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Most elementary school chi ldren can

be said to be l inguist ical ly competenr.  They

have an internal ized, impl ic i t  knowledge of
the syntax of their  language, understand and
use a var iety of words and pronounce the

sounds of th eir  lang uage accurately.  In
addition to linguistic cornpetence, however,

students of elementary age are developing

communicat ive competence. the abi l i ty to use
language for a variety of purposes and in a
variety of sett ings (Berko Gleason, 1997).  At

this age students can also be guided to

consciously analyze how language is used in a
variety of spoken and written contexts, a skill
of ten known as metal inguist ic awareness
(deVilliers & deViltiers, 't978).

l f  upper elementary school chi ldren

were quest ioned to determine their  inner

knowledge of the way that language is used

in context, most could discuss aspects of their

communicat ive competence They may
recognize that there are a variety of ways to
use spoken and wri t ten language, such as to
ask questions, provide cornments, share

information, and tel l jokes. Older elementary

school and middle school students are also
likely to discern that speakers and writers
modi!  their  language to meet social
expectat ions. They are aware of convent ions
that signal politeness or its opposite; they

know that language can be modif ied to

del imit  social  distance or to indicate

familiariry and they are aware of some of the
l inguist ic convent ions that are used in social
roles.

Beyond the communicat ive

competence that children exhibit, for example
when behaving l ike wel l -social ized

individuals,  metal inguist ic awareness helps

chi ldren mature in their  abi l i ty to learn abour
language. This awareness is brought about by

consciously examining how language is used
and thinking about how ideas are expresseci

through language. Metal inguist ic awareness

may be evidenced when learners consciously

examine how they know what they
unconsciously know about language. l t  is also
seen when students demonstrate the abi l i tv
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to use language meaningful ly and consciously

for a var iery of intents:  when students discover

how they themselves prefer to communicate;

when they obselve sonrething about their

own wri t ing styles, when they begin to

appreciate different aspects of the task of

communica t ing  (such as  ed i t ing  a  paper  so

that i t  uses interest ing language),  and when

they can self-monitor these act ions.

To provide chi ldren with instruct ion

designed to faci l i tate communicat ive

competence and metal inguist ic awareness, i t

is necessary for teachers to possess a basic

understanding of the l inguist ic system known

as pragmatics. This art ic le wi l l  descr ibe the

pragmatic language system and provide

suggest ions for enhancing communicat ive

competence and metal inguist ic awareness in

the context of  teaching reading/ language

arts.  The act iv i t ies suggested are appropriate

for upper elementary and middle school

students but may be adapted for use for

students from grade three through high

school.

Defl nin g Pragmatic Language

Three systems of language

competence are typical ly examined by

l inguists and language educators (8loom and

Lahey, 1978; Myers and Gray, 1983; Nelson,
'1998). The first, the content system, describes

how spoken or written phrases encode a

speaker 's or wri ter 's knowledge of word

meaning. This corresponds essent ial ly to the
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study of a person's vocabulary, personal

lexicon, or semantic competence. In the

second system, l inguist ic form is analyzed.

This includes analysis of a speaker 's or wri ter 's

use of forms of grammar, syntax, and

morphology (use of affixes),

The third l inguist ic system is

pragmatics. Here, the use, purposc, or

intent ion of a spoken or wri t ten message is

under examinat ion. Pragmatic analysis looks

at what a message means, the intent ion i t

conveys, and how a message funct ions in a

verbal interchange or in a wri t ten passage.

Some common message funct ions are

questions, requests, jokes, a pologies,

informational statements, and personal

disclosures.

In conversat ion, pragmatic ski l l

supports communicat ive competence. The

pragmatical ly ski l led individual adapts to an

interact ional environment and says what is

appropriate to the si tuat ion and interprets the

intent ion of messages spoken by another

person. ln wri t ing, pragmatic ski l l  helps a

writer select a purpose for writing (e.9., to

inform, persuade, correspond, create a

contract)  and conveys that purpose through a

choice of words and sentence forms. ln

reading comprehension, pragmatic language

capabi l i t ies al low a reader to form personal

percept ions of an author 's purpose (Goodman

and Goodman, 1983; Hade, 1988; Morgan,

1989; Flowerdew, 1990; Pershey, 1 998).

