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ABSTRACT 

This study explores the role of proverbs and sayings in 

enhancing pragmatic competence among English language 

learners. Pragmatic competence, the ability to use language 

effectively in context, is crucial for achieving 

communicative proficiency. Proverbs and sayings, with 

their rich cultural and contextual implications, provide an 

effective means of teaching pragmatics. This paper 

examines the integration of these linguistic elements into 

language instruction and their impact on learners' 

pragmatic skills. Through a review of existing literature and 

empirical evidence, we argue that incorporating proverbs 

and sayings into language curricula can significantly 

improve learners' pragmatic competence, fostering better 

understanding and usage of English in diverse 

communicative situations. 
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Pragmatic competence, defined as the ability to use language 

appropriately in various social contexts, is a crucial 

component of communicative proficiency. It encompasses 

understanding implicature, managing speech acts, and 

adhering to sociocultural norms. For English language 

learners (ELLs), achieving pragmatic competence is often 

challenging due to the inherent cultural and contextual 

nuances embedded in language use (Kasper & Rose, 2002). 

This paper investigates the potential of proverbs and sayings 

as pedagogical tools to enhance pragmatic competence 

among ELLs, proposing that these elements serve as 

windows into the cultural and social fabric of language. 

Proverbs and sayings, succinct expressions of wisdom and 

societal norms, encapsulate rich cultural heritage and 

practical life lessons (Norrick, 1985). They offer learners a 

unique opportunity to engage with the subtleties of language 

use, thereby enhancing their pragmatic awareness. This 

study aims to elucidate how the integration of proverbs and 

sayings into language instruction can facilitate the 

development of pragmatic competence, ultimately 

contributing to more effective and culturally informed 

communication. 

Literature Review 

The importance of pragmatic competence in second language 

acquisition (SLA) has been extensively documented. Kasper 

and Rose (2002) highlight that pragmatic competence 

involves not only the knowledge of linguistic forms but also 

the ability to interpret and produce language in contextually 

appropriate ways. Taguchi (2011) underscores that ELLs 

often exhibit proficiency in grammar and vocabulary but 

struggle with pragmatic aspects, leading to communication 

breakdowns. 

Proverbs and sayings, by their nature, encapsulate implicit 

cultural knowledge and societal values (Hinkel, 1997). They 

are integral to understanding the pragmatics of a language, 

offering insights into the social norms and expectations of a 

speech community (Littlemore & Low, 2006). Furthermore, 

the use of proverbs and sayings in language teaching has 

been suggested to enhance learners' pragmatic competence 

by providing authentic and context-rich language input 

(Byram, 1997). 

Methodology 

A mixed-methods approach was adopted to investigate the 

impact of proverbs and sayings on ELLs' pragmatic 

competence. Participants were 60 intermediate-level ELLs 

enrolled in an intensive English program at a major 

university. The study employed a pre-test and post-test 

design, supplemented by qualitative data from learner 

interviews and classroom observations. 

Pre-test and Post-test Design: Learners' pragmatic 

competence was assessed using a battery of role-play 

scenarios and discourse completion tasks (DCTs) designed to 

elicit various speech acts such as requests, apologies, and 

refusals. These tasks were administered before and after a 

six-week instructional intervention focusing on proverbs and 

sayings.  

Table 1: Pre-test and Post-test Scores for Pragmatic 

Competence 

Speech Act 

Pre-test 

Mean 

Score 

Post-test 

Mean 

Score 

Improvement 

(%) 

Requests 2.5 4.1 64% 

Apologies 2.8 4.5 61% 

Refusals 2.3 4.0 74% 

Compliments 2.9 4.3 48% 

Suggestions 2.6 4.2 62% 

Instructional Intervention:  

The intervention consisted of weekly sessions where 

learners were introduced to selected proverbs and sayings. 

Each session included contextual analysis, discussions on 

cultural implications, and practical application activities. 

Learners engaged in role-plays and DCTs that required the 

use of proverbs and sayings in appropriate contexts. 

Qualitative Data:  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a subset of 

20 learners to gain insights into their experiences and 
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perceptions. Classroom observations provided additional 

data on learner engagement and instructional effectiveness. 

Results 

The quantitative analysis revealed a significant improvement 

in learners' pragmatic competence following the 

intervention. Paired t-tests indicated a marked increase in 

post-test scores across all measured speech acts (p < 0.01). 

Learners demonstrated a better understanding of the 

appropriate use of proverbs and sayings, as well as an 

enhanced ability to navigate various communicative 

contexts. For example, learners were better able to use the 

proverb "actions speak louder than words" in situations 

requiring the conveyance of sincerity and intent through 

actions rather than verbal promises. Similarly, the saying 

"the early bird catches the worm" was effectively utilized in 

contexts emphasizing the importance of promptness and 

proactivity. 

Qualitative data from interviews corroborated these 

findings. Learners reported increased confidence in using 

English pragmatically and a deeper appreciation for the 

cultural nuances embedded in language. They also noted that 

the proverbs and sayings helped them understand the 

underlying social norms and expectations of English-

speaking communities. 

Discussion 

The findings of this study suggest that proverbs and sayings 

are powerful tools for enhancing pragmatic competence 

among ELLs. These linguistic elements provide rich, 

contextually embedded language input that facilitates the 

acquisition of pragmatic norms and conventions. The 

cultural wisdom encapsulated in proverbs and sayings also 

fosters intercultural communicative competence, enabling 

learners to engage more effectively with speakers from 

different cultural backgrounds (Byram, 1997). 

Incorporating proverbs and sayings into language 

instruction requires careful pedagogical planning. Teachers 

should provide explicit explanations of meanings and 

contexts, facilitate discussions on cultural implications, and 

design activities that encourage practical application. Such 

an approach not only improves pragmatic skills but also 

enriches learners' overall language experience. 

Pedagogical Strategies 

To effectively incorporate proverbs and sayings into 

language instruction, several strategies can be employed: 

1. Contextual Analysis: Encourage learners to analyze the 

context in which a proverb or saying is used. For 

instance, discussing the contexts in which "a penny 

saved is a penny earned" might be appropriate helps 

learners understand its pragmatic use in advocating for 

frugality. 

2. Role-Play Activities: Use role-plays to simulate real-life 

situations where proverbs and sayings might be used. 

For example, learners can practice using "when in Rome, 

do as the Romans do" in scenarios involving cultural 

adaptation and behavior adjustment. 

3. Discussion and Reflection: Facilitate group discussions 

on the cultural and pragmatic implications of different 

proverbs and sayings. Reflecting on how these 

expressions are used in learners' native languages can 

also provide valuable comparative insights. 

4. Integration with Other Skills: Combine the teaching of 

proverbs and sayings with other language skills. For 

instance, reading comprehension exercises can include 

texts rich in proverbs, followed by activities that explore 

their meanings and uses. 

Conclusion 

This study underscores the significance of proverbs and 

sayings in enhancing pragmatic competence among English 

language learners. The integration of these elements into 

language curricula offers a practical and culturally enriching 

method for teaching pragmatics. By fostering a deeper 

understanding of cultural and contextual nuances, proverbs 

and sayings contribute to more effective and culturally 

informed communication. Future research should explore 

the long-term effects of this approach and its applicability 

across different proficiency levels and cultural contexts. 
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