models and specify its components, some with the aim to provide
theoretical bases for language teaching and testing practices.
In the following sections, we are going to review some models of communicative
competence that have had a major impact on communicative classrooms. Since reviewing all
the major ones would stretch the limits of the present paper, we will have a brief look at the
ones only that have informed the research presented here.
1.1.1

Canale and Swain’s model

One of the first, and up to the present day most influential models, proposed by Canale and
Swain (1980), further refined by Canale (1983), explains the concept in terms of three
component competencies, which are grammatical, sociolinguistic, and strategic. Grammatical
competence is the mastery of the language code, that is, of the phonetic, morphological,
syntactic, semantic and orthographic rules. Sociolinguistic competence is conceived of as
comprising two sets of rules: sociocultural and discourse rules. Sociocultural rules specify
ways of using language appropriately in a given social situation, as such, they are concerned
with appropriate vocabulary, style, politeness, and register. Discourse rules, on the other hand,
determine the ways that language structures are combined to produce unified, coherent texts
in different modes in speaking and writing. Strategic competence in this model consists of
verbal and non-verbal communication strategies which are called into action to compensate
for breakdowns in communication, due to insufficient knowledge in one or another
component of communicative competence. In other words, strategically competent language
users are able to get their message across successfully in the face of difficulties.
1.1.2

Bachman and Palmer’s model

A major contribution to the refinement of the construct was made by Bachman, and then
Bachman and Palmer in the 90s. In their approach (Bachman & Palmer 1996), communicative
competence, or to use their term, communicative language ability, consists of two broad
areas: language knowledge and strategic competence. Language knowledge has two main
components – organisational and pragmatic knowledge – which complement each other.
Organisational knowledge consists of knowledge of linguistic units and the rules of joining
them together on the sentence and text level. Pragmatic knowledge includes illocutionary and
sociolinguistic competence, where illocutionary competence concerns the knowledge of
communicative action and how to carry it out, while sociolinguistic competence equals the
ability to use language appropriately to the social context.
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As opposed to Canale and Swain’s work, which had sociolinguistics and its interaction
with the other components in its focus, Bachman and Palmer emphasise the central role of
strategic competence, which they present as “…a set of metacognitive components, or
strategies, which can be thought of as higher order executive processes that provide a
cognitive management function in language use” (1996: 70).
Further, while the Canale and Swain model is relatively simple and accessible, therefore
serves in many places even today as a frame of reference for TEFL/TESL classes, Bachman and
Palmer’s framework is multidisciplinary and rather complex in nature. On top of that, it sets
communicative competence within the context of language assessment rather than instruction.
1.1.3

Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei and Thurrell’s construct

Dissatisfied with this aspect of the Bachman and Palmer construct and recognising the
shortcomings of earlier models and elaborating them, particularly Canale and Swain’s, CelceMurcia, Dörnyei and Thurrell (1995) introduced a new one. In this they place discourse
competence in a position where the other elements of the construct: the lexico-grammatical
building blocks (that is, linguistic competence), the actional organizing skills of
communicative intent (actional competence), and the sociocultural context (sociocultural
competence) come together and shape the discourse, which, in turn, shapes each of the other
three components. With this the authors emphasise the dynamic nature of the construct and
the centrality of discourse, to which all the other components are related. Strategic
competence appears here as “a potentially usable inventory of skills that allows a strategically
competent speaker to negotiate messages and resolve problems or to compensate for
deficiencies in any of the other underlying competencies” (1995: 9).
1.1.4

The Common European Framework of Reference

The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFRfor short), in pursuit of promoting
harmonious relationships, communication and cooperation among the EU member states,
provides a comprehensive basis for the elaboration and design of language learning, teaching
and testing materials. In so doing, it describes a range of competences, among them
communicative language competence. The model presented in the CEFRcomprises three
competences described in terms of knowledge and skills: linguistic, sociolinguistic and
pragmatic. Linguistic competence refers to the dimensions of language as a system, for
example: the use of lexical, syntactic, semantic resources, in order to form well structured
messages. Sociolinguistic competence is concerned with the sociocultural conditions of
language use in so much that it determines the rules of politeness, the norms governing
linguistic behavior between different social groups (sexes, classes, etc.), and the differences in
register and dialects. Pragmatic competence comprises the functional use of linguistic resources
(production of language functions, speech acts), as well as the mastery of discourse, cohesion
and coherence, and the identification of text types and forms, irony, and parody (p. 13).
Unlike all the other models reviewed above, the one in the CEFRdoes not present strategic
competence as a component of communicative language competence. Instead, strategic
competence is defined as strategy use in the broadest sense: the use of communication
strategies not only to compensate for the lack of knowledge in a particular area of language,
but the use of all types of communication strategies. Another novelty of the CEFRmodel is
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the separation of sociolinguistic and pragmatic competences, and the designation of discourse
competence as a part of pragmatic competence.
1.1.5