P  - O "
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Pragmatic language ski l ls are the base

for comrnunicat ive cornpetence, a complex

task that integrates cognit ion, l inguist ic

prof i  c iency, social izat ion ski l ls,  and awareness

of oneself  and one's surroundings (Mey, 1993).

For instance, for a l istener to interpret a

speaker 's indirect meaning (as when someone

says, "Gee, that seat looks comfortable," to

mean,"May I  s i t  down?"),  comprehension is

dependent upon the l istener 's cognit ive

abi l i ty to infer coupled with shared social

knowledge of social ly acceptable

communicat ion forms. Theoret ical  research

holds that pragmatic ski l ls are both innate

and social ly condit ioned (Chomsky, 1957;

Bruner,  '1978; Pinker,  1994).  A speaker who

experiences both success and fai lure

interact ing in a social  f ie ld learns how to

structure messages so that intent ion or

purpose can best be conveyed. Speakers

general ly learn at a very young age how to

"fine tune" messages, as Bruner put it, in order

to f i t  the communicat ive needs of a social

si tuat ion.

Pragmatic Language in Literacy

lnstruction

Students manifest varying degrees of

communicat ive competence. l t  is possible for

a student to have suff ic ient communicat ive

competence but this knowledge is ent i rely

unconscious. l f  a student is not overt ly taught

to analyze the function of messages found in

conversation or text, he or she may never
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'1 

1999i)000

5 c ) a  -  4 ? 9  -  4 ?  4 0

consciously real ize that people hear,  speak,

read, and wri te messages for varying purposes.

Perhaps a general  awareness of quest ioning,

responding, demanding, joking, etc. ,  may be

present,  but a more elaborate and detai led

understanding of message funct ion may not

be developed.

The abi l i ty to metal inguist ical ly

analyze messages found in conversation and

text is a factor in l i teracy acquisi t ion (Smith,

1 977; Tan nen, ' l  982; Morgan, '1989;

Flowerdew, 1990; Pershey, 1998).  For example,

students who discuss the jmaginat ive aspects

of a text or who examine an author 's use of

humor are applying their  metal inguist ic

awareness as they talk about their  react ions to

text.  Through their  verbal,  wri t ten, and

creative responses to literature,students use

language to ski l l fu l ly draw personal meaning

from text.  Students who are act ive readers,

sensit ive to the intent ion of wri t ten messages,

are learning to self-moniror the way that they

think about text and react to i t .  Students may

be simultaneously. .  ."(1) learning language, (2)

learning through language, and (3) learning

more about language"(Van Dongen, '1 986,

p. 3).  However,  Morgan (1989) caut ions

teachers that i t  cannot be assumed that even

those chi ldren who appear to have ful l

comprehension of texts have any conscious

metal inguist ic understanding.

The instructional activities offered

here may faci l i tate students'  introduct ion to

metal in guist ic awareness of message

P - C ) 3
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func t ions .  Mear r i r rg  c in  be  cons t ruc ted  by

learners  as  they  ac t ive ly  e r lgage in  c lassroom

ta lk  and ac t iv i t ies  re la ted  to  tex t .  Teachers  a re

encouraged to  reduce or  inc rease the

complex i ty  o f  these meta l ingu is t i c  awareness

ac t iv i t ies  to  meet  the  ins t ruc t io t ta l  r teeds  o f

the i r  s tudents .  The ins t ruc t iona l  ac t i v i t ies  a re

presented essential ly in sequence of dif f iculty.

Different groups of students, however,

depend ing  upon age and prev ious

experiences, may benefi t  from having the

tdsks presented in a modif ied sequence, as

diff iculry is l ikcly to bc a subjective decision.

Instru_cllon that Fosters Metaling uisti<

Awareness

In t roduc ing  s tuden ls  to  lhe  concept

of the function of a message may require

severa l  teacher - led  lessons  invo lv ing  d i rec t

explanation of metal inguist ic awareness.

