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CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

CONVERSATIONAL IMPLICATURES 
IN THE CROATIAN EFL CLASSROOM 

ANA WERKMANN HORVAT AND ANA KEDVEŠ 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 

In a traditional foreign language classroom teachers usually set the 
focus of their lessons on widely recognizable and easily testable language 
skills (Richards 2011) like reading, speaking, listening and writing. Other 
aspects of language, in particular pragmatic competencies, have been 
considered less important and are thus the most difficult to both teach and 
acquire, mostly due to their “subtlety and complexity” (Grossi 2009, 53). 
Pragmatic competencies seem to take the backseat in a traditional foreign 
language classroom. However, it is important to note that socio-
communicative and pragmatic competencies are as important as other 
competencies to achieve full communicative competence (Grossi 2009). 

Nowadays, it is becoming widely accepted that teaching and learning 
languages includes far more than barely targeting grammatical and lexical 
systems. The rationale for this change of direction in teaching lies in the 
fact that what has recently been considered the main goal in the process of 
learning a foreign language is, in fact, developing communicative skills 
(Bardovi-Harlig 1996; Rose and Ng 2001; Bardovi-Harlig and Griffin 
2005). Thus it should not come as a surprise that more emphasis is 
recently being put on acquiring pragmatic competencies. This is especially 
due to recent studies supporting the idea that students have problems at the 
interpersonal level in conversations with native speakers, “in spite of 
having a perfect dominion of the foreign language grammar rules” 
(Fernández Amaya 2008, 11).  

In line with the above considerations, our paper explores the classroom 
procedure of applying an explicit instructional approach, active learning 
strategies in particular, in teaching conversational implicatures to Croatian 
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EFL learners. In addition to that, we question the learners’ attitudes 
towards the applicable value of pragmatic competence in second language 
acquisition. Our paper opens with an outline of previous research in the 
field. While we briefly explore issues like pragmatic competence and 
incompetence, we will present in depth some of the main research issues 
in the acquisition of pragmatic compentencies, especially the teachability 
of these compentencies, and the explicit vs. implicit approach to their 
teaching. After reviewing studies dealing with the acquisition and teaching 
of conversational implicatures in EFL learning, we will introduce the 
research itself, which will include our research objectives, the methods and 
instruments applied, and the main characteristics of our participants. The 
next section presents the findings obtained, both from our one-session 
workshop and from the survey that followed it. In our discussion section, 
we will discuss the possible implications of our results and identify some 
of the challenges instructors and learners encounter in an EFL classroom.  

2. Literature review 

2.1. Teaching pragmatics 
 

Kasper (1997) calls pragmatic compentencies “the knowledge of 
communicative action and how to carry it out, and the ability to use 
language appropriately according to context”, while Thomas (1983) 
defines them, along the same line, as the ability to communicate 
effectively that includes knowledge beyond the level of grammar. 
Pragmatic incompetence, on the other hand, is the lack of unawareness of, 
and inability to use, the communicative rules of a language and culture. It 
may lead to pragmatic failure (Thomas 1983), that is, the negative, 
unintentional outcome of the transfer of L1 pragmatic rules into a 
second/foreign language context, and to misunderstandings and 
frustrations in communication (Murray 2011; Brock and Nagasaka 2005). 

One of the basic issues tackled in interlanguage pragmatics research is 
the teachability of pragmatic competencies (Rose 2005). According to 
Yates (2004), there is increasing evidence that different aspects of 
pragmatics are teachable. Studies show that pragmalinguistic routines can 
be taught successfully (House 1996) even at the beginner level. For 
example, an empirical study on German-English interlanguage conducted 
by Wildner-Basset (1994) supports the idea that learners face difficulties 
when acquiring pragmatic declarative and procedural knowledge. 
However, it was found that at an elementary level of language instruction 
these competencies can, in fact, be successfully acquired. Also, Bouton 
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(1992, 1994) explores how efficient are the learners in acquiring pragmatic 
competencies (e.g., in interpretation of implicatures) if they are not taught. 
His studies show that the learners’ efficiency could be improved by 
focused instruction. 

On the other hand, Kasper (1997) claims that knowledge of pragmatic 
competence cannot be definitively taught, but rather possessed, developed, 
acquired, used or lost. However, the author notes that there are ways in 
which we can arrange “learning opportunities” so students can develop 
their pragmatic competencies in their L2. According to the scholar, each 
teaching goal or, to put it differently, each aspect of pragmatic competence 
requires different teaching methods, procedures and strategies in order to 
be fully efficient.   

Some suggestions of these strategies can be found in Smith (2009). 
Based on empirical research, the author suggests implementing strategies 
that mimic real-life speech acts such as compliment, condolence and 
apology responses. Similarly, Takimoto (2008) explored the effects of 
deductive and inductive teaching approaches to the acquisition of 
pragmatic competence on Japanese learners of English as a foreign 
language. The study showed that “inductive instruction is effective when 
combined with problem-solving tasks or structured input tasks for which 
the emphasis is on pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic resources” 
(Takimoto 2008, 381). This suggests that the teacher should keep in mind 
that form-only activities are of limited applicability since activities that 
involve more pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic processing yield better 
results. These observations gave rise to the idea that different activities and 
strategies bring different results.  