Need for and teachability of communicative competence

Whichever model we examine, we cannot but agree with Farhady (2005), who argues that
communicative competence is so vast in domain and complex in nature that even native
speakers may not achieve it. Nevertheless, as emphasised above, developing language
learners’ communicative competence has been the ultimate aim of FL/SL (L2) teaching for
more than four decades, and the concept has served as the basis for working out
communicative curricula. Consequently, some questions arise. In this section we are going to
address two of these: Are the various components of communicative competence really
teachable and do they need to be taught at all?
Nobody disputes that grammatical, or linguistic, competence (accuracy) is of utter
importance and certainly teachable; of all the components, this one has been dominating
communicative classrooms at the expense of the others. The reasons for this are obvious – L2
teaching approaches and methods as well as the content of coursebooks and the education of
non-native teachers have designated this direction.
As regards strategic competence, viewpoints differ. One is that since communication
difficulties will arise even when the mother tongue is used, communication strategies develop
via L1 use, which are then transferable to L2 learning situations. If adult L2 learners enter into
the L2 learning situation with a developed strategic competence, there is no need to develop it
(Paribakth 1985). Others (Dörnyei & Thurell 1991, Mónos 2004, Wenden & Rubin 1987),
however, argue for the inclusion of strategy training into the L2 classroom on the ground that
if strategic competence exists independently of the other components, it should be possible to
cultivate it separately. Furthermore, achievement or resource expansion strategies, for
example, circumlocution or time-gaining devices, are very useful in everyday communication
and enhance oral performance.
The real challenge seems to lie in the development of sociolinguistic / pragmatic (hereafter
socio-pragmatic) competence. A vast number of studies have addressed the issues of dealing
with it in L2 environments, having come to basically two very important conclusions. One is
that acquiring and teaching socio-pragmatic competence is rather problematic when compared
to the acquisition and teaching of the other two, linguistic and strategic, competences (cf.
Bayley & Regan 2004 for a review). The other conclusion is that besides easily causing
miscommunication, deficiencies in socio-pragmatic competence receive more negative
judgement from native speakers than those in linguistic competence (cf. Bardovi-Harlig &
Dörnyei 1998, Bardovi-Harlig & Taylor 2003, Svartvik 1980). The negative consequences on
the L2 user are obvious.
One may find it a puzzle why it is so demanding a task to acquire socio-pragmatic
competences, when “adult NNS do get a considerable amount of L2 pragmatic knowledge for
free” (Kasper 1997). Indeed, some pragmatic knowledge is universal, there being turn taking
conventions or conversational routines in all languages, while other aspects, directness,
indirectness, expressions of politeness, to mention just a few, may be successfully transferred
from the learners’ L1. The latter is true particularly for languages where there is a
correspondence between L1-L2 forms and functions, so positive transfer can work: forms
‘translated’ from L1 can be applied to L2 functions with corresponding effects. However, for
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reasons beyond the scope of the present paper, learners do not always make use of the
knowledge available ‘for free’. They do not always transfer their L1-based socio-pragmatic
knowledge to L2 situations, not even to ones that work fairly similarly in their L1.
Interestingly, this often applies to ESL learners, as well, who do not make use of the
pragmatic information provided by the input in the surrounding target language environment
(Bardovi-Harlig 2001, Cohen 1996).
Even worse is negative transfer, when learners automatically transfer the knowledge grounded
in their L1 socio-pragmatic competence to the realization of their communicative intents in L2.
Cohen (1996: 408) refers to a number of studies that found that L2 learners, even the ones
studying in ESL environments, thus having a lot of exposure to the L2 outside the classroom,
realized the speech acts under study by transferring strategies and linguistic realizations from
their L1, rather than choosing ones appropriate to the L2 socio-cultural context.
The discussion of the consequences of this linguistic behavior leads us to the other
problematic issue about socio-pragmatic competence, namely the judgement that negative
transfer and other deficiencies in L2 users’ socio-pragmatic competence trigger. BardoviHarlig and Dörnyei (1998) found that native and non-native speakers evaluate deficiencies in
linguistic and socio-pragmatic competence (that is, linguistic and socio-pragmatic errors)
differently. While EFL learners and their nonnative teachers in their study identified and
ranked grammatical errors as more serious than pragmatic ones, ESL learners and their native
speaker teachers showed the opposite pattern.
More importantly, native speakers judge socio-pragmatic errors and the speakers who
commit them rather negatively. Whereas they show acceptance and tolerance towards
linguistic errors, regarding them as natural in L2 learners’ language use, they tend to interpret
pragmatically inappropriate language on a social or personal level, taking it as a sign of the
speaker being uncooperative, rude or insulting (cf. Bardovi-Harlig & Taylor 2003, Svartvik
1980).
The problems discussed above support the widely-held view that there is a need for explicit
instruction in various aspects of socio-pragmatic competence; without pedagogic intervention
one cannot expect it to develop as a beneficial side-effect of the growth of learners’ linguistic
proficiency (Bardovi-Harlig 2001, Bardovi-Harlig et al. 1991, Bardovi-Harlig & Dörnyei
1998, Bardovi-Harlig & Taylor 2003, Kasper 1997). But can socio-pragmatic competence
really be taught?
Findings from data-based research presented in Kasper (1997) and Kasper and Rose (1999)
convincingly demonstrate that the answer to this question is positive. The studies reviewed in
Kasper (1997), which had examined a range of features: various speech acts, discourse
markers and strategies, implicature, etc., in a variety of L2 (ESL, EFL) contexts, and with
students with diverse L1 backgrounds and proficiency levels, concordantly suggest that
“pragmatic ability can indeed be systematically developed through planful classroom
activities”. On the examination of the findings of a vast number of cross-sectional and
longitudinal studies of interlanguage pragmatics, Kasper and Rose arrive at the same
conclusion, stating that “most pragmatic features are indeed teachable” (1999: 96).
1.1.6

