
 
 

 

 

 
So, what you’re 

saying is …? 
 

 
 
A study of year 9 students’ attitudes towards and perceived 

knowledge of communicative competence 
 
 
 

 COURSE: English for Subject Teachers, 61-90 credits. Individual Project (15 credits) 

PROGRAMME: Ämneslärarprogrammet 

AUTHOR: Daniel Sandström 

SUPERVISOR: Annika Denke 

EXAMINER: Julia Forsberg 

TERM: Autumn 2018 



2 
 

ABSTRACT 

Swedes’ proficiency in English is often high up in the world rankings among the countries 

in which English is an L21. Learners of English are routinely tested in the Swedish school 

system, using standardized national tests to measure how well students are doing 

nationwide, whilst also providing teachers with sometimes essential assistance in grading 

students’ language skills. At the end of year 9, students should have developed “all-round 

communicative skills”. But how do we determine what having “all-round communicative 

skills” constitutes? What are learners’ attitudes towards and perception of what they learn, 

how they learn it and their own present ability? What are some areas in which they believe 

they can improve the most, and is there a preferred way to learn a specific skill? Is 

communicative competence even focused on in the classroom, and if it is – how and how 

often? The purpose of this study is threefold: to identify how communicatively competent 

students in year 9 consider themselves in comparison to their peers; how much they believe 

that they work with communicative competence in school; and what they perceive to be 

their weakness and area of communicative competence that could be improved most. 

Secondarily, are there any differences in what is believed to be focused on in class between 

students and teachers? To answer these questions, an overview of the aspects that together 

constitutes being communicatively competent based on relevant previous research will be 

provided. The aims of English as a school subject in Swedish schools are studied in order 

to see what the goals are, according to the curriculum. After collecting data using 

interviews and a questionnaire, results indicate that students are not always aware of when 

and how classroom activities are designed to improve communicative competence. 

Students in general also seemingly have a varying opinion on what areas they have the 

most potential for improvement in. There is thus a disparity between learners’ expectations 

and perception of their own needs, and teachers’ opinions of what requires improvement 

and how learning of communicative skills is best done.  

 

Keywords: Communicative competence, second language learning, pragmatic awareness, 

teaching focus, learner perception, lower secondary school language teaching 

                                                      
1 In the writing process, a decision was made to call English an L2 and not a FL throughout the study, since 
they are still trying to learn another language than their L1 in either case (Yule, 2014, p. 187). 
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1. Introduction 

If you were born and raised in Sweden, not encountering the English language is not an 

option. English is a mandatory part of the Swedish school system and is emphasized 

enough to also be considered one of the core subjects all through the compulsory school 

years, as well as during upper secondary school.  

Being a student in Sweden means that one’s English proficiency is routinely tested 

through different forms of examinations, using both regular examination and large-scale 

national tests. The goals of the national tests are not to guarantee grammatical perfection 

among students, but rather to assess their ability to communicate in a satisfactory manner 

using English, knowing what, when and how to use language and their communicative 

competence as well as assisting teachers make a fair assessment for the final grade 

(Skolverket, 2018C, p. 1). 

For Swedish students, it is not uncommon to encounter prejudice when it comes to their 

proficiency in the English language. Often, you are assumed to have a great command of 

a language that is not your mother tongue, and you are expected to be able to 

communicate in it fluently.  

In order to partake in communication, it is desirable that all everyone involved can 

understand each other. In order to do so, all parties communicating are required to have a 

satisfactory communicative competence for the interaction to run smoothly. Crystal 

(2003, pp. 27-28) claims that it should be focused on heavily in schools in the now 

rapidly growing global market. My own experience indicates to me, however, that oral 

communicative competence is not always a focal point in learning, and that concepts 

pertaining to communicative competence, such as pragmatics or discourse knowledge are 

not always given room in English language teaching. Considering that these skills are not 

always focused on, when it is such an important part of learning a new language that 

should run through all language learning, indicates that there may be a fundamental 

disparity between what is important for being communicatively competent and what is 

being taught to learners.   

Therefore, to investigate whether this is the case, the focus of this study is what year 9 

learners of English consider important aspects of oral communicative competence and 

how they best learn it. Data has been gathered with the help of a questionnaire in order to 
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get a sample of learner’s views of their overall language skills, as well as their current 

communicative competence and pragmatic knowledge.  

