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ABSTRACT 

Film-based dialogues have been praised in the current work on pragmatics as a potentially useful source 

that can enhance learners’ (meta)pragmatic awareness of the pragmatic phenomena in actual 

communicative events. Following this view, this paper first outlines the concept of (meta)pragmatic 

awareness and explains, drawing on McConachy and Spencer-Oatey (2020), the different theoretical 

perspectives examining the role that awareness plays in developing learners’ pragmatic ability. Then, it 

surveys studies that have reported benefits of bringing audiovisual input through films into the classroom. 

Finally, the analysis of two film dialogues is presented to illustrate how it may foster learners’ awareness 

of communication as a context-dependent act. Along the way, it also highlights selected research-based 

techniques that can engage learners in critical film analysis.   

 

Keywords: (Meta)pragmatic Awareness; Sociopragmatics; Pragmalinguistics; Audiovisual Input; Film 
Analysis.  

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4030-8926
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8510-6872
http://www.languagevalue.uji.es/
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4030-8926
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8510-6872


Fostering learners’ (meta)pragmatic awareness through film analysis 

 

 Language Value, ISSN 1989-7103 86 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Exposure to contextually appropriate input has been considered necessary for the 

development of learners’ pragmatic competence. In the language classroom context, 

textbooks are an important source of input which shape learning experiences. However, 

serious scepticism regarding their appropriacy for presenting learners with accurate 

language functions has been raised (e.g., Boxer & Pickering, 1995; Vellenga, 2004; Usó-

Juan, 2008; Nguyen, 2011; Ren & Han, 2016; Ton-Nu & Murray, 2020; among others). 

This lack of authenticity in the presentation of language functions has given praise to 

the use of films as a potentially useful source that can present learners with samples of 

language use in contextualised situations since this enables learners to understand the 

situational appropriateness or inappropriateness of particular pragmatic actions. Thus, 

the contextual clues presented in film-based dialogues may bear clear pedagogical value 

for raising learners’ awareness of the pragmatic phenomena in actual communicative 

events, if learners are presented with activities that engage them in critical analysis 

(Abrams, 2014, 2016).  

In an attempt to shed light on this topic, this paper begins by outlining the concept of 

(meta)pragmatic awareness and explaining, drawing on McConachy and Spencer-Oatey 

(2020), the different theoretical perspectives examining the role that awareness plays 

in developing learners’ pragmatic ability, namely those of i) the interlanguage paradigm, 

ii) sociocultural theory, and iii) intercultural language learning. Following this, it 

discusses the importance of selecting appropriate materials for raising (meta)pragmatic 

awareness and reviews studies that have reported benefits of bringing audiovisual input 

through films into the classroom. This literature review is then followed by the analysis 

of two film dialogues to exemplify how it may enhance learners’ understanding of 

communication as a context-dependent act.  This paper closes by highlighting selected 

research-based techniques that can provide help in conducting the film analysis.   
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

II.1. Defining (meta)pragmatic awareness 

The focus of pragmatics is on the way people convey and interpret meaning in social 

interaction. Crystal (1997, p. 391) offers a useful definition of pragmatics to examine 

communicative action at the discourse level: “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.” This definition, which informs this paper, 

indicates that apart from users and context, interaction also plays a very important role 

when dealing with pragmatics, since the process of communication does not only focus 

on the speakers’ intentions, but also on the effects those intentions have on the hearers.  

Within the context of second/foreign language (L2) learning, pragmatic awareness has 

played an important role to develop learners’ pragmatic competence in instructional 

contexts. However, its explicit definition and conceptualisation is rarely stated. In fact, 

problems in differentiating the terms of pragmatic awareness and metapragmatic 

awareness, have resulted in using these terms interchangeably without a clear 

explanation of what each of them implies. Recently, however, McConachy and Spencer-

Oatey (2020, p. 394-395) have argued that the term pragmatic awareness is used “to 

express learners’ ability to detect pragmatically (in)appropriate language use, while the 

term metapragmatic awareness is used when the focus is on learners’ ability to verbalise 

the social meaning of language use.” This view is in line with van Compernolle and 

Kinginger (2013), who consider “pragmatic awareness” to be separate from 

“metapragmatic awareness” in that the former is about awareness of pragmalinguistics, 

while the latter is about awareness of sociopragmatics.  

This differentiation is therefore clearly related to the classic bifurcation of pragmatics 

into pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics. Pragmalinguistics refers to the awareness 

of the grammatical side of pragmatics and includes, following Bardovi-Harlig (2020, p. 