Developing sociopragmatic competence

This suggests the final questions to investigate: how to help learners acquire (elements of)
socio-pragmatic competence; how to teach it? Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei (1998) posit that

137
Bálint Péter Furkó & Katalin Mónos:
The teachability of communicative competence and the acquisition of pragmatic markers –
a case study of some widely-used Business English coursebooks
Argumentum 9 (2013), 132-148
Debreceni Egyetemi Kiadó

informed, carefully planned instruction and input are the two most important factors to bring
about development in socio-pragmatic competence. We are going to deal with the role of
instruction and teachers’ perceptions concerning the incorporation of explicit work on sociopragmatic elements into classroom work in another paper. This time we will focus on input.
Studies in second language acquisition also emphasise the central role of input in the
acquisition of linguistic or socio-pragmatic knowledge. L2 learners in any environment (ESL or
EFL) need to be provided with ample, comprehensible input for them to acquire elements of
communicative competence. Besides the availability of input, the salience of the relevant
linguistic features in it is of paramount importance. Without input of the right quantity and
quality, learners will not be able to notice the linguistic forms, functional meanings and the
relevant contextual features that are necessary for socio-pragmatic learning to take place. And
without noticing, which in this context means “registering the simple occurrence of some event”
(Schmidt 1993: 26), input will not become intake for learning. Findings from empirical research
also underline the importance of noticing, showing it as the key to beginning the cognitive
processes that lead to L2 acquisition (Bardovi-Harlig & Griffin 2005, Koike & Pearson 2005).
The primary sources of input in EFL contexts are the classroom with the teacher as the
ultimate source, and language teaching materials, mainly course books. Due to the specific
nature of classroom discourse, L2 learners, particularly in EFL contexts, often do not get
sufficient socio-pragmatic information, because the input they encounter in the classroom is
impoverished in this respect, lacking in quantity and salience. What is more, even language
teaching course books may prove unsatisfactory as regards the amount and salience of the
socio-pragmatic input provided in them. In this paper, we attempt to investigate the input
provided in a selection of Business English textbooks on certain PMs with the aim to see how
facilitative this input is to the acquisition of the selected features of socio-pragmatic
competence.

1.2 PMs’ role in shaping learners’ communicative competence
PMs are used by native speakers consistently and with great precision in order to achieve a
wide range of functions. They are used as frames in the interaction, for example to make it
easier for the hearer to understand how the different units of the discourse are related; PMs
can serve to express solidarity between interlocutors and as such can function as positive
politeness devices; PMs can increase or decrease the force of an utterance and, accordingly,
can be used as hedges or boosters; they mark backgrounded / foregrounded information in the
case of narratives, quotes or lists; alternatively, PMs can be used to simply signal that the
speaker needs more time to formulate a response or to process the information that was
recently made available. In sum, EFL learners’ communicative competence2 involves being
aware of the textual and interpersonal effects that are achieved by the consistent (rather than
sporadic) use of PMs and being able to use PMs according to native-like norms. The
following is a list of some of the roles PMs play in utterance production and interpretation, the

2

In the present paper we use the concept of sociopragmatic competence (which, in turn, can be further divided into
sociolinguistic and pragmatic competence) as “knowledge of the relation of language use to its non-linguistic context”,
while discourse competence is “knowledge of factors governing the creation of cohesion and coherence” (Müller
2005:18), finally, strategic competence refers to strategies which learners can use “if communication threatens to break
down” (ibid.).
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individual items can also be interpreted as ways in which PMs contribute to the shaping of
learner’s communicative (sociolinguistic, pragmatic, etc.) skills.
• Sociolinguistic competence:
o negotiation of the (power) relationship between speaker and hearer,
o increasing / reducing social distance between interlocutors,
o diminishing authority for solidarity (cf. Lin 2010: 1173),
o setting the appropriate level of formality / informality.
• Pragmatic competence:
o increasing or decreasing the force with which propositions are expressed,
o selecting appropriate strategies to implement communicative acts (cf. Fraser
1990),
o providing hearers with processing instructions / making appropriate inferences.
• Discourse competence:
o marking relationships between units of discourse or making relationships more
explicit,
o signaling transitions e.g. from a main point to a supporting detail,
o “orchestrating coherent discourse” (Lin 2010: 1173) by highlighting or
backgrounding information,
o “signposting key points” (Lin 2010: 1180).
• Strategic competence:
o introducing the expression of communicative difficulties (finding the
appropriate word/phrase),
o appealing for the hearer’s understanding,
o paraphrasing, rephrasing, reformulation.
It also follows from the above that non-native speakers who use PMs inappropriately or do
not use them at all are prone to being misunderstood and to having difficulty in getting the
communicative message across.
However, being misunderstood is only one of the negative consequences of the absence or
inappropriate use of PMs. Other side effects include a giveaway of the NNS’s foreignness and
his or her status as an outsider to the given speech community (cf. Boxer 1993) and, as was
seen in section 1.1.5, negative judgments on the NNS’s personality and character. Some
consequences of the latter are summarized in the following quotation:
if a foreign learner says five sheeps or he goed, he can be corrected by practically every native speaker. If,
on the other hand, he omits a well, the likely reaction will be that he is dogmatic, impolite, boring,
awkward to talk to etc, but a native speaker cannot pinpoint an ‘error’ (Svartvik 1980: 171).