With regard to language teaching, Knutson (2006, 592) notes that 
“introducing students to a broad range of cultural material, all the while 
keeping L1 use in classroom interaction to a minimum – has become the 
unspoken imperative”, and proposes the introduction of curricular modules 
on cross-cultural awareness before the language courses on the 
intermediate level, so as to incite the language learners to reflect on 
various aspects of culturally conditioned behavior. The findings of 
Rafieyan, Majid and Eng’s (2013) survey on the relation between attitude 
toward the target language culture instruction and pragmatic 
comprehension development in Malaysian English language learners 
suggest that positive attitudes towards the culture in the affective, 
behavioural and cognitive aspect enhance the development of pragmatic 
competencies. Furthermore, such results are in line with the previous 
studies by Albirini (2009) and Sarıçoban and Çalışkan (2011) which 
indicated learners’ positive attitudes toward learning about the cultural 
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perspectives of the target language. However, Ishihara and Cohen (2010, 
15) warn that apart from acquiring a socio-cultural background, “it is 
important to know the language forms to use in a host of sometimes 
delicate cross-cultural situations, depending on who is being spoken to, the 
relative positions of authority of the conversational partners, and the 
context of the communication.” 

The teachability and the different ways of teaching pragmatic 
competencies, or in other words, whether pragmatic competence should be 
taught explicitly by instruction or whether exposure is sufficient represent 
an extremely influential part of work done on the acquisition of pragmatic 
competencies, especially among second language learners. Traditionally, 
the explicit approach involves input and practice followed by description, 
explanation and discussion of pragmatic features, while the implicit 
approach involves bare input and practice without a metapragmatic 
component (Kasper 1997). These two approaches have been extremely 
important in experimental studies on the acquisition of pragmatic 
competencies by L2 learners. For example, Tateyama et al. (1997) explore 
how beginning L2 learners of Japanese acquire and develop pragmatic 
competencies when receiving explicit as opposed to implicit language 
instructions. The results of the study suggest the idea that explicit 
instruction is more efficient than implicit instruction. Similarly, Alcón 
Soler’s (2005) study shows that learners’ awareness of requests is raised 
from both explicit and implicit instruction. However, both her study and 
the one by Mirzaei and Esmaeili (2013) carried out on Iranian L2 learners 
of English show that participants exposed to explicit, rather than implicit, 
instruction achieve better results in pragmatically appropriate uses of 
language. Halenko and Jones (2011) showed that not only does the explicit 
instruction facilitate learning pragmatic competencies, but it is also found 
valuable by learners themselves. In particular, the participants reported 
that the instruction helped them to communicate more effectively, as well 
as to focus their attention on different sociopragmatic aspects of 
communication 

Overall, studies in interlanguage pragmatics suggest that explicit 
instruction is particularly beneficial to raising pragmatic awareness and 
fostering the development of pragmatic competence in students. 

2.3. Teaching and acquiring implicatures 

In the previous section we have seen that scholars have explored 
various facets and components of pragmatic competence. One of these is 
conversational implicature. This is of relevance to interaction in general, 
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and to language learning in particular, since their accurate pragmatic 
interpretation requires the ability to understand the intrinsic, literal 
meaning of a message, but also the speaker’s intention and the context 
(Grice 1975; Kordić 1991).  

Grice introduces the term conversational implicature in his seminal 
1975 work, Logic and Conversation. The term refers to what is not 
directly said in an utterance, or even not, strictly speaking, implied, but 
rather entailed by it. According to Grice, the existence of conversational 
implicatures reveals that the cooperative principle is obeyed. The speakers 
intend to convey meaning that is not literally conveyed in their utterance, 
thus creating a distinction between what is said and what is intended. In 
order to understand the meaning that is not pronounced, members of a 
speech community rely on shared background, common knowledge and 
experience (Gumperz 1982, 1996; Ochs 1993). However, if a foreign 
language student is not familiar with the interactional maxims or the 
cultural background of a native speaker, this can result in cross-cultural 
pragmatic failure. 

Early studies dealing with this aspect of pragmatic competence 
(Bouton, 1992; Takahashi and Roitblat 1994) suggest that L2 learners 
experience difficulties when processing implied meaning in their L2. Later 
studies such as Blight (2002) and Taguchi (2002, 2005), however, did not 
provide conclusive evidence in this regard. For instance, Blight (2002) 
examined different types of explicit instruction in teaching conversational 
implicatures to Japanese learners. His findings showed that difficulties 
could emerge even when explicit instructions are used, especially with 
non-advanced learners who have problems with grasping the complexity 
of the Cooperative Principle he used as framework in teaching, as well as 
the interplay of social elements which stipulate the realization of the 
Theory. Taguchi (2002) explored comprehension of implied meaning in 
general and indirect replies among Japanese learners of different levels of 
proficiency. However, her results showed that, regardless of proficiency 
levels, learners were able to understand implied meaning on the basis of 
contextual information. In addition to that, Taguchi (2005) investigated 
whether L2 proficiency has any affect on comprehension of implied 
meaning in spoken discourse. The results showed that more proficient 
speakers are, in fact, more accurate, but not faster.  