Students  need to  learn  tha t  language is

ac tua l l y  someth ing  tha t  can  be  thought  about

and ana lyzed.  As  Br inon (1  984)  exp la ins ,

language u5ers can objecti fo a message and

view language as a "verbal object" - an

"art i fact" to be held up for dif ferent types of

analysis. Teachers are well  acquainted with

teaching students to analyze a message's

informational value, rts ae5thetic or poetic

appeal, i ts soclal lmpacl, or i ts symbolism. ln

the present case, analysis focuses on the

function of the language of the message.

Famil iar izing students with this pra(t ice wil l

require direct explanation of the concept of

Volum 18. llumbcr I lg9S/)m0
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mess ige  func t ion  as  we l l  as  repeated  prac t ice

in  the  use  o f  se lec ted  and manageab le  par ts

of a codif i< at ion system and repeated citat ion

of examples. Dore, Gearhart,  and Newman

(1978) devised a codif icat ion system which

identi f ies a range of pragmatic f  unctions

Whi le  i t  i s  leng thy ,  us ing  se lec ted  par ts  o f  th is

system may be workable for students. Their

system is adapted by this author in the l ist

below.

MESSAGE FUNCTIONS

l .  Quest ions

A.  Cho ice  ques t ions  ( l s  i t  red  or  g reen?

ls this okay?)

B. Informational questions (WH

questions)

C. Indirect questions ("So this looks

new" is  an  ind i rec t  reques t  to  learn

more about the new item.)

D. Rhetorical questions ("Know what?")

E. Clari l icat ion questions

l l .  Requests

A. Action requesls ("Would you think

about this unti l  tomorrow?")

B. Permission requests

C. Indirect Requests (" lwouldn't  want

to go f irst," real ly means, "Would you

go f irst?"

D Information requests

L{:srxhu{enl n?rdiig Arqirnon &im6
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l l l .  Regulators (requlates the behavior of

another)

A. Suggest ions

B. Commands

C Action requests ("Would you walk

the dog?")

D. Warnings

E. Demands

lV. Assert ions (reports facts or att i tudes)

A. Provide information ( ident i ! ,  label,

describe, explain)

B. State opinion ( includes predict ions,

may include conclusions)

C. Describing events (" l t  fe l l  on the

floor.")

D. Personal report  ("1 'm sick. ' '  " l  went to

Sam s house." ' ' l l ike cats." "l want to

ride my bike." "l don't know." other

disciosures and most complaints)

E. Evaluations ("That cat seems srnaller

than mine;" conclusions)

E Rules, contracts,or laws

G. Explanat ions ("The tape won't  st ick

to the wal l .")

V. Affil iations (statements which start, end, or

maintain conversat ional language which

allow language users to focus attention and/

or  bond)

A. Claims ("That's mine." "l 'm first.")

B. Jokes, humor

C. Teases

D. Protests

S c ) a  -  4 ? 9  -  4 ?  4 0

F. Attention getters ("Hil" "Hey. Suel")

F Speaker select ions (cal l ing on

someone)

G. Boundary markers (start ,  cont inue, or

end a topic, as in,"By the way. ." "And

another thing. ."  "On the

other hand.. .")

H. Pol l teness markers (please, thank

you, apology, etc.)

L Exclamations ("Oh, my!")

J. Accompaniments ("Here you are."

"There you go." "You're set.")

K lmaginat ive descr ipt ions ("His eyes

were as blue as the sea." includes

exa g g erations, boastin g )

Vl. Responses (responses to questions or

requests)

A Response to choice quest ions

& Response to inforrnational questions

C. Response to process questions

D. Response to indirect quest ions

E Response to rhetorical questions

E Response to clar i f icat ion quest ions

G. Compliances ("Yes, l ' l l  do that."  "No, I

won't do that.")

H. Qualifications ("Yes,l' l l help you, but

only once.")

l. Agreements ("Yes,that's true.")

.J. Disagreements ("1 don't think this is

r ight.")

K Acknowledgments (Keeps

conversat ion going:"Uh -h uh."" l  see,")

P . o l
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Activities for Te{ehi n g Co mmunicative
Comp etence a nd Metaling{$ll
Awareness of Message Function

Listening

Students l isten in school for several

purposes, for example, to acquire information,

to enjoy read-aloud of stor ies and poerns, and/

or to interact with others. Students can grow

in conrrnunicat ive competence and

metal inguist ic awareness by learning to

recognize a variety of message types and by

determining how they do or do not f i r  a

communicat ive context.  The fol lowin g

activities are suggested to foster this

capabi l i ty.