Thus, unlike grammatical mistakes, which reflect on the speaker’s level of proficiency, the
inappropriate use or absence of PMs reflects on the learner’s personality, marking him/her as
disfluent in the target language and out of place in the target culture in subtle ways, “ways
that interlocutors (even students of language and linguistics) may not recognize” (Hellermann
& Vergun 2007: 160). Consequently, even if it is unreasonable to expect students to attain
native-like proficiency in all aspects of communication, ESL teachers should make every
effort to help them avoid negative judgments concerning their social attributes such as
politeness, likeability and friendliness.
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1.3 The formal-functional characteristics of PMs as sources of learners’
difficulties
The formal and functional characteristics of PMs are the very properties that make them
difficult to describe, teach and practice in a classroom (i.e. non-natural) environment. These
properties are the following (for a detailed description of each property see e.g. Schourup
1999, Brinton 1996 or Furkó 2007a):
PMs are, by definition,
1. devoid of semantic content,
2. dependent on the (local and global) context and the sequence of talk for their
interpretation,
3. (in a purely syntactic sense) optional – omitting PMs does not change the
propositional meaning of the utterance,
4. ‘extremely’ multifunctional – a given token may simultaneously display a variety of
interpersonal and discourse functions,
5. characteristic of spoken (unplanned) discourse / oral style and, as a result, are usually
stigmatized by laypeople.
As a result of the first four properties, native or proficient speakers of English have
difficulties describing the use and functional spectrum of even the most frequently used PMs
such as well, you know, of course, right, etc. In addition, even if NSs find ways to describe
close-to-the-core meanings / functions of particular PMs, their intuitions about more opaque
uses are a lot less reliable. As a consequence, teachers, irrespective of their level of
proficiency or their status as native speakers, need to raise their meta-pragmatic awareness of
the non-propositional lexical items under discussion, in other words, they need to obtain
explicit instructions and explanations about the functions and uses of individual PMs in
particular contexts.
As for the fifth property of PMs – i.e. the fact that they are primarily features of oral style
and, as a result, are frequently stigmatized by laypeople – it is important to make a distinction
between discourse-pragmatic and strategic uses of PMs, on the one hand, and between
appropriate use and overuse, on the other. If PMs are used exclusively for strategic purposes,
i.e. in order to try to fix or anticipate a (possible) breakdown in communication, they should,
by all means, be avoided or complemented by a variety of other, more explicit metacommunicative strategies, such as asking interlocutors to provide more detail, to clarify or
simply to repeat their previous utterance, as well as appealing to the hearer’s understanding,
sympathy, etc.
Although PMs are, for the most part, interchangeable when they are used for strategic
functions, they are not interchangeable in their various discourse-pragmatic functions and are
by no means sporadically sprinkled at various points in the discourse. As for the latter
argument, it is easy to prove that even such highly stigmatized PMs as you know are not
randomly distributed: the various functions they fulfil are determined by the host unit in
which they appear as well as the discourse unit they take in their scope (cf. e.g. Fox Tree /
Schrock [2002:731]).
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2

Empirical research

2.0 Preliminaries, research process
After a brief overview of some of the theoretical challenges PMs pose as well as some of the
misconceptions that exist about their presence and use in spoken discourse, let us now turn to
the research that was aimed at finding out how PMs are perceived and dealt with in the
context of teaching General Business English (henceforth, GBE) in Hungary.
The research was aimed at mapping the functional spectra of the PMs well and of course in
a selection of GBE textbooks in order to find out if learners receive enough and adequate
input concerning the use of these items. Well was selected because it appears to be the most
widely investigated PM in the literature (cf. Schourup 2001) and, as a result, textbook writers
have access to detailed descriptions of the various contexts of its use. The selection of the
second item was motivated by the findings based on a contrastive study of English of course
and Hungarian persze (Furkó 2011), which suggested that Hungarian learners of English
might overuse of course as a result of negative pragmatic transfer.
After compiling the corpus that comprises ten GBE textbooks3, we made a concordance
(Key Word in Context, henceforth KWIC) of well and of course, eliminated content words /
non-PM uses, tagged the remaining tokens according to the functional categories that were
described in previous accounts of the two PMs. Finally, the D-value4 of each item was
calculated and the most commonly occurring clusters were extracted using kfNgram (Fletcher
2002).

2.1 The functional spectrum of well in naturally-occurring discourse
Most recent accounts (e.g. Schourup 2001, Fuller 2003) use Svartvik’s (1980) description of
well as a starting point. He distinguishes between two main functions of well and a variety of
subfunctions. Accordingly, well as a qualifier indicates or marks agreement, positive reaction
or attitude, signals reinforcement and precedes incomplete answers to wh-questions as well as
non-direct or qualified answers. Well as a frame shifts the topic focus, introduces
explanations, clarifications, etc., marks “the beginning of direct speech” and functions as
“editing marker for self-correction” (1980: 173). To this list, Norrick (2001) added that well
in oral narratives initiates and concludes narrative action, guides listeners “back to the main
sequence of narrative elements following interruptions and digressions”, and is invoked by
listeners “to re-orient the primary teller to the expected order of narrative presentation” (2001:
849). In the course of his research Furkó (2007 a) used the above categories in the first stage
of a two-stage indexing process, in the second stage, however, the following five superfunctions emerged as useful for tagging all 1839 tokens of well in a 549,254 word corpus that
was based on televised interviews (The Larry King Corpus, henceforth LKC):
[1] Conversation management: topic shift / topic management / skip-connecting // turntaking / turn management.
3