The research so far, therefore, does not make it clear whether an 
effective method can be implemented for fostering L2 learners’ 
understanding of conversational implicatures. 
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3. Research design and methodology 

3.1. Research objectives 
 

This study aimed at analysing the use of active learning strategies in 
introducing conversational implicatures, in particular to EFL students who 
are not in command of metapragmatic linguistic resources. We focused on 
the following objectives:  
1) to design and implement a student-centred instruction procedure for 
teaching conversational implicatures 
2) to analyse the effect of the teaching procedure through students’ 
responses during the workshop 
3) to survey the students’ attitudes towards the applicable value of 
conversational implicatures instruction in SLA and their overall awareness 
of the importance of acquiring pragmatic competencies. 

3.2. Participants 

The central phase of our research was conducted in May 2013. The 
participants were first-year students at the Faculty of Teacher Education 
Osijek, Department in Slavonski Brod. Their participation was elicited 
within their regular EFL course; they were invited to participate, and 
twenty five of them, all female, agreed to join the research. We did not test 
the students prior to our research, but in order to enrol at a Croatian 
university, in accordance with the Law on education in primary and 
secondary schools, they had all been required to pass the English state 
graduation exam, which implies they had all attained a B2 level of 
proficiency in English. Their educational background did not include any 
previous explicit instruction in conversational implicatures or pragmatics 
in general, either in their native language or the foreign language they 
were studying, and they had little or no access to the metalinguistic 
resources that were relevant to our research topic.  

3.3. Research method and instruments 

The research was organised in two main parts. The first part was the 
implementation of a one-session workshop with the students, while the 
other one consisted in the administration of a questionnaire so as to 
explore the students’ attitude towards the applicability of conversational 
implicatures in foreign language teaching, as well as their general 
awareness of the role pragmatic skills play in the communication process. 
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In line with the majority of previous studies (e.g., Bouton 1994; Rose 
and Ng 2001; Nguyen, Pham, and Pham 2012) which claim that explicit 
methods are more effective, we applied the explicit approach, designing 
student-centred strategies followed by elaborate metalinguistic 
instructions, description and discussion. It is important to note that the 
students participating in the research had previously had very limited 
access to metalinguistic resources.  
 
3.3.1. Design of the workshop 
 
The workshop format was chosen for the numerous advantages it offers in 
comparison to other approaches, especially in contrast with traditional 
teacher-fronted approach. The workshop method is considered to be 
intellectually inciting and helpful in developing participants’ organisational, 
social and communication skills (Kyriacou 1988, 66), as well as in 
increasing and maintaining the participants’ motivation through carefully 
structured interactive activities (Martinko 2012). Some recent studies 
favour content-based cultural workshops, since these “encourage fulfilling, 
productive, and rewarding language learning experiences” (Robinson 
2011, 15). Furthermore, there are indications that participating in 
workshops is especially beneficial for students who opt for teaching 
professions (such as the participants of our study), because it “significantly 
increases their self-efficacy and effective teaching behaviours and 
decreases their public speaking apprehension” (Boman 2013, 100). Due to 
the aforementioned considerations, the workshop method was chosen and 
organised so as to raise the students’ interest, motivate them for 
experiential learning and provide the optimal environment for our research 
purposes. 

The workshop was divided into an introductory, central and final part, 
encompassing five different activities. The aim of the initial activity was to 
announce the topic of the workshop and to make the students aware of the 
existence of this type of linguistic structures, since one of the chief goals 
in the classroom was raising pragmatic awareness (Bardovi-Harlig 1996). 
The students were given handouts containing ten short dialogues such as: 

 
(4) Q: Would you like some coffee?     

A: I think I would die without it. 
and:  

 
(5) Q: Does she know how to sing? 

 A: You’d better bring some ear plugs. 
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Their task was to state whether the respondents’ answer to the question 
is positive or negative (YES or NO). This was followed by a group 
discussion on how they had reached their answers, how the hearers were 
able to interpret them, which knowledge and information was used in the 
exchange, etc.  

Based on the input from this activity, each student was instructed to 
derive a rather simple meta-linguistic definition of conversational 
implicatures by filling in the following template: 

 
(6) When speaking to other people, we often _____________ ideas that 

we do not express____________, but rather___________. These 
expressions are called ____________. What helps the hearers to 
understand them is their knowledge about the _____________, 
_____________ and shared common ___________.  

 
with the key-words imply, directly, indirectly, conversational implicatures, 
context, culture, and knowledge. We opted for a simpler metalinguistic 
task, since previous studies had shown that an elaborate presentation of 
Grice’s theory is often difficult to understand even for advanced learners 
(Blight 2002; Murray 2011). However, we wanted to include a 
metalinguistic activity involving a definition-oriented task, since these are 
the activities that students most frequently face in their L1 and L2 classes. 
The aim of this activity was to help students pin down their intuitions 
about conversational implicatures, their function and meaning, which were 
stimulated through the first activity.  