Further, my hope is that this study will show how well students are able to use their 

knowledge to understand underlying meaning in communicative situations where they 

are expected to use English, as opposed to their L1.  

 

1.1 Aim & Research Questions 

This study aims to investigate the perceived knowledge about and attitudes towards oral 

communicative competence amongst learners of English in a year 9 class. A secondary 

aim is to investigate how their views on communicative competence and how they think 

they can improve it contrasts with teachers’ intentions in classroom situations. To 

investigate this, the following two research questions will be addressed: 

1. How much time is devoted to oral communicative competence and how do 

learners think that they best improve their language skills?     

2. To what degree do year 9 learners of English consider that they are 

communicatively competent and what areas do they feel a need to improve in? 

 

2. Background 

The background for this study is divided into three different parts, the first one being a 

description of communicative competence and pragmatics, as these are central concepts 

to this study. Following this section, there is an introduction to linguistics and what it 

does to learners’ discourse knowledge and ability to use the language, as well as an 

introduction to how English is worked with in the Swedish schools, specifically in year 9.  

 

2.1 Communicative competence & Pragmatics 

Dell Hymes (1972, in Mesthrie et al, 2009, p. 5) coined the term ‘communicative 

competence’ to describe the ability to adapt one’s language depending on in what setting 

it is used. This ability is characterized by more than just sentence production and 

adaptation of language, and is of importance when it comes to strategically manoeuvring 
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situations in which there are communication issues (Skolverket, 2018B, p. 9)2. 

Communicative competence allows an understanding of when it is appropriate to speak, 

what is appropriate to say and how to convey meaning in more than verbal form. How to 

categorize the factors of communicative competence is not entirely clear, but the focal 

points and definitions all ultimately pertain to the same ability. 

Meyerhoff (2006, p. 96) claims that there are three individual factors that together 

constitute communicative competence, sociolinguistic, grammatical and pragmatic 

competence. Together, these skills shape how communicatively competent a speaker of a 

language is perceived to be by whomever they are communicating with. Sociolinguistic 

competence focuses on the ability to use the correct amount and type of speech for a 

specific situation, pertaining to both grammar and prestige. Kasper & Rose, (2002. p, 3) 

claims that this flexibility is also limited to a varying degree and must be worked out and 

practiced individually, and that learners’ social status heavily impacts their perception of 

how to communicate in any given context (Chang 2011, p. 797). Grammatical 

competence is concerned with having the required lexical and syntactic knowledge to 

appropriately engage in communication (Meyerhoff, pp. 96-97). Finally, pragmatic 

competence is concerned with a speaker’s knowledge of what is required, expected, 

appropriate or inappropriate to infer and utter in any given communication (Bardovi-

Harlig & Mahan-Taylor, 2003, p. 1), as well as defining an individual’s ability to 

comprehend intention in speech acts, regardless of what is being communicated 

(Meyerhoff, p. 97). CEFR also involves the cognitive ability to memorize what 

terminology is appropriate to use in different contexts (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 13). 

Conceptually similar, but dissimilar to how Meyerhoff formulates the definition of 

communicative competence, the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages (CEFR) defines communicative competence as a comprisal of the following 

three components: linguistics, sociolinguistics and pragmatics. Linguistic competence 

consists of lexical, phonological and syntactic knowledge combined with how well a 

speaker understands the systematic structure of the language. Sociolinguistic competence 

refers to an understanding of social and linguistic norms and how language is used 

differently and carries different meanings on an individualized basis. Pragmatic 

                                                      
2 Author’s translation: “Sometimes situations occur in which you are trying to convey a message, but 
struggle to do so. […] Then you must be able to compensate this by rephrasing, using synonyms, asking 
questions or body language. […] The purpose of teaching English is to give students the tools with which 
they can conquer these obstacles in communication.” (Skolverket, 2018B, p. 9) 
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competence, according to CEFR, concerns itself with the day-to-day use of a language, 

where mastery of cohesion, discourse and coherence define whether a speaker is capable 

of satisfactorily partaking in a discussion or not, understanding not only how what they 

themselves say can be received, but are also capable of interpreting information given in 

a correct way. 