4

the reason we decided to select these items is simple: they have been or are still being used by our colleagues and one of
the authors of the current paper for teaching GBE at the Institute of English and American Studies, University of
Debrecen.
the categorial multifunctionality of DMs is described in terms of their “D-function ratio” or D-value (a term proposed by
Stenström 1990), i.e. in terms of their discourse function in relation to grammatical function. The D-value of a given item
is calculated as the number of tokens with discourse marking functions divided by the total number of occurrences.
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[2] Information management: quote / shift of perspective // contrast with previous statement
or question / unexpected, dispreferred second.
[3] Well in narratives: digressions, new developments, story preface, abstract, etc.
[4] Interpersonal functions: mitigated disagreement / face management // “aggressive
questions” (speaker is given no space by the question) // “considered questions”.
[5] Miscellaneous strategic functions e.g. delay, lexical search, etc.
In order to compare the selected language teaching materials with naturally-occurring
discourse, we used the LKC as a reference corpus and the above five super-functions as
categories for tagging the individual tokens of well in the General Business English Corpus.

2.2 The functional spectrum of of course in naturally-occurring discourse
Of course has been described from a variety of perspectives: Holmes (1988) looks at the
distribution of of course with respect to gender-preferential differentiation, Lewis (2006)
takes a diachronic perspective and describes rhetorical motivations for the development of a
variety of its discourse-pragmatic functions. While Simon-Vandenbergen (1992) considers the
interactional utility of of course, Simon-Vandenbergen / Aijmer (2002/03 and 2004) look at of
course from a cross-linguistic perspective as well as within the context of Bakhtin’s notion of
heteroglossia.
What the above accounts (as well as other, less detailed descriptions) have in common is
that they identify an invariant, context-independent ’core’ meaning of of course and a variety
of functions that can be related to its semantic core. This is reflected in the various names that
are used with reference to of course as well as the definitions and / or summaries that are
provided in terms of the discourse-pragmatic role of course plays in utterance interpretation.
As for the former, of course has been variously named as an expectation marker / marker of
expectation (Simon-Vandenbergen / Aijmer 2002/03 and 2004, respectively), expectation
evidential (Chafe 1986), marker of speaker commitment (Lewis 2006) and marker of shared
knowledge (Holmes 1988). Some of the definitions include the following:
[of course] acts as an overt signal that the speaker is assuming that the hearer accepts or is already
familiar with the propositional content of her or his utterance, and functions to emphasise the validity of
that content (Holmes 1988: 53).
…of course combines the meanings of certainly (‘there is no doubt that…’), which expresses a
probability judgement, and naturally (‘it was to be expected that’), which conveys a judgement on the
extent to which something was expected (Simon-Vandenbergen 1992: 215).
[of course has] three broad levels of meaning: (1) epistemic/ evidential – glossed as ‘naturally’, (2)
interpersonal – glossed as ‘shared knowledge’, and (3) indeterminate (Wichmann et al. 2010: 118).

Another important contribution to the description of the basic functions of ’of course’ comes
from Lewis (2006: 54), who distinguishes between ‘emphatic yes’ and ‘naturally’ uses of of
course as well as four additional contexts of use, namely those where of course marks
concession, background in a narrative, topic shift and the end of a list.
Just as in the case of well, we used the super-functions that were introduced in the previous
section for the purpose of tagging the individual tokens of of course in the GBE corpus. The
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various subfunctions of of course that were identified in the literature were subsumed under
the different superfunctions in the following way:
[1] Conversation management: response marker, feedback signal, topic change signal.
[2] Information management: lists / sequences, new information, shared background
knowledge.
[3] Story structure: mainly marks side sequences and new developments.
[4] Interpersonal functions: personal-centre switches, persuasion, solidarity.
[5] Miscellaneous strategic functions: self correction, lexical search, filler.

2.3 The functional spectrum of well and of course in the GBE corpus
The following textbooks comprise the GBE corpus that was used for mapping the functions of
the two PMs under scrutiny. They are listed in the order that they appear in summary Table 1
below. Detailed information about the authors as well as the date and place of publication is
given in the Sources section.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Viczena et al. 2003. 1000 Questions, 1000 Answers – Business English.
Mascull 2005. Advanced Business Vocabulary in Use.
MacKenzie 2006. Professional English in Use – Finance.
Sweeney 2003. English for Business Communication.
Lees / Thorne 1994. English On Business – Practical English for International
Executives.
6. Cotton / Robbins 1994. Business Class: Student’s Book.
7. Ockenden 1987. Situational Dialogues.
8. Radványi / Görgényi 2003. English for Business and Finance – Haladó üzleti és
pénzügyi nyelvkönyv.
9. Vándorné 1988. Felsőfokú angol társalgási és külkereskedelmi nyelvkönyv.
10. Powell 2003. Presenting in English – How to give successful presentations.
Table 1 below summarizes the results we gained after looking for explicit descriptions of
PMs, indexing tokens of well and of course in terms of the 5 super-functions described above,
tagging tokens of of course according to utterance position and calculating the D-value of well
in the individual textbooks.
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

descriptions / tasks

no / no

yes / 3
tasks

no / no

no / no

no / 1
task

no / 1
task

no / no

no / no

no / 1
task

well as a lexical item

57

23

17

22

16

73

23

36

78

yes /
8
tasks
24

well as a PM

10

6

2

6

30

105

8

43

39

41

D-value of well

14.9%

20.7%

10.5%

21.4%

65.2%

58.9%

25.8%

54.4%

33.3%

63%
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super- function(s) of well