The next activity was aimed at exploring the preconditions for the 
derivation of conversational implicatures and the process of their 
interpretation. This analysis was done on the examples from the scripts of 
the popular television series That ‘70s Show (1998 – 2006), Scrubs (2001 
– 2010), House, M.D. (2004 – 2012), The Office: An American Workplace 
(2005 – 2013), Big Bang Theory (2007 – ) and the film Yes Man (2008). 

 
(7) MR. SUTTON: I’m a garbage man. How many times do you think I get 

thanked?  
TURK: Six! 
MR. SUTTON: You’re off by about six!  
TURK: Twelve!  

(Scrubs, 2001 – 2010) 
 
(8) MIDGE: Hmm, I'm just loving the time we spend together Donna. In 

my new book 'Our Mothers, Our Selves' it says we're supposed to be 
friends. We should talk to each other, and listen. Your stupid father 
never listens.  
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DONNA: Is there anything in your book about not insulting my 
father?  
MIDGE: Well I don't know, I've only read the first chapter. 

(That ‘70s Show, 1998 – 2006)  
 

The participants were divided into groups and assigned the task of 
examining the excerpts and discussing whether and how the implicatures 
were interpreted by the characters. The aim of this activity was to expose 
the students to conversational implicatures in naturally occurring contexts 
and to provide them with an opportunity to apply the metalinguistic 
knowledge from the previous activity.1 Furthermore, this activity was 
designed to motivate the students by using examples from popular culture, 
rather than the usual textbook examples which tend to be contrived and 
lacking in originality (Bardovi-Harlig 1996). 

In the next activity the participants received handouts with a text 
describing part of an American woman’s everyday routine. The text 
contained a number of conversational implicatures, the majority of them 
being culture-bound. The participants’ task was to identify the 
conversational implicatures, indicate which of these were culture-bound 
and explain why. Furthermore, they had to discuss how these implicatures 
could be interpreted by members of different speech communities and then 
list similar examples present in the Croatian language. Also, they had to 
consider the influence of non-verbal elements as well as the level of 
formality of a particular conversation on the successful use of 
implicatures. The aim of this activity was to raise awareness of the cultural 
relevance of conversational implicatures.2 

The final activity provided a synthesis of the workshop and offered the 
participants an opportunity to practice their productive skills and express 
their creativity. We were reluctant to use a DCT or similar data elicitation 
instruments because they present non-authentic communication contexts 
and originate non-spontaneous interactions which do not carry real 
consequences for the interlocutors. We therefore feared that such 
elicitation tasks would affect the participants’ reactions and responses, 
which would be different from those produced in spontaneous interaction. 
(Beebe and Cummings 1996). Role play exercises, on the other hand, 
would enable us to use made-up situations but to elicit more realistic 
responses, since the participants would be pretending, acting “as if” and 
thus relieved of possible communicative inhibitions. Maley and Duff 
(2002) note that such classroom activities help to place the language in a 
cultural, social and personal context and serve to enhance the students’ 
motivation. 
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The students were divided into groups and each received a handout 
with a short dialogue between two characters (two mobsters, two lovers, 
student and teacher, patient and doctor, two business partners, guest and 
waiter, hair-dresser and customer), which included an occurrence of a 
misinterpreted conversational implicature, as in the following examples: 

 
(9) (The teacher is orally questioning the student. However, he has not 

prepared for the exam.) 
TEACHER: Can you explain the basic principles of the theory of 
relativity? 
STUDENT: Can’t you ask me something a little less complicated? 
TEACHER: Sure, would you like to recite the alphabet? 
STUDENT: A, B, C, D .... 
TEACHER: ....... 

 
(10) (The patient has been experiencing massive headaches. After having 

done some scans, the patient comes to see his doctor with his 
results.) 
DOCTOR (looking at the scans): OK, let’s see what we have here... 
All right... Mhm. I see. So, I believe we won’t be seeing much of 
each other anymore...  
PATIENT: ...... 

 
The participants were instructed to guess the possible implications of 

the misinterpretation and try to imagine what the worst conceivable 
consequences would be. Based on this, they were to write the scenarios for 
these stories and prepare to act them out in front of the entire group. The 
workshop ended after the participants performed their sketches. The aim 
of this activity was to wrap up the workshop and examine the students’ 
overall comprehension of conversational implicatures. A production task 
was regarded as best suited, as it would require the student’s overall 
involvement. 