Abjective #l; Students will identify

two or more examples of the following types

of messages: request for action, dernand,

request for information, providin g

information, personal disclosure, warning,

apology, indirect request,  joke or humorous

comment,  contract,  imaginat ive descr ipt ion,

or other funct ion.

Teachers may wish to prepare a game,

chart, or cjiscussion activity that encourages

students to categorize and compare the

funct ions of messages wri t ten on sentence

strips. Sentences excerpted from familiar texts

are a possible source of messages. Also, i t  is

possible to jot  down messages that have been

spoken in class at varying t imes and use these

as examples- Teachers can gather a sample of

messages spoken during various classroom

5 0 8 - 4 2 9 - 4 2 4 0

cornmunicat ion events. This bank of famil iar
messages can be used for analysis.  Excerpts of
f i lms, video tapes, spoken recordings, or taped
radio or television broadcasts can also be
used. As an end result, students could develoo

a chart  or bank of rnessages that exempli !  a
variety of message functions.

Objective #2: Studenrs will contrasr

two ways of producing a simi lar message

given sample sentences.

When talking and l istening as

members of a classroom community students

are taught to communicate with social

appropriateness. They are exposed to the

opinions and feelings of many different

people. Students who part ic ipate in

col laborat ive work need to learn how to make

statements that are tactful and sensitive to the

needs and feelings of other people and learn

to be good listeners.

Again, creat ing a game or chart  is a

useful  way to enact this comparison. Using

sources for sentences such as texts.

conversat ions and TV shows, teachers can

develop a bank of messages that shows how

messages can convey subtle shifts in social

distinctions when the overall function varies

For example, a chart  that compares direct ano

indirect requests may start wlth these four

statements written on sentence strips for

students to analyze and sort by type: "Mom,

would you buy rne a new video game?" "Mom,

my video games are so old they are getting

P  - 0 2
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ready for ret i rement."  " l  wish that I  could f ix

my harr as cool as you do yours." " l  don' t  know

how to fix my hair the way that you do yours.

Will you do it for me?" The speaker's mood,

attitude, familiarrty with the listener, motives,

degree of pol i teness, age, etc. ,  can al l  be

discussed.

Speaking

In some classroomt students'

c lassroom talk is l imited to responding to

questions asked by teachers. ln other

classrooms, children work together to solve

problems, create projects, perform plays and

drarnatic readings, debate ideas, share

wri t ings, and govern the classroom. Through

these activities, they learn to use a variety of

message funct ions. In addit ion, metal inguist ic

awareness of message funct ion can be taught

using act iv i t ies simi lar to the fol lowing.

Objective #3.' Students will structure

a message to correspond to the needs of a

part icular l inguist ic context or l istener(s).  To

el ic i t  use of target rnessage funct ions,

students wi l l  take on the role of another

speaker and use message funct ions in a role-

play activiry.

Role-play can be done by assembling

an array of drawings or photographs that

show persons involved in communicat ive

sett ings, as in,  for instance, a woman accept ing

a bouquet of flowers from a delivery man; two

firefighters conferring at the scene of a fire; a

doctor administer ing an inlect ion to a pat ient;

two dr ivers whose cars just col l ided; a family
gathered around a bir thday cake l i t  wi th

candles. Students are asked to supply what

the persons portrayed might be saying. In thrs
task, the abi l i ty to speak for a character using
proper funct ion is required. Teachers fol low

up each sccnario by discussing which

message funct ions were used by students as

they role-played the persons pictured. A chart

or other means of recording outcomes may be

used (Pershey,1997).

Whi le this may seem l ike a simple task,

even older children may struggle for words in

unfamil iar or chal lenging si tuat ions. By using

relevant scenarios, this sort  of  pract ice may

prepare students in advance for irnportant

events such as transi t ioning to middle school,

going away to surnmer camp, meeting a new

doctor, or moving to a new neighborhood.