1, 2, 4

2,4

2

1,2,4,5

1,2,4,5

1,2,4,5

4

1,2,4,5

1,2,4,5

1,2,3,
4,5

of course in initial
position

8

21

0

1

3

13

10

5

4

7

of course in medial /
final position

4

5

0

4

7

21

1

14

15

5

super- function(s) of of
course

2,4

2

N.A.

1,2

1,4

2

1,4

2

2,4

1,2,3,
4

Table 1: the use and functional spectrum of well and of course in the GBE corpus

As the second row of the table shows, only 2 of the 10 textbooks contain instructions about
the use of either of the PMs, what is more, these instructions explain a single function of of
course and well, respectively. A few textbooks contain gap-filling exercises where students
are asked to complete extracts of conversations using a given list of words or expressions
which include well and of course. It is interesting to consider, however, that the exercises are
not preceded by instructions on how to use either of the PMs.
The table also shows that well is used as a lexical, propositional item in the majority of
cases, thus, the resulting overall D-value of well in the GBE corpus (44%) is much lower than
the values in corpora that are based on naturally-occurring discourse, for example, in the
London-Lund Corpus (86%) or the LKC, which was used as a reference corpus (77.54%). The
textbooks that come closest to these values are Lees / Thorne (1994) and Powell (2003).
We can also observe that the higher the occurrence of well as a PM the more likely it is
used in three or more of its super-functions, however, super-function three (the use of well in
narratives) is absent in all but one textbook (Powell 2003). In addition, well occurs as a PM
altogether 290 times in the GBE corpus, which compares rather unfavourably to the LKC,
which, although somewhat smaller in size5, contains 1426 PM uses of well.
In the case of of course it is utterance-initial position that serves as an indicator of spoken as
opposed to written style: in the reference corpus of course is used utterance initially in over 90%
of its occurrences, whereas in the GBE corpus of course is used in medial or final position 51%
of the time, which indicates that of course is used more frequently in its more formal i.e. written
functions. The functional distribution of of course confirms this finding: the most salient superfunction of of course in the GBE corpus is in terms of backgrounding / foregrounding
information, rather than marking interpersonal relations or managing conversation.
The results of the cluster analyses for the two PMs are given in Table 2 below:
Reference
corpus

5

GBE corpus

Reference corpus

GBE corpus

well I

67

as well as

74

Of course I / I’m

40

and of course

12

well you

50

well i think

20

Of course not

24

of course it

12

the GBE corpus contains 640,319 words, the LGC 549,254 words
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well if

40

well as the

well then

34

well the
well that’s

16

Of course it/it’s

25

of course the

10

you know well 8

Of course you / you’re

17

Yes of course

10

27

well if you

7

Of course he

10

of course is

7

26

well in advance 7

Of course the

6

of course you

7

might as well 24

well i

Well of course

6

but of course

6

well it

23

goes well with 6

No, of course

5

of course be

6

well it’s

22

i see well

Yeah, of course

5

Of course we

6

6

6

Table 2: cluster analyses for well and of course in two corpora

As the table shows, clusters that include well in its discourse-pragmatic functions are more
frequent in the reference corpus, whereas the most frequent clusters with well in the GBE
corpus are those where well is used as a lexical item. Of course occurs utterance-initially in all
of its clusters in the reference corpus, however, of course is used in medial or final position in
the majority of the clusters that appear in the GBE corpus.

3

General conclusions, directions for further research

The following general conclusions emerge from the above discussion.
First of all, it appears that despite an increasing focus on naturally-occurring conversational data, GBE language learning materials still appear to be biased toward written
language.
Secondly, since textbooks do not include an adequate number of contextualized examples,
teachers’ use of PMs is likely to serve as the primary model for EFL students. As we saw in
section 1.1.6 above, the availability of input as well as the salience of the relevant linguistic
features in the input are of paramount importance. Since GBE textbooks appear to be lacking
on both counts, teachers need to compensate for the inadequate input that is provided by
textbooks and they are also responsible for making the use of PMs salient.
Thirdly, incidental learning (i.e. repeated exposure to / rehearsal of PMs inside the
classroom) might also need to be supplemented by explicit instructions. This observation is in
line with previous research which found that discourse-pragmatic competence is teachable (cf.
Kasper & Rose 2002).