 
3.3.2. The survey 

 
The second part of the research was conducted through the 

administration of a brief questionnaire which explored the participants’ 
attitudes toward and opinions on the applicability of conversational 
implicatures in foreign language classes, along with their general 
familiarity with the pragmatic aspect of communication and its 
significance in intercultural interaction. The value of the survey lies in the 
fact that it addresses the question of students’ choices and attitudes and 
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how these largely affect their motivation in classroom, which was raised 
by several scholars (Bardovi-Harlig 1996; Ishihara 2010). 

The questionnaire was constructed in English and consisted of eight 
closed-ended questions, six of them presenting Likert scales of attitudes 
and two requiring ranking of answer options. The questions investigated if 
participants had prior knowledge of conversational implicature, the level 
of agreement with claims regarding their view on the importance of 
implicature for the understanding of the speaker’s intended meaning, the 
role of culture and context, the effectiveness of the workshop in terms of 
implicature explanation, the introduction of conversational implicatures 
into foreign language teaching and raising the awareness of culture and 
context-dependency of conversational implicatures. The participants were 
also asked to rank the listed teaching methods with respect to their 
effectiveness. Finally, the participants were given the chance to freely 
comment on the workshop (see Appendix 1). 

4. Findings 

In this part we will first present the results which we obtained from a 
structured observation of the implementation of the workshop, 
participants’ responses and their classroom activity. After that, we will 
provide a quantitative analysis of the responses to the questionnaire which 
we administered afterwards. 

In the opening activity the students were to discover the implied 
meaning of the answers from the short dialogues. They solved the task 
very successfully and were able to detect the meaning conveyed. This 
might be due to the fact that the dialogues were simple, short and that 
there were no cultural peculiarities. However, there was one dialogue that 
they were not quite certain about: 

 
(11) Q: Would you like some pizza? 
 A: Do birds fly? 
 
When discussing the answers and how they had reached them, the 

participants noted that they were not sure whether the interlocutor wanted 
pizza or not, since it was not clear how precise and specific he/she was. 
With other dialogues like the following: 

 
(12) Q: Has Mark arrived yet?        

A: His car is here. 
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they were able to distinguish immediately whether the answer was positive 
or negative. 

Together we examined the information they relied on and the clues 
which yielded the correct answers. The participants pointed out that they 
had made use of their knowledge of the world and human behaviour in 
particular situations in order to construct the meaning which was not 
directly expressed. These conclusions were helpful in solving the 
following task where the participants derived a meta-linguistic definition 
of conversational implicature by using the template given to them. All of 
the participants accomplished the task quite easily: 

 
(13) When speaking to other people, we often imply ideas that we do not 

express directly, but rather indirectly. These expressions are called 
conversational implicatures. What helps the hearers to understand 
them is their knowledge about the context, culture and shared 
common knowledge.  

 
This suggests that students feel more comfortable when doing explicitly 
formulated tasks as opposed to those that are more abstract and implicit, 
maybe because this is what they usually encounter in contemporary 
teaching materials. 

The next activity dealt with the context in which conversational 
implicatures are employed and interpreted. This proved to be the most 
difficult task for our students; they had trouble detecting which 
implicatures were successfully used and explaining how the interlocutors 
interpreted these implicatures in the given conversations. With the 
excerpts where the interlocutors were both pragmatically competent and, 
more important, willing to cooperate; e.g.:  

 
(14) CARLA: Hey, Dr. Cox, you wanna put in for some lottery tickets? 

DR. COX: O gosh, Carla! I would, I really would! But you see, I 
already set fire to a big pile of money just this morning. 
CARLA: Hey, we have the same chance of winning as anyone else. 

(Scrubs, 2001 – 2010) 
 

they were eventually able to identify and interpret the conversational 
implicatures. However, in cases where the communication background 
was more complex and the interlocutors repeatedly failed to comply with 
the Cooperative Principle, the majority were not able to reach the solution: 
 

(15) CUDDY: I was expecting you in my office 20 minutes ago.  
HOUSE: Really? Well, that’s odd, because I had no intention of being 
in your office 20 minutes ago.  
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CUDDY: You think we have nothing to talk about?  
HOUSE: No, just that I can’t think of anything that I’d be interested 
in. 

 (House M.D., 2004 – 2012) 
 

The reason for students’ difficulties might be that complex 
conversational implicatures including multiple violations of the Maxims 
are often the most difficult to process and understand (Blight 2002) as well 
as the fact that students are rarely exposed to real communicative contexts 
in their learning materials. We facilitated their decoding process by 
providing additional input on the communicative environment, the 
characters’ traits and relationships, as well as on the plot and genre of the 
television series. Also, we encouraged more intensive group work and peer 
support.  

The activity which followed seemed to be much easier for our 
participants. When working on the text, they were perfectly capable of 
identifying the conversational implicatures. However, they required more 
detailed clarification for some of the expressions, like Xerox and similar 
ones. They were able to explain how and why the respective 
conversational implicatures are culture-bound probably because they are 
constantly exposed to elements of popular culture in the US through TV 
and the Internet. Furthermore, in the discussion that ensued, they thought 
of many examples of conversational implicatures in Croatian which 
foreigners would not be able to interpret without additional explanations 
being provided. The participants also remarked that the non-verbal aspect 
of communication might alter the interpretation of conversational 
implicatures, as well as that the use of implicatures is dependent on the 
interpersonal relationships of the interlocutors. 