An example of pragmatic competence can be found in Schenk (2017), where the author 

has identified and discusses the fact that Korean students, over many years, have been 

achieving top rankings in PISA but are nonetheless failing to maintain rudimentary 

conversations in English. This disparity is due to the Korean school system’s immense 

focus on being correct in form and putting emphasis on grammar drills and word 

formation, while disregarding the practice of actual communicative skills. Schenk claims 

that this leads to Koreans being well-spoken in very few and select fields, but at the same 

time being incapable of continuing the conversation if it escalates outside of rudimentary 

topics. Niederhauser (2012, in Schenk 2017, p. 131) that point to an understanding of the 

vocabulary and grammatical structures that build the English language among Koreans, 

but a lack of the discourse knowledge required to put it to use.  

In any communicative context, there is always more being communicated than what is 

audible or visible to the recipient. The words or phrases used shape how widely or 

narrowly something should be understood, but they are inherently only shells which carry 

different and more information than can be seen if taken only at face value. Pragmatics is 

the study of speaker meaning, which aims to interpret what a speaker attempts to 

communicate in a particular context and situation of use. Any utterance made carries 

initial meaning on the speaker/writer’s behalf but requires contextual knowledge on the 

recipient’s end to make sense (Yule, 1996, p. 3). This contextual understanding comes 

from development of language tools to analyse communication to make appropriate 

generalizations (Eslami-Rasekh, 2005, p. 200). Pragmatics also concerns itself with the 

circumstantial information that is included in an utterance and how it can be used by a 

listener or reader to derive inferences regarding what the speaker is attempting to 

communicate.  

Pragmatics, being part of the larger concept of communicative competence, is a complex 

system of non-verbal communication present in any communicative context. It is one of 

the primary areas, where communicators learn to appropriate language, that can be used 
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to gauge a language user’s communicative competence. Pragmatics, which is only 

realized through human interaction, is much more subjective than for example syntax and 

semantics. This is because human influence also emotionalizes and individualizes what is 

being communicated, as their utterances concern themselves with more than factually 

correct information or inanimate or otherwise non-changing objects or concepts (Yule, 

1996, p. 4).  

To summarise, communicative competence and pragmatics concerns itself with how well 

users of a language understand when, how and what is appropriate to utter, as well as 

understanding what is being communicated to them as well. Being communicatively and 

pragmatically competent will allow users of a language to communicate with others 

without strain for either party. 

2.2 Teaching & Learning Linguistics 

Being able to understand one another is a key factor in communication. Therefore, 

pursuing overall communicative competence in language learning is important. For this 

reason, it is important that you learn to apply the knowledge you gather to different 

situations during the learning process. Digital tools can be a good way to learn 

pragmatics, as it enables surpassing difficulties recreating authentic pragmatic and 

linguistic learning environments as well as providing more tools for learning. (Kaliska 

2018, p. 8).  

Much of the newfound knowledge of linguistics has not yet been implemented in 

schools’ teaching and learning or curricula, according to Cohen (2008, p. 217) and Keng 

Ji (2016). Keng Ji further discusses two approaches to language learning: one of them 

being through words and the structure of the language itself, giving learners theoretical 

knowledge but insufficient discourse knowledge; the other one leaves learners to gather 

discourse knowledge through exposure, whilst often disregarding form, leading to 

learners not understanding when they have made a structural mistake. Keng Ji 

acknowledges that an understanding of linguistics and pragmatics is an important aspect 

of language proficiency, but advocates linguistic concepts being part of schooling 

overall, instead of being a key feature of language teaching (Keng Ji, 2016, p. 1).  

Cohen (2008, p. 2018) claims that linguistic and pragmatic knowledge it is not 

universally required, known or understood by teachers. Denham (2003) argues that there 
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is no point in teaching students about grammar if it is not also contextualized, i.e. made 

clear to the learners how and why a word is suitable in any given context, something 

which would be impossible for a teacher not able to understand it themselves. She argues 

from the standpoint that educators are more often required to understand linguistics, 

whilst still not actually teaching it to language learners (p, 4). Denham goes on to argue 

that it is only when you understand the contextual meaning of a word, that you can move 

on to implementing it in different situations. She also argues that this type of language 

learning will inherently increase students’ willingness to acquire more knowledge in a 

new language, as they show signs of understanding the implementation of it before 

having to focus on how a word is objectively written or pronounced.  

Loosen (2014), discusses the impact of teaching? linguistics and all that it entails in 

school, and also provides examples of her own experiences in teaching an optional 

course of linguistics at upper secondary school level. Loosen claims that linguistics is 

often an unknown area of research to language learners, even though they are familiar 

with some of the concepts that are found within the field. She found that students that 

were actively engaging in or had previously engaged in linguistics courses displayed 

increased motivation to learn the language, as they were now not only faced with how 

language is used, but had a greater understanding of the reasoning behind it (Loosen, p. 