145
Bálint Péter Furkó & Katalin Mónos:
The teachability of communicative competence and the acquisition of pragmatic markers –
a case study of some widely-used Business English coursebooks
Argumentum 9 (2013), 132-148
Debreceni Egyetemi Kiadó

References
Bachman, L.F. & Palmer, A.S. (1996): Language Testing in Practice. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Bardovi-Harlig, K. (2001): Evaluating the empirical evidence: Grounds for instruction in
pragmatics. In: Kasper, G. & Rose, K. (eds.): Pragmatics and Language Teaching.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 11-32.
Bardovi-Harlig, K. & Dörnyei, Z. (1998): Do language learners recognize pragmatic
violations? Pragmatic versus grammatical awareness in instructed L2 learning. TESOL
Quarterly 32.2, 233-262.
Bardovi-Harlig, K. & Griffin, R. (2005): L2 pragmatic awareness: evidence from the ESL
classroom. System 33, 401-415.
Bardovi-Harlig, K. & Mahan-Taylor, R. (2003): Teaching pragmatics. Available:
http://americanenglish.state.gov/files/ae/resource_files/intro.pdf
Bardovi-Harlig, K., Hartford, B.A.S., Mahan-Taylor, R., Morgan, M.J. & Reynolds, D.W.
(1991): Developing pragmatic awareness: Closing the conversation. ELT Journal 45, 4-15.
Bayley, R. & Regan, V. (2004): Introduction: The acquisition of sociolinguistic competence.
Journal of Sociolinguistics 8.3, 323-338.
Boxer, D. (1993): Complaints as positive strategies: what the learner needs to know. TESOL
Quarterly 27, 277-299.
Brinton, L.J. (1996): Pragmatic markers in English: Grammaticalization and discourse
functions. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.
Canale, M. (1983): From communicative competence to communicative language pedagogy.
In: Richards, J.C. & Schmidt, R.W. (eds.): Language and Communication. London:
Longman, 2-27.
Canale, M. & Swain, M. (1980): Theoretical bases of communicative approaches to second
language teaching and testing. Applied Linguistics 1, 1-47.
Celce-Murcia, M., Dörnyei, Z. & Thurrell, S. (1995): Communicative competence: A
pedagogically motivated model with content specifications. Issues in Applied Linguistics 6,
5-35.
Chafe, W. (1986): Evidentiality in English conversation and academic writing. In: Chafe, W.
& Nichols, J. (eds.): Evidentiality: The Linguistic Coding of Epistemology. Norwood, NJ:
Ablex, 261-272.
Cohen, A.D. (1996): Speech acts. In: McKay, S.L. & Hornberger, N.L. (eds.): Sociolinguistics
and Language Teaching. Cambridge: CUP, 383-421
Council of Europe: The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages:
Learning,
Teaching,
Assessment.
Available:
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/CADRE1_EN.asp
Dörnyei, Z. & Thurrell, S. (1991): Strategic competence and how to teach it. ELT Journal
45,16-23.

146
Bálint Péter Furkó & Katalin Mónos:
The teachability of communicative competence and the acquisition of pragmatic markers –
a case study of some widely-used Business English coursebooks
Argumentum 9 (2013), 132-148
Debreceni Egyetemi Kiadó

Farhady, H. (2005): Language Assessment: A Linguametric Perspective. Language
Assessment Quarterly 2.2, 147-164.
Fox Tree, J.E. & Schrock, J.C. (2002): Basic meanings of you know and I mean. Journal of
Pragmatics 34, 727-747.
Fraser, B. (1990): Perspectives on politeness. Journal of Pragmatics 14, 219-236.
Fuller, J.M. (2003): The influence of speaker roles on discourse marker use. Journal of
Pragmatics 35, 23-45.
Furkó, B.P. (2011): A contrastive study of English “of course” and Hungarian “persze”. In:
Balogné Bérces, K., Földváry, K. & Mészárosné Kóris, R. (eds.): Proceedings of the
HUSSE 10 Conference, Linguistics Volume. Hungarian Society for the Study of English:
Debrecen.
Furkó, B.P. (2007 a): The pragmatic marker - discourse marker dichotomy reconsidered – the
case of “well” and “of course”, Debrecen: Debrecen University Press.
Furkó, B.P. (2007 b): The status of ‘of course’ as a discourse marker. HUSSE 8 Conference
Proceedings. http://husse-esse.hu/wp-content/2007/04/furko-peter-of-course-as-a-dm.doc.
Hellermann, J. & Vergun, A. (2007): Language which is not taught: The discourse marker use
of beginning adult learners of English. Journal of Pragmatics 39, 157-179.
Holmes, J. (1988): Of course: a pragmatic particle in New Zealand women’s and men’s
speech. Australian Journal of Linguistics 2, 49-74.
Hymes, D. (1972): On communicative competence. In: Pride, J.B. & Holmes, J. (eds.):
Sociolinguistics. Selected Readings. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 269-293.
Kasper, G. (1997): Can pragmatic competence be taught? (NetWork #6) [HTML document].
Honolulu: University of Hawai’i, Second Language Teaching & Curriculum Center.
Retrieved
15.03.2013
from
the
World
Wide
Web:
http://www.nflrc.hawaii.edu/NetWorks/NW06/
Kasper, G. & Rose, K.R. (1999): Pragmatics and SLA. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics
19, 81-104.
Kasper, G. & Rose, K.R. (2002): Pragmatic Development in a Second Language.
MA/Oxford: Blackwell, Malden.
Koike, D.A. & Pearson, L. (2005): The effect of instruction and feedback in the development
of pragmatic competence. System 33, 481-501.
Lewis, D. (2006): Discourse markers in English: a discourse-pragmatic view. In: Fischer, K.
(ed.): Approaches to discourse particles. Amsterdam: Elsevier, 43-59.
Lin, C. (2010): ‘… that’s actually sort of you know trying to get consultants in …’: Functions
and multifunctionality of modifiers in academic lectures. Journal of Pragmatics 42, 11731183.
Mónos, K. (2004): Learner Strategies of Hungarian Secondary Grammar School Students.
Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó.