45), “the linguistic resources speakers use for pragmatic purposes” while 

sociopragmatics deals with the awareness of the relationship between linguistic action 

and social structure and involves “the rules that guide use of language in society and in 

context.”    
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Given the importance of both domains, for the purposes of this paper we will refer to 

(meta)pragmatic awareness, as a cover term that includes “awareness” of the two 

aforementioned areas.  Indeed, over the past decades the different theoretical 

perspectives examining the role that awareness plays in developing learners’ pragmatic 

ability have considered these two sides of pragmatics. McConachy and Spencer-Oatey 

(2020) group these theoretical paradigms into three, namely those of i) the 

interlanguage paradigm, ii) sociocultural theory and iii) intercultural language learning, 

which are discussed below. 

II.2. Developing (meta)pragmatic awareness 

Within the interlanguage paradigm, the conceptualisation of the pragmatic domain is 

seen as an understanding of form-function-context mappings of target pragmatic 

features. In other words, the knowledge of which form(s) to use for conveying intended 

meaning(s) in context(s), along with the ability to use this knowledge in real-time 

interaction (Taguchi, 2011). As such, pragmatic awareness development is “closely 

related to the degree to which learners’ awareness of these mappings corresponds to 

reality” (McConachy & Spencer-Oatey, 2020, p. 418). Initially, most of the empirical 

studies on L2 pragmatics were contrastive rather than acquisitional in nature. They 

examined primary the production of L2 learners’ use of target pragmatic features, often 

in comparison with a native speaker (NS) baseline. Research in this field of study was 

important in establishing L2 learners’ divergence from the L2 pragmatic norms through 

appropriateness judgments tasks (see Bardovi-Harlig & Dörnyei, 1998; Schauer, 2006; 

among others). Since Kasper and Schmidt’s (1996) call for studying the development of 

L2 pragmatic competence, and Kasper’s (1997) call for research into the effectiveness of 

pragmatic instruction, there is now an important number of classroom-based studies 

that have informed about effective ways of raising learners’ (meta)pragmatic awareness 

in order to develop their L2 pragmatic ability (e.g., Billmyer, 1990; Alcón-Soler, 2007; 

Takimoto, 2007). These include, among others, tasks such as learners’ own discovery of 

the target pragmatic conventions or learners’ engagement in the comparison of their 

own performance with that of NS behaviour (Takahashi, 2013). 

In sociocultural theory, the pragmatic domain is seen as a process of developing 

analytical and reflective thinking about those sociopragmatic notions that mediate the 
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pragmalinguistic choices made by speakers in the accomplishment of social action. In 

contrast to work in the interlanguage paradigm that focuses on mapping forms onto 

context, work within sociocultural theory aims to map context onto forms. Accordingly, 

multiple ways of behaving may be recognised as appropriate, even if they break with 

social norms to suit learners’ identities (van Compernolle, 2014). Pragmatic awareness 

development is thus related to “achieving conceptual understanding of sociopragmatic 

concepts as a way of recognising the dynamic social meaning that speakers in interaction 

aim to construct and how this influences the interlocutors” (McConachy & Spencer-

Oatey, 2020, p. 418). Empirical studies on L2 pragmatics from a sociocultural perspective 

have gone beyond pragmatic prescriptions and have helped to illuminate how learners 

construct pragmatic understanding by meaning negotiation (e.g., Kinginger & Belz, 

2005; van Compernolle & Kinginger, 2013; van Compernolle, Gomez-Laich & Weber, 

2016). Within these studies, the central role of verbalised reflection tasks (i.e., tasks 

which require learners to externalise their thinking) has been highlighted to guide 

learners towards eliciting their (meta)pragmatic awareness (van Compernolle, 2014).  

Finally, in intercultural language learning, the pragmatic domain is concerned with the 

way language systems are used in social encounters between speakers who have 

different first language (L1) and cultures, yet communicate in a common language 

(Kecskes, 2013). Thus, the development of (meta)pragmatic awareness within an 

intercultural orientation is understood as “the learners’ recognition of how cultural 

assumptions shape the way individuals attempt to construct and interpret impressions 

such as politeness, formality etc.” (McConachy & Spencer-Oatey, 2020, p. 419). The 

scant research studies in this field have contributed to understand how the powerful 

component of culture shapes L1 and L2 language use in a variety of contexts (e.g., 

Liddicoat, 2006; Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013; Kecskes, 2015). Here, explicit talk about 

observed intercultural interactions through collaborative dialogue has been shown to 

be effective in analysing appropriate pragmatic language use (McConachy, 2018). 