268). The punchline is that students who are exposed to linguistics in classroom 

situations are more reflective about their language use and more enthusiastic about 

furthering their language skills. However, Cohen (p. 220) claims that it may still be 

difficult to learn linguistics and pragmatics in classroom situations as is it difficult to 

recreate an authentic context in which much of what is being communicated is not 

partially or entirely scripted. Furthermore, Rose (2005, p. 392) highlights the difficulty in 

deciding whether a learner learns a concept like pragmatics better via instruction or 

exposure, but has identified that in some cases, pragmatics is considerably easier to 

instructionally teach than to passively accrue via exposure (p. 396).  

What can be taken away from this is that it is difficult to just accrue communicative and 

pragmatic competence without instructed learning. Providing authentic learning 

environments for students can sometimes be difficult, but somewhat alleviated by the use 

of digital tools. So far, communicative and pragmatic competence is too new to have 

made it into syllabi and curricula worldwide and is also sometimes not required to be 

understood by teachers.  
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2.3 English as a subject in Swedish schools 

English is being taught and used in Swedish school environments all throughout the 

compulsory school years (Skolverket, 2018A, pp. 25-41) and is motivated by an ever-

growing globalization (Crystal, 2003, p. xii). Today, English functions as a global lingua 

franca3 (Seidlhofer, 2005, p. 339) Swedish students are surrounded by English daily from 

a very early age and hence have an increasing need to practice and improve their 

communicative skills in English, the closer they get to adolescence and adulthood. 

According to the Swedish National Agency for Education (Skolverket, 2018A, p. 34), 

having knowledge of several languages provides an opportunity to gain an understanding 

of the rest of the world, as well as allows us to participate in political, economic or other 

relevant global affairs internationally.  

The teaching of English in Swedish schools aims to give students the opportunity to 

gather knowledge about the English language as well as develop their capacity for and 

confidence in using the language in diverse contexts (Skolverket, 2018A, p. 34). Students 

are to develop “all-round communicative skills.”, involving understanding spoken and 

written English as well as being able to situationally adapt their use of English as they 

interact with others using both spoken and written language. Schools are to provide 

students with opportunities to develop proficiency in the language and enough 

communicative competence for them to be able to relate experiences and the content 

taught in class to their own personal experiences, knowledge, living conditions and 

interests.  

The Swedish National Agency for Education have also summarized their focal points 

throughout lower secondary school in five bullet points (Skolverket, 2018A, p, 34), two 

of which are the following: Students should develop an ability to 

• Use language strategies to understand and make themselves understood 

• Understand and interpret the content of spoken English and in different types of 

texts 

                                                      
3 “Lingua franca” is a language that is used to communicate between people who have differing first 
languages. (Oxford Dictionaries, 2018-12-19) 
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The expected knowledge of English among students gradually increases the further they 

are into their education, culminating at depending on desired grade, levels representative 

anywhere in-between B1-C2 proficiency (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 24) in the final 

year(s) (2018A, pp. 36-37) of lower secondary school, where a functioning 

communicative capacity is a requirement for a passing grade at the end of the 

compulsory school years (2018A, pp. 39-40).   

 

3. Method & Material 

This section will give an outline as to how the data collection was carried out, 

highlighting not only the procedures and their purpose but also accounting for necessary 

steps that had to be taken when handling the results.  

3.1 Online Questionnaire & Student Group 

The data from English learners for this study was gathered using an online questionnaire4 

that was distributed to students by providing them with a link to it on the whiteboard, 

through a message to all students using the school’s online learners’ platform V-Klass, as 

well as via e-mail. These steps were taken in order to guarantee that all students in the 

group would have a chance to answer the questionnaire, and thus providing as much raw 

data for my analysis as possible. Additionally, students were also allowed and 

encouraged to code-switch into Swedish if it allowed them to answer in a more elaborate 

manner. The questionnaire consisted of eight questions, with the first one being an 

optional question where the students could choose to provide me with personal 

information should they wish to get in touch with me regarding the questionnaire. As the 

first question was not mandatory, the questionnaire will be considered to have seven 

questions for the remainder of the study, with number two on the questionnaire being 

number one, continuing in numerical order all the way to seven.  