The final activity drew on all the previously addressed issues and gave 
the participants a chance to express themselves creatively. In pairs, they 
assumed the roles of the characters assigned to them and wrote and later 
performed the possible endings of the dialogues. They were able to 
anticipate the probable misinterpretations and possible consequences 
(wrong haircuts or food orders, heated arguments, fights, etc.), but did not 
always think of the worst imaginable scenarios. When writing the dialogue 
sequences, they also produced new conversational implicatures. Most of 
the sketches were humorous, so it was evidently enjoyable for the 
participants to both perform and view them. This supports the idea that 
activities such as role-plays help personalize the language and have a great 
impact on increasing students’ motivation, which might be the reason why 
students performed successfully in such a complicated task. Furthermore, 
such activities “can potentially train a new L2 speaker to perform better in 
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L2 in difficult conditions, for example, when under pressure or when 
being observed” (Babayants 2011, 96). 

Due to space limitations, in what follows we will present only the 
crucial and most interesting findings of the survey as relevant to the 
following discussion. The other part of the research findings comprises the 
quantitative analysis of the answers elicited through the questionnaire.  

In one of the questions, the participants were asked to express the level 
of agreement with the statement Being able to interpret conversational 
implicatures is important for understanding the speaker’s intended 
meaning. As presented in Figure 1, the vast majority of participants agreed 
and strongly agreed with the statement, while 20% them neither disagreed 
nor agreed. 

 

 
 
FIGURE 1. Responses to the prompt “Being able to interpret conversational 
implicatures is important for understanding the speaker’s intended meaning.” 

 
In one of the next questions, the participants ranked the skills that 

improve the most as a result of being familiar with conversational 
implicatures. Overall language proficiency and Maintaining satisfying 
social relations with others were the highest ranked answers and Learning 
about other cultures the lowest ranked answer (Figure 2).  
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FIGURE 2. Responses to the prompt “Being familiar with conversational 
implicatures improves one’s skills in:” 
 

The following questions explored the students’ impressions of the 
workshop. First of all, we wanted to know if the workshop was helpful in 
fostering understanding the phenomenon of conversational implicature. As 
evident from Figure 3, most of the students agreed (55%) or strongly 
agreed (25%) on this point, 10% of them neither disagreed nor agreed, 
while 5% of them disagreed and the 5% strongly disagreed. 

 

 
 
FIGURE 3. Responses to the prompt “The workshop activities have helped me to 
understand the phenomenon of conversational implicature.” 

 
Moreover, 20% of the participants strongly agreed and 70% of them 

agreed with the statement The assignments raised my awareness of 
culture- and context-dependent use of conversational implicatures. The 
last two questions were related to the introduction and applicability of 
conversational implicatures in foreign language classes. Firstly, the great 
majority expressed a positive attitude (80% agreed and 10% strongly 
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agreed; 10% neither disagreed nor agreed) towards the claim Conversational 
implicatures should be introduced into foreign language teaching.  

 

 
 
FIGURE 4. Responses to the prompt “Conversational implicatures should be 
introduced into foreign language teaching.” 

 
Secondly, they ranked the teaching approaches listed with respect to 

their effectiveness as presented in Figure 5. None of the participants 
provided their own suggestions for other teaching approaches.  

 

 
 
FIGURE 5. Replies to the query “Which strategies and methods would be the most 
effective in teaching conversational implicatures?” 

5. Discussion 

In what follows we will discuss the general implications of the findings 
with respect to previous studies (see Section 2). The observation of 
students’ responses and the input they provided when solving the tasks 
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suggests the effectiveness of explicit instruction, which is consistent with 
the findings of previous studies (e.g., Bouton 1994; Rose and Ng 2001; 
Ngyuen, Pham and Pham 2012). Also, it was observed that students 
responded well to explicit guidance and elaborate discussions before and 
after the activities. 

It is interesting to note that following only one teaching session, the 
participants were able to identify, explain and produce simple forms of 
conversation implicatures in L2. Moreover, they were able to relate this 
pragmatic target to examples from their L1. Finding similarities and 
differences facilitated the correct interpretation of conversational 
implicatures. It is evident that the group benefited from receiving meta-
pragmatic explanation which was helpful for the understanding of the 
sociopragmatic features (Ngyuen, Pham and Pham 2012) of the use of 
conversational implicatures. Paying heed to the participants’ low 
metalinguistic knowledge, we avoided introducing Grice’s Cooperative 
Principle, but the simple working definition which was provided 
nevertheless enabled them to disclose the reasoning process underlying the 
use of conversational implicature.  