II.3. Selecting materials for promoting (meta)pragmatic awareness 

Empirical studies on pragmatic development conducted within the interlanguage 

paradigm or within a sociocultural or intercultural orientation have suggested that 

awareness-raising is an effective approach for developing learners’ L2 pragmatics as well 
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as assisting them in utilising the pragmatic resources they already possess. Despite these 

beneficial effects, L2 instruction focuses largely on grammar and ignores pragmatic 

improvement. A possible reason for this reluctance to teaching pragmatics could be 

attributed to the difficulty it implies, as pragmatic behaviour varies to a large extent 

depending on social and cultural contexts. Sykes (2013, p. 73) identifies eight challenges 

to pragmatic instruction: i) limited theoretical support for curricular development, ii) 

lack of authentic input in teaching materials, iii) lack of instructor knowledge, iv) a 

dominant focus on micro features of language in the foreign language context, v) time 

limitations in the classroom, vi) individual student differences and learning subjectivity, 

vii) feedback and assessment challenges, and viii) immense dialectal variation. Although 

all categories are worthy of consideration, the most relevant for this article is the 

second, lack of authentic input in teaching materials, which has been referred to as “the 

front line of pedagogical revolution” (Bardovi-Harlig, 2020, p. 54).  

Together with output and feedback, input has been considered one of the three 

necessary conditions for learners’ development of their pragmatic competence 

(Martínez-Flor & Usó-Juan, 2010, 2020). Input refers to the language samples learners 

are exposed to. For pragmatics learning to take place, learners need not only to be 

exposed to appropriate input but also to understand it. In this regard, the setting in 

which the language is being learned or taught affects considerably the extent to which 

such an input can be understood and assimilated. In a second language context, learners 

may be exposed to the target language outside the classroom as well as experience 

opportunities for cross-cultural communication (Martínez-Flor, 2007; Usó-Juan, 2007). 

This provides learners with excellent opportunities to acquire the language and develop 

pragmatic competence. In contrast, in a foreign language setting, learners’ opportunities 

to be in contact with authentic situations in the target language (TL) are limited and, 

therefore, the chance to develop their pragmatic competence depends considerably on 

the pragmatic input presented to them in the classroom. According to LoCastro (2003), 

learners are exposed to three types of input in this particular context, namely those of 

the teacher, the materials, and other learners. It is the second of these types, namely 

the materials learners are exposed to, the relevant one for the purposes of this paper. 
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The use of appropriate teaching materials to develop pragmatic competence has been 

regarded a key source of input to learners in the classroom. Research on the pragmatic 

input presented in textbooks has focused on a variety of speech acts and their realisation 

strategies (e.g., Boxer & Pickering, 1995; Vellenga, 2004; Usó-Juan, 2008; Nguyen, 2011; 

Ren & Han, 2016, Ton-Nu & Murray, 2020; among others). It is evident from such an 

examination that textbooks are deficient in representing L2 pragmatics since the speech 

act realisations presented rarely match those used in authentic exchanges. A possible 

explanation for such a lack of presentation of authentic language models in textbooks 

may be that such material relies heavily on the intuitions of native textbook developers 

about speech act realisations rather than on empirical research (Boxer, 2003; Cohen & 

Ishihara, 2013).  

In line with all the previous constraints, Boxer (2003) also claims that it would only be 

when spontaneous speech is captured in authentic data for language materials that we 

might begin to teach the underlying strategies of speech behaviour. Therefore, there is 

a need to base materials and teaching practices on natural language data if our aim is to 

provide the necessary conditions in the classroom to make learners aware of 

communicatively appropriate patterns (see Tatsuki, 2019 for recommendations on 

instructional material development in L2 pragmatics). Several researchers have already 

proposed different alternatives to challenge this artificial presentation of conversations 

in textbooks, such as the use of spoken corpora (Schauer & Adolphs, 2006; Jiang, 2006; 

Bardovi-Harlig, Mossman & Vellenga, 2015; Barron, 2019), the use of new technologies 

such as synchronous and asynchronous computer-mediated communication (Belz & 

Kinginger, 2002, 2003; González-Lloret, 2018, 2019) or the use of audiovisual sources, 

such as video, films and TV (Rose, 2001; Martínez-Flor & Fernández-Guerra, 2002; Grant 

& Starks, 2001; Kite & Tatsuki, 2005; Tatsuki & Nishizawa 2005; Martínez-Flor, 2007; 

Fernández-Guerra, 2008). 

Focusing on audiovisual sources, the above-mentioned studies have reported the 

benefits of using video input to enhance the language learning process in the classroom 

since audiovisual aids may expose learners with contextualised language samples as well 

as strengthen their audio/visual linguistic perceptions (Arthur, 1999; Canning-Wilson, 

2000; Sherman, 2003). Additionally, this material has also been praised for motivating 
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learners and activating their cognitive domains (Ryan, 1998), helping them visualise 

words and meanings (Canning-Wilson, 2000), showing them a variety of accents, dialects 

and situations (Yamanaka, 2003), making them observe different social realities, cultural 

conventions and non-verbal aspects of communication (Segovia, 2008) as well as 

changing the classroom routines (Swaffar & Vlatten, 1997). All these features are, 

therefore, of crucial importance when developing pragmatics in the L2 classroom, since 

students should be aware of the relationship between participants when performing 

particular pragmatic features and also of the contextual factors affecting their 

conversational interaction. Thus, through the exposure to audiovisual sources, and 

particularly films, learners’ (meta)pragmatic awareness of all these key aspects for 

successful L2 pragmatics development, can be raised. 

