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Abstract

Attitude toward accepting target language culture or maintaining heritage culture referred to as acculturation attitude
can determine language learners’ pragmatic gains during an educational sojourn. To this end, the current study
investigated the relationship between language learners’ acculturation attitudes during an educational sojourn and the
effectiveness of pragmatic instruction. Participants of the study were 52 Iranian postgraduate students of English
education at a university in Australia. A discourse completion task was used to assess language learners’ level of
pragmatic competence. The adapted version of Berry’s (2001) East Asian Acculturation Measure (EAAM) was also
used to assess language learners’ level of acculturation attitude toward Australian culture. The analysis of Pearson
product-moment correlation coefficient (r) revealed that there is a strong positive relationship between acculturation
attitude and effectiveness of pragmatic instruction. The pedagogical implications of the findings suggested encouraging
and providing opportunities for language learners who are on an educational sojourn to immerse in target language
culture to be able to develop their pragmatic competence to an optimal level.
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1. Introduction

Pragmatic competence defined as the ability to comprehend and convey one’s intention appropriately in social
interactions involves one’s linguistic knowledge and knowledge of norms of the target culture and the ability to use
these knowledge bases when performing social functions (Taguchi, 2015). Since communication over social functions
occurs in everyday life situations via interaction with others, educational sojourn, defined as a period spent abroad in a
region where a target language is used as a medium of everyday communication (Culhane, 2004), offers an optimal
context for the development of pragmatic competence (Taguchi, 2015). However, level of pragmatic gains depends on
the tendency of language learners on the educational sojourn to merge into the target culture and use the opportunity to
observe and practice pragmatic implications of everyday language use or to stick to their heritage culture. Therefore,
attitude toward accepting target language culture or maintaining heritage culture referred to as acculturation attitude,
can determine language learners’ pragmatic gains during an educational sojourn.

Berry (1980) came up with a model for acculturation attitudes which outlines the various ways that people acculturate.
This acculturation attitude model comprises two major dimensions: the degree to which people are willing to keep their
heritage culture and the degree to which people are willing to have contact with the people of the target society and
adopt the culture of the target society (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Acculturation Strategies

The degree of willingness toward any of these two dimensions of keeping heritage culture and adopting the culture of
the target society results in the adoption of four types of acculturation strategies including: assimilation, integration,
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separation, and marginalization. Assimilation is the acculturation strategy in which people are not willing to keep their
heritage culture but are willing to have close contact with the people of the target society and adopt the culture of the
target society. Integration is the acculturation strategy in which people both are willing to keep their heritage culture and
have close contact with the people of the target society and learn about the culture of the target society. Separation is the
acculturation strategy in which people are willing to keep their heritage culture but avoid contact with the people of the
target society and the culture of the target society. Marginalization is the acculturation strategy in which people are
neither willing to keep their heritage culture nor willing to have contact with the people of the target society and learn
about the culture of the target society (Sam & Berry, 2010).