A few of the activities assigned included materials with authentic 
language written by native speakers, which served the participants not 
only as an optimal input of the forms taught (Bardovi-Harling 1996), but 
also as a valuable source of sociopragmatic information and a vehicle for 
developing cross-cultural language competencies (Yates 2004). 
Furthermore, we used the excerpts from popular televisions series, which 
the majority of participants were familiar with, in order to underline that 
conversational implicature, and pragmalinguistic phenomena in general, 
do not only appear in classroom-based environment, but are an integral 
part of everyday communication in every speech community. Also, the 
contents of the teaching materials, which are usually associated with 
leisure time and entertainment, rather than with formal education and 
commonly used textbook, may have encouraged communicative practices 
beneficial for pragmatic development (Kasper 1997). 

However, some difficulties in the implementation arose, primarily in 
the third activity, which dealt with misused conversational implicatures. 
This suggests that the recognition and correct interpretation of these was 
especially challenging for foreign language students in cases of severe 
and/or multiple violations of pragmatic conventions, as in excerpt (12), 
where Dr House intently discards Cuddy’s implicatures about missing 
their appointment and the necessity to discuss problematic issues, but 
rather focuses on the literal meaning of her words. We also noticed that on 
some occasions the students intuitively understood that the interlocutors 
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were misbehaving in the pragmatic sense but could not explain why and 
how exactly: 

 
(16) DR BOB KELSO: Who the hell ate my scone? 

DR COX: That would be me, Bobbo, and it was delicious - my 
compliments to the lady.  
DR BOB KELSO: I made those!  
DR COX: I know!  

(Scrubs, 2001 – 2010) 
 
These uncertainties were expected, since studies on classroom 

procedures for providing instruction in conversational implicature warn 
the reader that the ambiguity of implicatures and variety of possible 
interpretations might pose difficulties for learners (Blight 2002).  

In such cases, recasts or explicit corrections are deemed successful in 
helping students to notice the wrong forms (Ngyuen, Pham and Pham 
2012). However, in the majority of cases we made an effort to 
contextualise dialogues in detail, providing extra information on the 
communication environment in which the dialogues took place. This 
enabled the students to be more successful at recognising the motivation 
behind the characters’ pragmatic choices. Also, we encouraged all forms 
of group work, since it not only provided peer support which facilitated 
the assignment solving but also enabled the students to negotiate the 
possible meaning and, under conditions of increased naturalness of 
communication (Bardovi-Harlig and Griffin 2005), to practise and develop 
their interactional competencies (Young 2011). 

Throughout the entire workshop, emphasis was placed on the 
participants’ active participation and engagement; activities were task-
oriented and the discussions which ensued heuristically moderated. The 
workshop method and student-centred activities served to overcome the 
shortcomings of a teacher-fronted classroom (see Kasper 1997), which is 
characterised as an impoverished learning environment in terms of 
acquiring pragmatic competencies. A shift in the power dynamics in 
teacher-student relationship created the space for a more symmetrical 
discourse, allowing students to practise conversational management and 
employ a larger diversity of communicative acts. We aimed to create what 
Kasper (1997) calls learning opportunities, where the students were able 
to develop their pragmatic competence in general, that is become aware of 
the pragmatic dimension of the language use, in their mother tongue, as 
well as in the foreign languages.  

The survey in the final phase was a very important part of our research. 
In the majority of previous empirical studies in the field of pragmatics, the 



Conversational Implicatures in the Croatian EFL Classroom 

 

537 

researchers used the input from participants to draw conclusions on their 
abilities, to analyse the effectiveness of the particular pedagogical 
approaches which were adopted and give practice-informed 
recommendations for classroom implementation. However, the learners 
are rarely directly included in the process of making those 
recommendations or consulted on the matters of learning pragmatics, 
although some scholars raise the question of students’ motivation to learn 
L2 pragmatics and value their own pragmatic development (e.g., Ishihara 
2010; Bardovi-Harlig 1996). Therefore, in addition to obtaining feedback 
on our workshop, we were interested in learning what the participants’ 
impressions were after their first encounter with explicit instruction in 
pragmatics. The results of the questionnaire analysis certainly indicated an 
increased level of pragmatic awareness in the foreign language acquisition 
and use. With regard to attitudes toward being taught pragmatics, the 
majority of the participants showed that they recognised the importance of 
being familiar with conversational implicatures and understanding their 
context- and culture-dependent use. Also, they regarded it as efficient in 
improving one’s overall language proficiency and establishing agreeable 
relations with others.  

Overall, most of the participants evaluated the workshop activities as 
helpful in understanding the phenomenon of conversational implicatures, 
which provides evidence in support of the effectiveness of the active 
learning strategies and the explicit approach we applied. Furthermore, it is 
encouraging that there was a positive attitude towards the introduction of 
conversational implicatures in foreign language teaching, even if based on 
a single workshop session. Among the preferred teaching approaches, the 
participants rated as the highest the context-based approach, relying on 
literature, films and pop-culture as a learning environment/medium, and 
the communication-based approach. Such answers could be related to 
Young’s (2011) description of the pragmatics of interaction.  