II.4.  Using films to raise (meta)pragmatic awareness 

The potential of films as a way of presenting rich and contextually appropriate pragmatic 

input in a variety of cultural contexts has been highlighted by many researchers such as 

Rose (1993, 1994, 1997, 1999, 2001), Martínez-Flor and Fernández-Guerra (2002), Kite 

and Tatsuki (2005), Martínez-Flor (2007) and Abrams (2014, 2016), among others. 

In fact, in his seminal paper, Rose (1997, p. 283) praised the use of scenes from films as 

opportunities to observe pragmatic language use in context. He, therefore, conducted a 

good number of studies involving activities designed to implement the use of film in the 

classroom (Rose 1993, 1994, 1999) and to determine the authenticity of film excerpts 

when compared to naturally occurring data (Rose 1997, 2001). In his 1997 study, Rose 

compared the occurrence of compliments in forty-six American films with a corpus of 

compliments (collected by Manes & Wolfson, 1981) and found that, for global 

categories, such as the distribution of syntactic formulae, the film data closely matched 

naturally occurring speech. Later, Rose (2001) supported this finding in a follow-up study 

which showed that syntactic formulae, compliment topic and compliment strategy 

responses were found to be similar in film data and in naturally occurring speech (i.e., 

pragmalinguistic forms), although some differences were identified regarding gender 

distribution (i.e., sociopragmatic features).  
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Focusing on a different speech act (i.e., apologies), Kite and Tatsuki (2005) obtained 

similar results to those reported by Rose (2001), since the pragmalinguistic strategies 

employed to express apologies in both films and naturally occurring discourse were 

equivalent, whereas sociopragmatic factors, such as the gender of participants, also 

appeared to differ in both sources. Martínez-Flor and Fernández-Guerra (2002) 

compared the occurrence of three exhortative speech acts, namely requests, 

suggestions and advice acts, in coursebooks and films. The authors found that in 

contrast to the artificial and inappropriate presentation of these speech acts in the 

textbooks analysed, the occurrence of them in the films that were examined appeared 

highly contextualised and displayed a wide variety of linguistic formulae. The focus of 

Martínez-Flor’s (2007) study was that of examining the presentation of request 

modification devices in different films. Results indicated that all types of internal and 

external modification devices were found in the data, thus showing the whole variety of 

pragmalinguistic forms that may be used to modify the speech act of requesting. 

Additionally, all devices appeared in fully contextualised situations illustrating therefore 

the potential of films in helping learners raise their pragmatic awareness towards those 

sociopragmatic factors that influence an appropriate use of these modifiers.  

More recently, Abrams (2014, 2016) analysed the potential of film for developing 

German beginning L2 learners’ awareness of different pragmatic aspects. In her 2014 

study, the author implemented an instructional study to examine whether film exposure 

was beneficial to make learners understand politeness issues, and other pragmatic 

aspects such as the purpose of conversations or expressions of agreement and 

disagreement. Results showed that films can serve as a springboard for social interaction 

through contextualised discourse-length language samples and also revealed that films 

can provide scaffolding for teaching pragmatics. In a later classroom study, Abrams 

(2016) examined how authentic filmic materials, in contrast with textbook models, may 

help learners develop their pragmatic skills in collaborative dialogues. Acknowledging 

the fact that sociopragmatic knowledge and pragmatic awareness precede 

pragmalinguistic knowledge, findings from her research reported that film-based 

dialogues prompted more pragmatically nuanced interactions than did textbook 

dialogues. Indeed, learners incorporated communicative patterns used in films into their 

own dialogues.  
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All this research has therefore reported the benefits of bringing audiovisual input 

through films into the classroom, since learners are exposed to authentic language 

samples in which different pragmatic features appear contextualised. However, this 

particular source has also received criticism since its validity has been questioned (Rose, 

2001). Indeed, several researchers have argued that film-based dialogues fail to reflect 

the pragmatics of ordinary speech (Kozloff, 2000; Cohen, 2008; Rossi, 2011; Toolan, 

2011). Particularly, in the recent study conducted by Ryan and Granville (2020), which 

aimed at examining invitation sequences and the openings and closings of phone calls 

in films and in daily life, the authors reported a clear mismatch between the pragmatics 

of film dialogues and ordinary conversations. After a rigorous conversational analysis of 

turn-by-turn progression sequences, findings revealed that some aspects of the 

“sequencing of talk” are not represented in film dialogues, suggesting that films may 

reflect inaccurate models of conversations (Ryan & Granville, 2020, p. 11).  