147
Bálint Péter Furkó & Katalin Mónos:
The teachability of communicative competence and the acquisition of pragmatic markers –
a case study of some widely-used Business English coursebooks
Argumentum 9 (2013), 132-148
Debreceni Egyetemi Kiadó

Müller, S. (2004): ‘Well you know that type of person’: functions of well in the speech of
American and German students. Journal of Pragmatics 36, 1157-1182.
Müller, S. (2005): Discourse markers in native and non-native English discourse. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.
Nikula, T. (1996): Pragmatic force modifiers. Jyväskylä: Jyväskylä University Printing
House.
Norrick, N.R. (2001): Discourse markers in oral narrative. Journal of Pragmatics 33, 849878.
Paribakht, T. (1985): Strategic competence and language proficiency. Applied Linguistics 6.2,
132-144.
Schmidt, R. (1993): Consciousness, learning and interlanguage pragmatics. In: Kasper G. &
Blum-Kulka, S. (eds.): Interlanguage Pragmatics. New York: Oxford University Press,
21-42.
Schourup, L. (1999): Discourse markers: tutorial overview. Lingua 107, 227-265.
Schourup, L. (2001): Rethinking well. Journal of Pragmatics 33, 1025-1060.
Siepmann, D. (2005): Discourse Markers Across Languages: A Contrastive Study of Secondlevel Discourse Markers in Native and Non-native Text With Implications for General and
Pedagogic Lexicography. Routledge Advances in Corpus Linguistics. London & New
York: Routledge.
Simon-Vandenbergen, A. & Aijmer, K. (2002/03): The expectation marker ‘of course’.
Languages in Contrast 4, 13-43.
Simon-Vandenbergen, A. & Aijmer, K. (2004): A model and a methodology for the study of
pragmatic markers: the semantic field of expectation. Journal of Pragmatics 36, 17811805.
Simon-Vandenbergen, A. (1992): The interactional utility of of course in spoken discourse.
Occasional Papers in Systemic Linguistics 6, 213-226.
Stenström, A. (1990): Lexical items peculiar to spoken discourse. In: Svartvik, J. (ed.): The
London-Lund Corpus of Spoken English: description and research. Lund: Lund University
Press, 137-175.
Svartvik, J. (1980): ‘Well’ in conversation. In: Greenbaum, S., Leech, G. & Svartvik, J. (eds.):
Studies in English linguistics for Randolph Quirk. London: Longman, 167-177.
Wenden, A. & Rubin, J. (eds.)(1987): Learner Strategies in Language Learning. London:
Prentice-Hall.
Wichmann, A., Simon-Vandenbergen, A. & Aijmer, K. (2010): How prosody reflects
semantic change: A synchronic case study of of course. In: Davidse, K., Vandelanotte, L.
& Cuyckens, H. (eds.): Subjectification, Intersubjectification and Grammaticalization.
Berlin & NY: de Gruyter Mouton, 103-155.

148
Bálint Péter Furkó & Katalin Mónos:
The teachability of communicative competence and the acquisition of pragmatic markers –
a case study of some widely-used Business English coursebooks
Argumentum 9 (2013), 132-148
Debreceni Egyetemi Kiadó

Sources
Cotton, D. & Robbins, S. (1994): Business Class: Student’s Book. Longman: BUCL ELT
Series.
Lees, G. & Thorne, T. (1994): English On Business – Practical English for International
Executives. NY: Longman ELT.
MacKenzie, I. (2006): Professional English in Use – Finance. Cambridge: CUP.
Mascull, B. (2005): Advanced Business Vocabulary in Use. Cambridge: CUP.
Ockenden, M. (1987): Situational Dialogues. NY: Longman.
Powell, M. (2003): Presenting in English – How to give successful presentations. Boston:
Thomson-Heinle.
Radványi, T. & Görgényi, I. (2003): English for Business and Finance – Haladó üzleti és
pénzügyi nyelvkönyv. Budapest: KJK-KERSZÖV.
Sweeney, S. (2003): English for Business Communication. Cambridge: CUP.
Vándorné Murvai, M. (ed.)(1988): Felsőfokú angol társalgási és külkereskedelmi nyelvkönyv.
Budapest: Közgazdasági és Jogi Könyvkiadó.
Viczena, A., Szőke, A. & Molnár, J. (2003): 1000 Questions, 1000 Answers – Business
English. Székesfehérvár: Lexika Kiadó.

Software used
Sisyphus Concordancer © Tóth Ágoston
AntConc3.2.1w © Laurence Anthony, available at
http://www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/software/antconc3.2.1w.exe
Fletcher, W. H. 2002. kfNgram. Available at:
http://www.kwicfinder.com/kfNgram/kfNgramHelp.html

Bálint Péter Furkó
University of Debrecen
Institute of English and American Studies
Pf. 73
H-4010 Debrecen
furko.peter@gmail.com
Katalin Mónos
University of Debrecen
Institute of English and American Studies
Pf. 73
H-4010 Debrecen
monos.katalin@arts.unideb.hu