Research over the relationship between language learners’ acculturation attitudes and their target language gains has
attracted the attention of scholars during the past decade. In one of these studies, Jiang et al. (2009) explored the
significance of the role of acculturation attitude in language learners’ pronunciation ability and their speaking
proficiency. Participants of their study consisted of a group of Chinese students studying at a university in the United
States. The Stephenson Multigroup Acculturation Scale was adopted to examine students’ acculturation progress, a
sentence reading task was used to examine their pronunciation ability, and a language proficiency interview was used to
examine their speaking proficiency. The results of the analysis of the data revealed that students were more immersed in
their heritage culture than the target culture but differed in their acculturation toward the target society. The level of
immersion in the target society contributed to students’ speaking proficiency but did not contribute to their
pronunciation ability. In another study, Cara (2010) examined the acculturation strategies of a group of Russians in
Latvia both before and after the education reform as well as the relationship between the type of acculturation strategies
chosen and knowledge of Latvian language. Knowledge of Latvian language was assessed through a three-item four-
point scale questionnaire assessing three language skills of speaking, writing, and reading. Acculturation strategy was
measured through an acculturation attitude questionnaire assessing four acculturation strategies of assimilation,
integration, separation, and marginalization on a four-point scale. The analysis of findings showed that while integration
was the most favored acculturation strategy, marginalization was the least favored acculturation strategy both before and
after the education reform. Furthermore, while Latvian language knowledge was positively related to assimilation and
integration strategies, it was negatively related to separation and marginalization strategies. Waniek-Klimczak (2011)
also conducted a research study in order to examine the acculturation attitudes of a group of Polish learners of English
who were on an educational sojourn in England. An open-ended questionnaire comprising items related to both
language learners’ acculturation strategies and their language experience was used to collect data qualitatively. The
analysis of the findings revealed that Polish language learners of English adopted both assimilation and integration as
their acculturation strategies. Furthermore, language learners mentioned that formal training which they had received in
language classes was not as effective as exposure to authentic culturally specific materials. Taguchi (2015) was the
other researcher who investigated the relationship between language learners’ entry-level cross-cultural adaptability and
their gains in pragmatic competence in study abroad. Participants were a group of international students enrolled in a
Japanese language program in a university in Japan. Cross-cultural adaptability was assessed with the Cross-Cultural
Adaptability Inventory (CCAI) developed by Kelley and Meyers (1995). An oral discourse completion test was also
used to measure speech act production. The study found that cross-cultural adaptability was significantly related to the
development of pragmatic competence. Rafieyan et al. (2015a) also conducted a study to investigate the relationship
between acculturation attitude and pragmatic comprehension. Participants of the study consisted of a group of Iranian
undergraduate students of English in universities in Australia. Data were collected through a Likert scale acculturation
attitude questionnaire and a multiple choice pragmatic comprehension test. The study found that there is a strong
positive relationship between the degree of acculturation attitude toward target language culture and the pragmatic
comprehension ability. Most recently, Rafieyan (2016) explored the relationship between language learners’
acculturation attitudes and the quality of their translation of culture-bound texts. Participants of the study were a group
of Iranian postgraduate students of English translation at universities in England. Data were collected through the
modified version of the East Asian Acculturation Measure developed by Berry (2001) to test participants’ acculturation
attitudes and a culture-bound text adopted from The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) to test their translation
quality. The results of the correlation analysis indicated a strong positive relationship between acculturation attitude and
quality of translation of culture-bound texts.

The studies conducted so far have investigated the relationship between language learners’ acculturation attitudes and
their general language proficiency and pragmatic competence. These studies have revealed a significant positive
relationship between immersion in target language culture and both linguistic and pragmatic development. However,
because of the paucity of existing findings, more studies are needed to test the relationship between acculturation
attitude and pragmatic competence (Taguchi, 2015). In this regard, the current study seeks to investigate the relationship
between language learners’ acculturation attitudes during an educational sojourn and the effectiveness of pragmatic
instruction. Therefore, the research question to be addressed in the current study is:

Is there any relationship between acculturation attitude and effectiveness of pragmatic instruction?
Accordingly the null hypothesis is:

There is no relationship between acculturation attitude and effectiveness of pragmatic instruction.
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2. Method

2.1 Participants

Participants of the study were 52 (32 females & 20 males) Iranian students at a university in Australia. All participants were
postgraduate students of English education studying for a Master’s degree. Since their Bachelor’s degree was in English and they
had an IELTS overall band of minimum 6.5 as the entry requirement for the university, they were considered to be at a high level
of English proficiency. The reason for inclusion of highly proficient language learners in the study was assuring that mistakes are
merely attributed to pragmatic knowledge and not linguistic deficiency. Their length of residence in Australia also ranged from 10
to 18 months. Therefore, they were in Australia long enough to be sufficiently exposed to target language culture.

2.2 Instruments

To assess language learners’ level of pragmatic competence, a discourse completion task eliciting a variety of speech acts
including expressions of gratitude, apologies, warnings, leave-takings, requests, condolences, declining offers, acceptance
of a request, acceptance of an invitation, invitation, declining an invitation, an agreement, deflecting thanks, and an
introduction developed by Bardovi-Harlig (2009) was adopted. The discourse completion task consisted of 32 scenarios
comprising both initiating and responding scenarios. The initiating scenarios (n=13) required language learners to initiate
an interaction and the responding scenarios (n=19) required language learners to respond to an interlocutor’s turn.