Despite the drawbacks that may be attributed to films regarding their planned and 

scripted nature, the potential they offer as a rich and valuable source of classroom input 

in foreign language contexts is undisputed. In fact, as Abrams (2016, p. 38) highlights, 

films may represent for beginning L2 learners an easier “entry-point” for learning L2 

pragmatics than real input, “whose pace and shifts in topics could prove too 

challenging.” 

 

III. ANALYSING FILM-BASED DIALOGUES FOR ACTIVATING LEARNERS’ 

(META)PRAGMATIC AWARENESS OF REQUEST DEVICES 

Both theory and research highlight the important role of (meta)pragmatic awareness in 

learning L2 pragmatics. Thus, focusing on a particular pragmatic feature, that of request 

modification devices, it is the aim of this section to illustrate how learners’ 

(meta)pragmatic knowledge can be raised in the classroom through the analysis of film-

based dialogues. Before presenting the analysis, a brief explanation of this pragmatic 

aspect is given.   
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III.1. Request modification devices 

Request modification devices refer to one of the main parts into which the speech act 

of requesting is divided into, that is, the head act and these same devices (Trosborg, 

1995; Usó-Juan, 2010). Whereas the head act consists of the main utterance which has 

the function of requesting and can stand by itself, modification devices are optional 

elements that may follow and/or precede the request head act. These elements can be 

further classified into two groups, namely internal (i.e., items that appear within the 

same request head act) and external (i.e., devices that occur in the immediate linguistic 

context surrounding the request head act). Drawing on previous research (House & 

Kasper, 1981; Trosborg, 1995; Nikula, 1996; Sifianou, 1999; Achiba, 2003), a workable 

classification of those devices is presented for pedagogic purposes with examples 

extracted from film excerpts (Martínez-Flor, 2007). Three subtypes of internal 

mitigating devices (see 1-3 below), five of external modification devices (see 4-8 below) 

and the marker “please”, which can be used either in an internal or external position 

(see 9 below), have been identified: 

1. openers – i.e., opening items and expressions that introduce the intended 

request (e.g., Gentlemen, would you mind leaving us, please?) 

2. softeners – i.e., items that soften the impositive force of the request (e.g., Listen, 

can I talk to you for a second?)  

3. fillers – i.e., items, such as hesitators (e.g., er, erm), cajolers (e.g., you know, you 

see, I mean), appealers (e.g., OK? right?) or attention-getters (e.g., excuse me, 

hello, Mr. Smith), that fill in gaps in the interaction (e.g., Excuse me, can you tell 

me how to get to Beverly Hills?; Oscar, lower it a bit, would you?) 

4. preparators – i.e., devices that prepare the addressee for the subsequent 

request (e.g., Colonel, I do have to ask you a couple of questions about 

September the 6th) 

5. grounders – i.e., devices that give reasons that justify the request (i.e., Call my 

family, I’d like them to have dinner with me tonight).  

6. disarmers – i.e., devices that are employed to avoid the possibility of a refusal 

(e.g., Colonel Jessep, if it’s not too much trouble, I’d like a copy of the transfer 

order, Sir) 
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7. expanders – i.e., devices related to repetition that are used to indicate 

tentativeness (e.g., Can you take him to the airport in the morning? […] can you 

pick him up at 8.30?) 

8. promise of a reward – i.e., devices that are used by the requester so that his/her 

request may be accomplished (e.g., […] she wants a bottle of wine […] I would 

promise to send you the money) 

9.  marker “please” – (e.g., Would you hang up please and I’ll call your machine?) 

 

All the above modifiers play an important role in either mitigating or intensifying the 

requestive pragmatic force. In fact, speakers’ use of these items (or their failure to do 

so) may be crucial for the actual fulfilment of their request moves. Therefore, teachers 

need to develop learners’ (meta)pragmatic awareness regarding these particular 

pragmatic features, which can be achieved by engaging them in critical analysis of film 

dialogues, as reported next.  

III.2. Contextual and linguistic analysis for raising learners’ 

(meta)pragmatic awareness of request modifiers 

Some considerations should be addressed before presenting the following sample 

analysis for fostering learners’ (meta)pragmatic awareness of request modifiers through 

film dialogues. First, and echoing the view of Abrams (2016, p. 25), teachers should help 

learners understand that form-function mappings are shaped by contextual factors and 

that “language use varies both across speakers and even in the speech of an individual 

speaker.” Moreover, they should also help learners understand that interactions are not 

dependent on NS norms but are the result of negotiations of meanings between the 

speakers in a particular communicative event. Therefore, presenting learners with an 

ample variety of sociocultural situations that show contrasting dialogues would assist 

them make informed decisions about which particular choices they make for their own 

interactions. To facilitate this endeavour, conducting a pragmatic analysis of film 

dialogues may facilitate learners’ understanding of communication as a collaborative 

and context-dependent act.  Such an analysis should focus first on the contextual factors 

that characterise a particular conversation, and then on the variety of linguistic elements 
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that may be consciously chosen to communicate in that particular sociocultural 

situation. 