This act iv i ty may also help chi ldren bui ld

empathy for persons in chal lenging si tuat ions,

as when new chi ldren arr ive at their  schools.

The scenarios that are selected should have

some pract ical  importance for the students.

Objective #4: Students will engage in

roie playing concerning fai led communicat,on

attempts and will analyze why and how the

communicat ion broke down.

Teachers can (reate brief scenarios

that al low students to examine how the use of

a selected rnessage function can facilitate or

inhibi t  comrnunicat ion. The teacher can
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provide the ent ire scr ipt  or ask students to

improvise the dialogue for the scene. For

example, a scenario where a student demands

that a another sfudent let  him copy a

homework assignment may be contrasted

with a scenario where a student asks another

student to si t  down and explain how to do a

certain math problem. The student in the

former scenario is rejected and the student in

the second scenario is helped. Students can

chart  reasons why this may have occurred due

to changes in message function as well as in

the overall nature of the request. Or, students

can adopt the role of a character in a story

who used an ineffective way of

communicat ing and then tel l  the story

passage usirrg a more desired language

functron, This may be a part  of  guided

pract ice leading toward a subsequent

independent assignment in which each

student writes a new passage for a story.

Objective #5: Students will use an

appropriate social  register for a given

scenario.

Awareness of social register is a factol

in comrnunicative competence. 5peakers use

different forms of address with different

people, depending upon degree of famil iar i ty,

age differences, gender differences, and the

social  posi t ion of the persons part ic ipat ing in

the interact ion.

Teachers may prepare a range of social

scenarios that students can role-play. Meeting

Volume 28, Number I 19992000

a new pr incipal,knocking on a neighbor 's

door and asking to use the phone, asking a

l lbrar ian to help f ind a book, showing a new

student around the school,  and other

scenarios al l  dernand appropriate select ion of

message funct ion. Fol lowing the role-play,

students can analyze and chart  the funct ions

ofthe rnessages used.

Readinq

An understanding of the message

funct ions used in text may serve to enhance a

reader 's understanding of text.  Paral lels

between speech and the language of text

need to be expl ic i t ly explained. When student

readers share interpretat ions of text,  they can

also share their  awareness of message

function. For example, learners may be

directed to f ind certain message funct ions in

text passages.They may be asked to find how

a character used personal language to

describe himself ;  detai l  how a character used

quest ions to puzzle about a conf l ict  within the

story; or see where a warning was given but

not heeded.

ln some cases, examination of the

author 's purpose is conducted at the phrase

or sentence level and message funct ion is

assigned to a brief passage. At other times,

students can look at the purpose of a

lengthier port ion of text or even make

judgments about an ent ire text.  Flexible use

of metal inguist ic analysis ski l ls can contr ibute

to the development of at tent ive and

soohist icated readers.

Ilasta(hur.ttJ Reading Asso<ialon ftrrncr



Objective #6.' Students will integrate

knowledge of metal inguist ic analysis into

their  use of colnprehension strategies, such as

group retel l ings or when producing story

maps or character charts.

Teachers may highl ight and discuss

message funct ions in group discussions about

text.  Also, af ter students retel l  text,  the

functions used in the text may be referred to,

analyzed, and charted. The funct ion of key

sentences or passages can be documented in

a separate column of a comprehension chart

or in an appropriate place on another form of

graphic organizer.

Comprehension charts can be posted

around the room and added to as students

work their  way through chapter books.

Students can be given the opportunity wri te

on a chart  t i t led, "Warnings found in (Ti t le of

Book)," or"Requests for Action found in (Iitle

of Eook).' ' These messages may be from key

passages that propel the plot and their

explicit analysis may foster text

comprehension.

Objective #7.' Stud ents w il I

demonstrate awareness of the funct ion of

messages in environmental  pr int .  Younger

students might benef i t  f rom the opportunity

to learn how environmental  pr int  carr ies

message funct ion. Samples of messages that

regulate behavror (as in signs giving

direct ions or warnings) or that inform (as in

pr ice tags),  etc. ,  can be col lected and shared

Volumr 28. |lumkr I 1999/?000

in teacher- led or student- led lessons and

discussions. Oider student5 may apply their

knowledge of message funct ion to analyze

the hidden messages of advert is ing, pol i t ical

campaign slogans, and other forms of

propaganda. Poetry and song lyr ics may also

be examined.