To assess language learners’ level of acculturation attitude toward Australian culture, the East Asian Acculturation
Measure (EAAM), developed by Berry (2001), was adapted. The questionnaire consisted of 29 items with four
subscales: assimilation attitude (items 1-8), integration attitude (items 9-13), separation attitude (items 14-20), and
marginalization attitude (items 21-29). The items were based on a Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree with values 1 to 5 assigned to them respectively. In this respect, the value of 1 was assigned to ‘strongly
disagree’, the value of 2 was assigned to ‘disagree’, the value of 3 was assigned to ‘neutral’, the value of 4 was assigned
to ‘agree’, and the value of 5 was assigned to ‘strongly agree’. The original questionnaire had been designed for a group
of Asians including Chinese, Japanese, and Korean immigrants to America. In the adapted version of the questionnaire
‘Asian’ was replaced by ‘Iranian’ and ‘American’ was replaced by ‘ Australian’.

2.3 Procedure

Since the beginning of the fall semester in the academic year 2015/2016, pragmatic features of Australian language
(pragmalinguistics) and culture (sociopragmatics) were incorporated in the usual class instruction of four core subjects
of the language learners. As part of class instruction, language learners were instructed on both pragmalinguistic and
sociopragmatic rules of appropriate communication in Australia. Around 10 minutes of each session was allocated to
pragmatic instruction. Pragmatic instruction continued for the whole semester. Then, at the end of the semester, the
pragmatic test was administered to language learners participating in the study. They were instructed to read each
scenario and express whatever initially comes to their minds by writing to respond to each scenario within few words.
Following the completion of the pragmatic test, the acculturation attitude questionnaire was administered to all
language learners. Language learners were asked to reflect on the idea expressed by each item on the questionnaire and
express their attitudes toward each item by circling the rating on the scale which best reflected their opinion. At the end,
the slips of both tests were collected for the subsequent analysis.

2.4 Data Analysis

To assess language learners’ level of pragmatic competence, the appropriateness of the responses to the discourse
completion task was assessed by two native speakers of English using a four-point rating scale ranging from zero
(cannot evaluate) to three (native-like). The ratings along with the description for each band on the scale have been
provided in Table 1. As there were 32 scenarios, each participant could get a mark ranging from 0 to 96. In this respect,
language learners who obtained a mark of 0 were placed at the level of ‘cannot evaluate’, language learners who
obtained a mark between 1 and 32 were placed at the level of ‘obviously off’, language learners who obtained a mark
between 33 and 64 were placed at the level of ‘slightly off, but acceptable’, and language learners who obtained a mark
between 65 and 96 were placed at the level of ‘native-like’.

Table 1. Description of Ratings for Pragmatic Competence

Rating Band Descriptions
3 Native-like The utterance is almost perfectly appropriate. This is what a native speaker would
usually say in the situation
2 Slightly off, but The utterance is a little off from native-like due to minor grammatical and lexical
acceptable errors but overall acceptable
1 Obviously off The utterance is clearly non-native like because of strange, non-typical way of

saying and/or major grammatical and lexical errors

0 Can’t evaluate The utterance is impossible to understand

Adopted from Taguchi (2013)
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The degree of agreement between the ratings assigned by the two native speakers of English was then assessed through
Cohen’s Kappa which is a measure of inter-rater reliability used to measure agreement between two coders (Saldanha &
O’Brien, 2014). The analysis of Cohen’s Kappa would give a value between -1 and +1. The interpretation of the values
obtained through Cohen’s Kappa, according to Landis and Koch (1977), are presented in Table 2. The inter-rater
reliability assessed for the responses to the discourse completion task was 0.82 which, according to the guidelines set by
Landis and Koch (1977), indicates an almost perfect agreement between the two raters. For cases which received
different ratings, the two native speakers of English discussed until they reached an agreement.

Table 2. Interpretation of Cohen’s Kappa Values

Values Interpretation

Smaller than 0.00 Poor Agreement

0.00 to 0.20 Slight Agreement

0.21 to 0.40 Fair Agreement

0.41 to 0.60 Moderate Agreement

0.61 to 0.80 Substantial Agreement
0.81 to 1.00 Almost Perfect Agreement

To measure acculturation attitude of language learners, descriptive statistics was used to describe and summarize the
properties of the data collected from the language learners. Descriptive statistics consisted mainly of mean and standard
deviation. The acculturation attitude was represented by a mean score on a 5-point scale, where 1 (strongly disagree)
represented the minimum score on the scale and 5 (strongly agree) represented the maximum score on the scale. The
overall mean score for each acculturation strategy determined language learners’ level of attitude regarding that specific
strategy. The acculturation strategy which received the highest mean score represented language learners’ acculturation
attitude. For the purpose of correlation analysis, higher values were assigned to the acculturation strategies which
represented a higher attitude toward target culture and lower values were assigned to the acculturation strategies which
represented a higher attitude toward heritage culture. In this respect, the value of 1 was assigned to ‘marginalization
attitude’, the value of 2 was assigned to ‘separation attitude’, the value of 3 was assigned to ‘integration attitude’, and
the value of 4 was assigned to ‘assimilation attitude’.