Starting with the contextual analysis, the well-known model of SPEAKING developed by 

Hymes in 1974 (which has been recently employed by McConachy, 2009; Zand-Vakili, 

Kashani & Tabandeh, 2012; Abrams, 2016; Zhao & Liu, 2019; among others) may be used 

as the guiding framework to examine all the different elements of a film dialogue. The 

word SPEAKING introduces the eight components which underline the construction and 

interpretation of any conversation, namely Setting (S) (i.e., physical circumstances), 

Participants (P) (i.e., speakers and audience), Ends (E) (i.e., purposes), Act sequence (A) 

(i.e., form and order of events), Key (K) (i.e., tone of conversation), Instrumentalities (I) 

(i.e., style of speech), Norm (N) (i.e., rules of interaction) and Genre (G) (i.e., kind of 

speech event). As noted by McConachy (2009, p. 120-122), this model allows teachers 

to develop analytical questions for guiding learners in a contextual analysis of 

conversations and increasing thus their understanding of pragmatics as a context-

dependent phenomenon. This author distinguishes four question types that can be 

formulated in relation to the eight components of the SPEAKING framework:  i) 

language-based questions (i.e., Why does person X say ‘I see’?), ii) function-based 

questions (i.e. Where does speaker X show ‘interest’?), iii) comparative questions (i.e., 

In your culture do people apologise like this?) and iv) general speculative questions (i.e. 

Why do you think the man refused the invitation?). By means of these questions, 

knowledge of the sociocultural factors that are involved in a film dialogue can be 

activated raising thus learners’ (meta)pragmatic awareness about how they condition 

the selection of the specific linguistic form used to express a given pragmatic act. 

Moving to the linguistic analysis, the different awareness-raising questions developed 

by Usó-Juan and Martínez-Flor (2008) may be used as a guide to direct learners’ 

attention to the forms that interactants have chosen to express their communicative 

intentions. Those questions refer to the grammatical side of pragmatics and address the 

resources for conveying particular communicative acts. Such resources include 

pragmatic strategies like directness and indirectness, pragmatic routines, and a range of 

modification devices that can intensify or soften the communicative act. Focusing 

specifically on request mitigating devices, the authors present reflective questions 
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related to i) the forms of the two parts of the requestive communicative act (i.e., the 

request head act and the request modification devices), ii) the different types of request 

modifiers (i.e., internal and external), and iii) the different functions that they may have 

(see subsection 6.1 above) (the original questions are presented in the Appendix). Using 

these questions, knowledge of the pragmalinguistic forms that appear in a given film 

dialogue can be activated raising thus learners’ (meta)pragmatic awareness about why 

a particular linguistic form has been chosen depending on the contextual factors that 

characterise such interaction.  

Drawing on McConachy’s (2009) analytical questions based on Hymes’ (1974) model for 

a contextual analysis, and Usó-Juan and Martínez-Flor’s (2008) awareness-raising 

questions for a linguistic analysis, we provide a pragmatic analysis of two dialogues 

taken from the films The Day after Tomorrow (2004) and My Big Fat Greek Wedding 

(2002), respectively. These two films were chosen because they involve situations in 

different contextual and social settings, portray different participant relationships as 

well as highlight cultural stereotypes. First, a scene analysis is conducted to identify 

relevant sociocultural factors in the dialogues. Then, general analytical questions for 

each of the eight components of the SPEAKING framework are generated for a 

contextual analysis, together with general reflective questions for a linguistic analysis. 

The first dialogue comes from the film The Day after Tomorrow and concerns a casual 

meeting that took place in the street between two scientists, Jack who gave a 

presentation in a conference about his field of research, and Terry who listened to Jack’s 

presentation. Although both are professors and have the same social status, Jack is in a 

higher position of authority because he is the invited speaker in the conference. In 

dialogue 1, they meet in person and Terry makes a mitigated request for talking about 

Jack’s theory on abrupt climate shift.  

Dialogue 1. (00:08:06) 

1. Terry: I enjoyed your testimony, professor. It was very spirited. 

2. Jack: Oh, thank you. That’s what we’re here for, right? Put on a good show? 

3. 

4. 

Terry: Quite. I was wondering if I could talk to you about your theory on abrupt climate 

shift. The name’s Rapson. Terry Rapson. 

5. Jack Professor Rapson? Of the Hedland Center? 

6. Terry: That’s me. 

7. Jack I’ve read your work on ocean currents. 

8. Terry: What do you say to a spot of tea? 

9. Jack Absolutely, if we can hail a cab. 
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10. Terry: [whistles] Over here! 