The participants in this study were a group of 29 students in year 9, chosen as a collective 

unit in order to minimize potential favouritism that could have been caused by 

approaching a school or teacher asking them for participants. Getting the perspective of 

an entire group was also deemed appropriate to avoid favouritism by using a select group 

                                                      
4 https://sv.surveymonkey.com/r/S69MYZ2 
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of students from many classes. I chose this sample group by contacting schools asking to 

hand out the questionnaire to a full group of students. The reason for this choice was 

twofold: To ensure that there would be no favouritism by the school, where they would 

hand-pick students they felt suitable; to provide representative sample of what can be 

assumed to be representative of a group of year 9 students. In the selection of schools to 

contact, no effort was made to get access to a specific school – the group of students that 

were chosen in the end was the first group that indicated availability.  

The questionnaire was also designed in a way that allowed participants’ identities to 

remain anonymous and all the participants’ identities will remain undisclosed to defend 

the interest of the participants throughout the study (Denscombe, 2010, p. 332). 

Participants were invited to provide more elaborate answers in personal interviews and 

the identities of those that provided extra information in this manner will also remain 

undisclosed in the transcriptions of the conversations. 

Since the students were encouraged to answer in Swedish if it would help them elaborate 

their answers, all answers not already in English were retroactively translated into 

English in as direct a manner as possible. Answers in both Swedish and English have 

also in some cases been grammatically corrected in order to improve readability where 

mistakes that could impact readability were made.  

3.2 Introducing Communicative Competence & Pragmatics  

Prior to answering the questionnaire, students were introduced to the concept of 

communicative competence, pragmatics and relevant terminology in order to facilitate 

their completion of the questionnaire as much as possible. I spent ten minutes explaining 

what constitutes communicative competence in Swedish, as using L1 for cognitively 

demanding activities can support learners in their completion of a task (Storch & 

Wigglesworth, 2003, p. 760). I used Swedish when explaining the concepts and 

terminology (Yuen, 2015, pp. 272-273) to ensure that they would have the best possible 

background knowledge for completing the questionnaire fully. I then went on to present 

them with an example of what someone that is communicatively competent would infer 

from an utterance. While the students were responding to the questionnaire, I also made 

sure to give examples to those that still had questions regarding any of the terminology or 

concepts. Having this type of introduction was done to give students the best possible 
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background knowledge when they answered the questionnaire (Berlin & Hammarström, 

2015, p. 26), which in turn is beneficial for the study. Following my introduction of the 

concept of communicative competence and pragmatics, the students were advised to 

refrain from using terminology that they did not feel comfortable with, as answers with 

less academic terminology are equally valuable to my study. The concepts were also re-

introduced using the questions in the questionnaire, in order to give students guidance as 

to what a question was looking to investigate by opening up for similar concepts on 

earlier questions. Their pragmatic ability was ultimately tested in the final open-ended 

question, in which they were to put their communicative and pragmatic competence to 

the test. 

3.3 Personal interviews 

Following the gathering of data from the questionnaire, interviews were held with two 

teachers teaching English in year 9. Interviews were also offered to all the students that 

answered the questionnaire. However, no students expressed an interest in taking part in 

a more elaborate interview after having completed the questionnaire.   

Both interviews held for this study were recorded and transcribed5 (see appendix B for 

full conversations). All interviews are anonymous to protect the interests of the interview 

subjects (Denscombe, 2010, p. 331). The personal interviews with teachers teaching year 

9 English were semi-structured, meaning that there was no set order, and questions that 

encouraged long, elaborate answers were used. To carry out these interviews, I created a 

list of questions (see Appendix B) from which I chose questions that would provide me 

with relevant information pertaining to communicative competence in the English 

classroom. The questions chosen for each of the interviews were based on the 

participant’s previous answers and did not follow any specific structure, but nevertheless 

ended up being very similar to each other as the interviews progressed.   

The teachers interviewed were one man and one woman, they both had four years of 

experience teaching English and were both roughly 30 years of age. The interviews took 

15-20 minutes each, followed by a few minutes of general discussion in case they felt 

like they had left something unsaid in the interview. The teachers interviewed are not 

                                                      
5 Interview transcription was limited to answers pertaining to communicative competence only, other 
didactic/personal aspects of the conversations remain undisclosed to not compromise the teacher’s or 
students’ integrities. 
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teachers in the group that answered the questionnaire. This decision was made to ensure 

that the teachers would not allow their perception of the class to influence their interview 

answers. 