Writing

lncreasin g students' awareness of

message funct ion can help enl iven their

wri t ing. In wri t ing that is persuasive, sat i r ical ,

humorous, informative, or personal, message

construct ion is key to the real izat ion of these

intents. Knowledge of how messages funct ion

can help a student wri ter craft  statements that

will carry intents effectively. A student who is

working to create or revise a piece may need

to change a message's wording, hence i ts

funct ion, to improve the piece. Teachers can

demonstrate how this paraphrasing or

revision is done. Sarnple sentences can be

wri t ten on the board and students can be

asked to al ter their  funct ions. For example," l

need to borrow 55.00" const i tutes a direct

act ion request.  Students can be asked to wri te

an indirect request, a command, a personal

disclosure, a humorous commerrt ,  an

explanat ion, a warning. or a contract and then

describe how the revision var ies in funct ion

and animates the ini t ia i  request.  Assessment

of wri t ing may part ial ly entai l  evaluat ion of

how wel l  the wri ter appl ied classroom

instruct ion in metal inguist ic awareness.

Marsxhusrrg Rcadinq Arrorirtion Pnma



response might ask the wrirer to tel l  about the

d i rcc t ions  tha t  a  soccer  coach g ives ,  o r  ask  i f

the writer knows swimnting pool rules. This

can lead to general izinq by function, where

the writer is encouraqed to describe

direct ions for other sports, rules in other

places, or provide information about other

favorite places to go or other favorite thinqs

to do.

5tudcnts may also keep their own l ist

of future journal topics with a subdivision for

topics l isted by function. A l ist of ideas may

include:"an explanation of how to make a

beaded necklace," "a personal report of my

tr ip to the shore," "my opinion about f ishing,"
"a factual report about the price of video

o.rmes."

Objective #9; Students wil l  respond Teachers may also usc mcssage

to prompts ba5ed on categories of message functions lo frarne conrposit ion topics. For

fun(t ion. instance, rather than askir.)g students to write

Some teachers offerjournal prompts about a 5port,  stud€nts can be asked to write a

in order to help students who may need a narrat ive that describcs a sport ing event, a

5tarler oI to provide practice in writ ing to dialogue that features lwo characters sharing

prompts, a ski l l  which is required by some opinions about a sport,  a suggestion for the

slandardized tests. managers of a sports team, a request for

Funcl ions can be starters, at in,"Write information about a team, or a personal reoort

an explanation of how to f ix something" or of playing on a team.

"Write your own joke." Larson (1975) suggests

ObJective #8:Students wrl l  chrrt

r l ranges  in  use  o f  messaf ;e  fu r rc t ions  wh i le

revising and edit ing lheir work.

To document  how s tudents  app ly

ins t ruc t ion  in  message func t ion  to  the i r

rev is ing  and ed i t ing ,  they  can keep no tes  o f

the changes in message function that they

make and can d iscuss  these improvements

during edit ing conferences with peers and

tea(he(s. Student5 and teachers wil l  then

have a common worklng vocabulary for

conferencing ahorJt writ ten work. Edit ing for

effect ivc use of languaqe, for example, can

look  a t  whether  a  paper  needs  more

i maginative descript ion, more explanarion,

more  oersona l  tone.  e tc .

asking students to write about a given

assumption or p.edict ion.

Con<lusion

Students can be tauqht to devote
A <ommon problem among some conscious altention Io their own

young writers is that they essential ly create communicative competence and to

the sanre journal entr ies over and over. " l  went metal irrguist ic analysis of message fr inct ions.

to soccer." " l  went swimming." A teacher's To cult ivate these capabil i t ies, suggestions
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have been presented for objectives which Monica Gordon Pershey is an Assistant professor in

develop students'understanding and use of a the oepartment of Speech and Hearing at
Cleveland (Ol) 5rate University. She teaches

variety of message functions during l istening, courser in language development and language

speaking,reading,andwr i t ingact iv i t ies. . : .  d isorders '
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