 

This dialogue starts with Terry flattering Jack for his presentation (line 1) and with Jack 

thanking him for the compliment (line 2). After this, Terry makes a mitigated request to 

Jack for talking about his theory of abrupt climate (line 3) and introduces himself (line 

4). Jack also acknowledges he is familiarised with Terry’s research work (line 7). After 

this, Terry invites Jack to have tea in a quite informal way, using the informal expression 

“a spot of” (line 8), and Jack accepts the invitation in a delightful way (line 9). Finally, 

Jack whistles loud to hail a taxi (line 10). Table 1 provides an explanation of this dialogue 

by following the eight components of the SPEAKING framework.  

 

Table 1. Analysis of Dialogue 1.  

Components Explanation 

S After the meeting in new Delhi (India), where it is snowing, Jack is waiting for a taxi, 

and Terry Rapson goes to talk to him. 

P Speakers are Jack and Terry. 

E Terry wants to discuss with Jack about his theory on abrupt climate shift. 

A Terry praises Jack’s presentation, and then he makes him a request for talking about 

his theory on abrupt climate shift. Finally, he invites Jack to have tea, and he accepts 

the invitation. 

K Terry is determined to have a conversation with Jack. 

I Formal conversation between two scientists who did not know each other in person, 

but they were familiarised with each other’s research work.  However, after the 

presentation, the tone becomes more informal. 

N Between scientists, it is common to share their views about the research they are 

conducting. 

G Face-to-face conversation. 

 

The second dialogue comes from the film My Big Fat Greek Wedding and involves a 

conversation between Toula, a Greek female adult, and her father. She wants to talk to 

him because she would like to go to college. This situation reflects a familiar participant 

relationship, since it is between a father and his daughter (i.e., close social distance). 

However, given the customs in their family, the request Toula has to make to her father, 

a person of superior power, is very face-threatening and involves a high degree of 

imposition in that particular family. In dialogue 2, Toula hesitates a lot when making the 

request because she is afraid of her father’s reaction.  
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Dialogue 2. (00:15:40)  

1.  Toula: Dad? I’ve been going through our inventory, and I’ve noticed that we’ve been 

2.  doing a lot of unnecessary ordering […] So, I was thinking that maybe we  

3.  should update our system […] like, we could get a computer […] I don’t  

4.  know if you remember, but I got all A’s in computers but there’s a lot of new  

5.  staff to learn now, so […] eh […] if you want, I could go to college and take  

6.  a few courses. 

7.  Father: Why? Why you want to leave me? 

8.  Toula: I’m not leaving you. Don’t you want me to do something with my life? 

9.  Father: Yes. Get married, make babies. You look so old! 

 

This dialogue starts with Toula addressing to her father as “dad” in a familiar, informal 

way (line 1). After a long hesitation (line 2), Toula suggests him updating the system and 

buying a computer (line 3). Then, she makes an elaborated explanation about her marks 

in subjects dealing with computers (line 4) before making a request to her father for 

going to college and take some courses (lines 5-6). After listening to her, her father feels 

shocked since his higher status is being threatened, and he asks her why she wants to 

abandon him (line 7). Toula’s response is blunt, and she tells him she is not leaving him, 

trying to reconfirm her request of going to college, something that because of her 

condition of being a woman is not considered to be correct in her family (line 8). Finally, 

her father reaffirms his position by telling her what she, as a woman in the Greek culture, 

must do: get married and become a mother and housewife (line 9). Additionally, his tone 

is derogatory and highly offensive when he refers to her as being aged (line 9). Table 2 

provides an explanation of this scene by considering the eight components of the 

SPEAKING framework. 

Table 2. Analysis of Dialogue 2.  

Components Explanation 

S Toula is doing paperwork at home, and her father comes to the room where she is 

working. 

P Speakers are Toula and her father. 

E Toula wants to ask her father for permission to go to college. 

A Toula explains in a hesitant way her willingness to go to college by providing 

different reasons. Her father is shocked, he feels being threatened and reacts in a 

highly offensive way. Toula reassures her position. Finally, her father orders her to 

get married and have babies.   

K Toula is very nervous as she knows her father is not going to like what she has to ask 

him. She is continuously hesitating as she knows her request is highly face-

threatening. Her eyes and attitudinal behaviour show she fears her father’s reaction.   

I Informal conversation between a daughter and her father showing a close social 

relationship. However, the tone is very softened and mitigated as it is a very 

impositive request given the higher power status of the father. 
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N Between a daughter and her father. The stereotype of the woman in the Greek 

culture, whose gender confines her to stay at home and take care of the family.  

G Face-to-face conversation. 

 

After conducting a detailed scene analysis of both film dialogues following the eight 

components of the SPEAKING framework, a contextual analysis should take place and 

precede the linguistic one. Table 2 presents sample general awareness-raising questions 

for both analyses.  