6. Conclusion 

The theoretical and practical aspects of second language acquisition 
have been of interest to many scholars worldwide; Croatian linguists, 
however, have not yet given much attention to the pragmatic segment of 
this field. For this reason, some of the findings and conclusions in our 
paper are largely speculative and leave a number of research questions 
open. However, we successfully addressed a few research issues.  

Firstly, we implemented a student-centred instruction procedure for 
introducing conversational implicatures. The student-centred approach, as 
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evident from the participants’ activity and motivation provided a 
favourable context for the successful implementation of the workshop. The 
students’ reactions drew attention to the more challenging aspects of this 
topic. 

Secondly, the analysis of the students’ responsiveness and feedback 
during the workshop offered a valuable insight into the choices teachers 
make and ought to make when designing and using different teaching 
materials and activities. Furthermore, it confirmed the effectiveness of 
explicit methods in teaching pragmatics. 

Thirdly, the answers collected through the administration of the 
evaluation questionnaire indicated the students’ positive attitudes towards 
the introduction of pragmatics-related assignments into foreign language 
classes and the use of an active, communication-based approach. The 
students are rarely consulted when creating new curricula, but such 
findings, although preliminary, definitely suggest the necessity to explore 
the possibilities of a more extensive introduction of pragmalinguistic 
contents into foreign language teaching, even if only for experimental 
purposes.  

Some contextual factors posed limitations to the study. This was a 
small-scale, one-session study, conducted with a rather homogeneous 
group of participants, that is, not a broadly representative sample, which 
would limit the possibilities for sweeping generalisations of our findings. 
Also there were some external factors (e.g., time of the day, fatigue) which 
may have influenced the students’ performance in the workshop. In 
designing further studies, we would suggest research on larger, more 
heterogeneous samples of participants or different homogenous groups for 
comparison purposes (pre- and post-tests). Some further research issues 
include the application of various teaching methods and their comparison 
and analysis, an investigation of the factors that influence students’ 
motivation for engaging in pragmalinguistic activities, and comparison of 
the explicit and implicit approach in a workshop environment. 
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Appendix 1 
 

Questionnaire on the use of conversational implicatures 
 
By completing this questionnaire you are taking part in a research conducted for 
the conference “Pragmatics on the go – Teaching and learning about pragmatics: 
principles, methods and practices.” Please, answer truthfully, the survey is 
anonymous and your responses will be used for research purposes only. Thank you 
for your time!  
 
Please, indicate the level of agreement with the following statements.  
 

1. I have already heard/learned before about conversational implicatures. 
 
1. strongly disagree 
2. disagree     
3. neither disagree nor agree    
4. agree   
5. strongly agree 
 

2. Being able to interpret conversational implicatures is important for 
understanding the speaker’s intended meaning. 

 
1. strongly disagree  
2. disagree     
3. neither disagree nor agree    
4. agree   
5. strongly agree 
 

3. Cultural context is important for the correct interpretation of 
conversational implicatures. 

 
1. strongly disagree  
2. disagree     
3. neither disagree nor agree    
4. agree   
5. strongly agree 
 

4. Being familiar with conversational implicatures improves one’s skills in 
(write numbers 1-4 next to the answers, so that (1) is the least and (4) the 
most important answer): 

 
a) overall language proficiency____   
b) maintaining satisfying social relations with others____ 
c) translation____     
d) learning about other cultures_____ 
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5. The workshop activities helped me to understand the phenomenon of 
conversational implicature. 

 
1.strongly disagree  
2. disagree     
3. neither disagree nor agree    
4. agree   
5. strongly agree 
 

6. The assignments raised my awareness of culture- and context-dependent 
use of conversational implicatures.  

 
1.strongly disagree  
2. disagree     
3. neither disagree nor agree    
4. agree   
5. strongly agree 
 

7. Conversational implicatures should be introduced into foreign language 
teaching. 

 
1. strongly disagree  
2. disagree     
3.neither disagree nor agree    
4. agree  
5. strongly agree 
 

8. Which strategies and methods would be the most effective in teaching 
conversational implicatures?  

(Answer only in case you circled 4 or 5 in the previous question, write numbers 1 - 
4 next to the answers, so that (1) is the least and (4) the most effective approach) 
 
a) theory based approach____   
b) non-instructional, communication based approach____ 
c) context based approach (literature, films…)____   
d) other: __________________________  _____ 
 
  
Comments: 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
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Notes
 

 
1 The discussion partially encompassed the inferring process as well, but it was not 
overtly introduced in order to maintain the focus on implicatures. 
2 The reason for this was that several authors (O’Sullivan 1994, Fantini 1997, 
Tomalin and Stempelski 1993, Bennett 1997) highlight the importance of activities 
that raise cultural awareness by exploring social, political, historical and 
institutional circumstances, while at the same time boosting learners’ interest for 
both language and culture (Young 1997). 