To assess the relationship between acculturation attitude and pragmatic competence, Pearson product-moment
correlation coefficient (r), which is used to describe the strength and direction of the linear relationship between two
continuous variables (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2013), was computed. Pearson correlation coefficient can only take on
values from -1 to +1. The sign out the front indicates whether there is a positive correlation (as one variable increases,
so too does the other) or a negative correlation (as one variable increases, the other decreases). The size of the absolute
value (ignoring the sign) provides an indication of the strength of the relationship. A perfect correlation of +1 or -1
indicates that the value of one variable can be determined exactly by knowing the value on the other variable. On the
other hand, a correlation of 0 indicates no relationship between the two variables. Knowing the value on one of the
variables provides no assistance in predicting the value on the second variable (Pallant, 2013). Cohen (1988) suggests a
set of guidelines to interpret the values between 0.00 and 1.00. The guidelines, which have been presented in Table 3,
apply whether or not there is a negative sign out the front of the r value.

Table 3. Strength of Relationship

r Value Interpretation
0.10-0.29 Small Correlation
0.30-0.49 Medium Correlation
0.50-1.00 Large Correlation

The squared correlation (1?), called the coefficient of determination, was then used to measure the proportion of
variability in level of pragmatic competence that can be determined from its relationship with acculturation attitude.
Squared correlation would give a value ranging from 0.00 to 1.00. Cohen (1988) has also suggested a set of guidelines
to interpret the values of squared correlation. The criterion for interpreting the value of squared correlation (r?), as
proposed by Cohen (1988), has been presented in Table 4.
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Table 4. Percentage of Variance Explained, r?

2 Value Interpretation

0.01 Small Correlation
0.09 Medium Correlation
0.25 Large Correlation

3. Results

Table 5 presents the descriptive presentation of level of pragmatic competence of language learners participating in the
study. Descriptive data presented in the table consists of the number and percentage of participants in each level of
pragmatic competence. According to the descriptive data, the majority of participants presented their pragmatic
competence at a satisfactory level (84.61 percent). As the data shows, 21.15 percent of participants presented their
pragmatic competence at a high level (‘native-like’ level), 63.46 percent of participants presented their pragmatic
competence at an acceptable level (‘slightly off, but acceptable’ level), and 15.39 percent of participants presented their
pragmatic competence at a low level (‘obviously off” level). None of the participants, however, presented pragmatic
competence at a ‘cannot evaluate’ level.

Table 5. Descriptive Presentation of Levels of Pragmatic Competence

Levels of Pragmatic Competence Number of Participants Percentage of Participants
Native-like 11 21.15
Slightly off, but acceptable 33 63.46
Obviously off 8 15.39
Cannot evaluate 0 0.00

Table 6 presents the descriptive presentation of acculturation attitudes of language learners participating in the study.
Descriptive data presented in the table consists of the number and percentage of participants in each acculturation
attitude. According to the descriptive data, integration attitude accommodated the highest number of participants (46.15
percent) while marginalization attitude accommodated the lowest number of participants (3.85 percent). As the data
shows, the majority of participants (61.54 percent) were interested in target language culture adopting assimilation and
integration acculturation attitudes whereas the minority of participants (38.46 percent) avoided target language culture
adopting separation and marginalization acculturation attitudes.

Table 6. Descriptive Presentation of Acculturation Attitudes

Acculturation Attitude Number of Participants Percentage of Participants
Assimilation 8 15.39
Integration 24 46.15
Separation 18 34.61
Marginalization 2 3.85

Table 7 presents the results of Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient (r) analysis for language learners’ level
of acculturation attitude and effectiveness of pragmatic instruction. The first thing to consider in correlation analysis is
the direction of the relationship between the variables (acculturation attitude and effectiveness of pragmatic instruction).
The data shows that there is a positive relationship between the two variables, that is, as level of acculturation attitude
increases so too does the effectiveness of pragmatic instruction. The second thing to consider in correlation analysis is
the size of the value of the correlation coefficient. This value will indicate the strength of the relationship between the
two variables (acculturation attitude and effectiveness of pragmatic instruction). The value of correlation coefficient
obtained in the analysis of Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient (r) is 0.70 which according to the guidelines
proposed by Cohen (1988) to interpret the values of correlation coefficient suggests quite a strong relationship between
level of acculturation attitude and effectiveness of pragmatic instruction.
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Table 7. Correlations