Table 3. Sample Questions for the Contextual and Linguistic Analysis (adapted from McConachy, 2009, 

and Usó-Juan & Martínez-Flor, 2008, respectively) 

 

1st step. Sample Awareness-Raising Questions for the Contextual Analysis 

Focus Questions 

S Where are the interactants having this conversation? 

P What is the social relationship between participants? 

E What is the participants’ goal for having this conversation? 

A How is the sequence of the conversation developed? 

K What clues let us know the tone of communication or feelings of the speakers? 

I Is the language used in this conversation polite, casual, or in-between? 

N Can interactional norms for politeness be observed in the conversation? 

G What type of discourse is this interaction? 

2nd step. Sample Awareness-Raising Questions for the Linguistic Analysis 

Focus Questions 

Requestive act Can you identify the main request head act(s)? 

Request modifiers Can you identify the types of request modification devices being used? 

Functions  Which function does each request modification device have? 

 

The above-described analysis may help learners realise the fact that sociocultural factors 

(i.e., physical setting, participants’ relationship, goal of the conversation, cultural 

aspects, among others) shape the linguistic choices of the interactants. That is to say, 

once the learners have a good understanding of what to look for and pay attention to in 

the contextual analysis, the linguistic analysis can proceed. To elaborate, in dialogue 1, 

the interactants did not know each other in person, and Terry’s request was formulated 

in a formal way to get what he wanted, that is, a conversation with Jack about his theory 

on abrupt climate shift; once they knew each other, language turned more informal. 

However, in dialogue 2, despite the close relationship among Toula and his father, 

Toula’s request was highly mitigated with preparators, fillers, and grounders, which 

supported the main communicative goal of the interaction, that is, asking her father for 

permission to go to college.  
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Alongside the above-described analysis of film dialogues, representative techniques 

from the three theoretical paradigms previously discussed can be used to foster 

learners’ (meta)pragmatic awareness of request modifiers. These techniques could 

include: 

• Encouraging learners’ own discovery of request modifiers in films (Alcón-Soler, 2007). 

Here, teachers may ask learners to view a film outside the classroom and collect 

conversations with contrasting scenarios which contain a variety of request 

modification devices. In class, learners could be asked to answer the awareness-

raising questions displayed in Table 2.  

• Promoting learners’ active engagement in comparisons between the use of request 

modification devices in their L1 and the TL (Takahashi, 2013). Guided by the 

awareness-raising questions presented in Table 2, learners can engage in class-

discussion about how they perceive actions in a particular conversation.  

• Constructing learners’ understanding of how request modifiers are used by asking 

them to verbalise dialogic tasks, that is to say, tasks in which a learner explains his 

understanding of pragmatic concepts to another person (van Compernolle, 2014). In 

being prompted to externalise their internal mental activity, these activities may 

improve learners’ existing knowledge of pragmatics. Here, learners could be asked to 

verbalise their thinking about the aspects they pay attention to for the appropriate 

selection of a particular request modifier while completing the eight components of 

the SPEAKING framework for a given film dialogue.  

• Engaging learners in collaborative dialogue to construct (meta)pragmatic 

interpretations about the appropriate use of request modifiers while conducting 

intercultural comparisons (McConachy, 2018). This can be done by presenting 

learners with film dialogues which include speakers from different L1s and cultures 

and asking them to judge their pragmatic behaviour.   

IV. CONCLUSION 

The aim of the present paper was to illustrate how learners’ (meta)pragmatic awareness 

can be raised through film analysis. By means of developing awareness-raising questions 

for a contextual and linguistic analysis of film dialogues and implementing research-

based techniques, which promote reflective thinking, learners can be guided in the 
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process of enhancing their pragmatic ability. Although the proposed analysis focused on 

request modification devices, the sample questions presented could easily be adopted 

for other pragmatic features, such as different speech acts (i.e., apologies, refusals, 

suggestions), implicature or humour, among others. It is our hope that the type of film-

based dialogue analysis here presented may be used by teachers as a model to 

incorporate (meta)pragmatic awareness-raising activities in their daily teaching 

practices.  
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VI. APPENDIX  

Awareness-raising questions (adopted from Usó-Juan & Martínez-Flor, 2008, p. 353) 

Pragmalinguistic questions: 
- How many request head acts have you thought of?  
- How many request mitigating devices have you thought of? 
- Can you arrange the request head acts on a directness scale? 
- Can you organise the request mitigating devices according to their types and functions? 

 

Sociopragmatic questions: 

- Which different request head acts and mitigating devices have you found depending on the 
degree of familiarity that exists between the speakers? 

- Which different request head acts and mitigating devices have you found depending on the 
speaker’s power over the hearer? 

- Which different request head acts and mitigating devices have you found depending on the 
degree of imposition involved in the request? 

- Are the interactional and contextual factors important when selecting a particular request 
head act and its mitigating devices? 
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