Acculturation Attitude Pragmatic competence
Pragmatic competence Pearson Correlation 0.701** 1
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000
N 52 52
Acculturation Attitude Pearson Correlation 1 0.701**
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000
N 52 52

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

To get an idea of how much variance the two variables (acculturation attitude and effectiveness of pragmatic
instruction) share, the coefficient of determination was calculated. This can be obtained by squaring the correlation
value. The coefficient of determination for the obtained correlation analysis is 12 = (0.70)* = 0.49 which according to the
guidelines proposed by Cohen (1988) to interpret the values of coefficient of determination suggests a very large
correlation coefficient. To convert the value of coefficient of determination to ‘percentage of variance’, it was multiplied
by 100, that is, r> = (0.70)> x 100 = 49. This suggests that acculturation attitude helps to explain 49 percent of the
variance in language learners’ pragmatic competence.

4. Discussion

The study found that there is a strong positive relationship between level of acculturation attitude and effectiveness of
pragmatic instruction. Pragmatic instruction was more effective for language learners who were more immersed in
Australian culture adopting assimilation and integration acculturation strategies than language learners who were more
separated from Australian culture adopting separation and marginalization acculturation strategies. Therefore, the null
hypothesis of the study which states that there is no relationship between acculturation attitude and effectiveness of
pragmatic instruction is rejected.

These findings can be explained through Noticing Hypothesis. Noticing Hypothesis states that “people learn about the
things that they attend to and do not learn much about the things they do not attend to” (Schmidt, 2001:30). In order for
the input to become intake, the detection of input in the form of awareness and attention is necessary (Schmidt, 1995).
Not all input has equal value and only that input which is noticed then becomes available for intake and effective
processing (Schmidt, 1990; 2001). Although pragmatic instruction provided for all language learners participating in the
study developed their awareness of pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic differences between target language and their
heritage language, most likely only those who were more interested in target language culture tended to notice and pay
attention to the pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic features of the target language to be able to turn the pragmatic
input they received during instruction and social interactions into intake.

These findings can be also explained through the level of exposure to target language culture and contact with target
language speakers. In the current study, all language learners participating in the study were exposed to target language
pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic features both through pragmatic instruction provided in the class and through
outside class interactions with target language speakers. However, language learners who were more immersed in target
language culture and had more contact with target language speakers during their academic sojourn definitely had more
opportunities to be exposed to target language pragmatic features in order to develop their target language pragmatic
competence than language learners who were more immersed in their heritage culture and had less contact with target
language speakers.

The findings obtained in this study are consistent with the findings obtained in the studies conducted by Jiang et al.
(2009), Cara (2010), and Rafieyan et al. (2015a) who found a strong positive relationship between level of acculturation
attitude toward target language culture and level of pragmatic competence. The findings obtained in the current study,
however, do not support the findings obtained in the study conducted by Waniek-Klimczak (2011) who found that
exposure to authentic culturally specific materials was more useful in developing language learners’ language
proficiency than formal training they had received in English language classes.

5. Conclusion

The study found a significant positive relationship between acculturation attitude and effectiveness of pragmatic
instruction. Language learners who were more immersed in the target language culture adopting assimilation and
integration attitudes enhanced their target language pragmatic competence during the educational sojourn to a greater
extent than language learners who were less immersed in target language culture adopting separation and
marginalization attitudes. Therefore, language learners who are on an educational sojourn should be encouraged and
provided with opportunities to immerse in target language culture to be able to develop their pragmatic competence to
an optimal level (Rafieyan et al., 2015a; Rafieyan et al., 2015b; Rafieyan, 2016).

The study was limited in two ways, however. Firstly, it only investigated the production aspect of pragmatic
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competence and did not include its comprehension aspect. Secondly, the study did not include participants of varying
cultural background knowledge to be able to generalize the findings to all language learners from all around the world.
Therefore, it is recommended to assess both production and comprehension aspects of pragmatic competence and
include participants of varying cultural background knowledge in future studies in order to provide a more
comprehensive picture of the relationship between acculturation attitude and effectiveness of pragmatic instruction.
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