Because of the difference between a personal interview and responses to a questionnaire, 

the data collected in interviews is partly presented as part of the results to provide a clear 

teacher’s perspective on the matter. Secondarily, answers not necessarily concerned with 

communicative competence were primarily applied to the discussion and conclusion part 

of the study, as the primary focus of the study is the learners’ perspective. For this 

reason, teachers’ answers to how they work with communicative competence in 

classroom situations are also distinctly separated from those of the students.     

 

4. Results  

In this section, the questionnaire results and semi-structured interviews with two teachers 

will be presented. Because of the nature of the questionnaire, the results gathered from it 

will focus primarily on identifying trends in answers, as all questions except two are not 

quantitatively measurable. The results of the questionnaire will be presented individually 

per question. The result is written as a summary of the information gathered, with all 

relevant answers to the questionnaire and to the interviews available in Appendix A & B 

respectively6.  

4.1 Questionnaire Results 

Before introducing the results of the questionnaire, it should be mentioned that the results 

of the twenty-nine (29) answers gathered with the questionnaire are represented in the 

result, excluding a few answers that have been completely excluded from the study due 

to their inappropriate nature. In references to appendix, students will be referred to using 

a letter7. 

In your opinion, is it important to work with communicative competence? Why/Why not? 

The first question of the questionnaire (#2) was met with most answers being positive 

                                                      
6 Questionnaire transcription can be found in Appendix A. Interview transcription is found in Appendix B.   
7 Four (4) specific students are explicitly referenced in the result and in the appendix and will thus be 
referred to as student A, B, C & D. 
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towards and concurring with the importance of working with communicative 

competence. The large majority motivated their willingness to learn and improve their 

communication and communicative competence with wanting to be able to effectively 

communicate using English in a clear and precise manner without ambiguity. One 

student (A) mentioned that they believe that it is important to work with communicative 

competence and to develop their pragmatic competence in order to feel more comfortable 

with when and how to adapt their language in order to be capable of being blunt or 

otherwise bold in an appropriate way for any given context8. Another student (B) 

answered that working with communicative competence is important in order to be able 

to understand how to improve their communication if they are speaking to someone that 

has inferior language skills, so that they are very clear in what they are trying to 

communicate, without coming across as insulting or condescending towards the 

recipient9. One student (C) believed that it is not important to work with communicative 

competence, as they did not see the value in working with something that they believe 

comes naturally10. 

How do you think you work with communicative competence in English Class? 

The second question (#3) in the questionnaire was essentially unanimously met with 

answers involving grammar or vocabulary exercises and watching or listening to native 

speakers’ use of English in order to further their language skills. One of the students 

mentioned that sometimes they discuss how words are used and then practice how to put 

the vocabulary into context in discussions or their own production11. A single student 

mentioned a specific exercise that they found both motivating and helpful in their 

learning12. Five students expressed that they believe that they do little to no work at all to 

improve communicative competence in class.  

In your opinion, please rate your own communicative competence. 

When students were asked to rate their own communicative competence, the majority 

considered themselves to be average or above average (12 each), those students are 

represented in the blue and purple fields respectively. The figure also displays that four 

                                                      
8 Appendix A: A1 – Author’s translation  
9 Appendix A: A2 – Author’s translation  
10 Appendix A: A3 – Author’s translation 
11 Appendix A: A4 – Own translation  
12 Appendix A: A5 – Own correction 
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students consider their ability to be far above average (yellow), that two consider their 

ability to be below average (white) and that none of the students consider their 

communicative competence to be far below average. The frequency of answers is 

visualised in figure 1.  

Figure 1. Students’ answer to how they would rate their communicative competence.  

 

As seen in the figure, an identical number of students that consider themselves to have 

average or above average communicative competence. 

What could you improve on the most to increase your own communicative competence? 

In response to question four (#5), students mention a wide variety of areas that they 

considered their weakest and most needing of improvement, as can be expected in a 

diverse group. Eight (8) of the students answered that they need to improve their 

vocabulary and overall lexical knowledge in order to increase their communicative 

competence. Another eight students mentioned needing to increase their speaking fluency 

and confidence in their own speaking ability, with three of the eight mentioning speech 

rate and structuring of speech as primary areas needing improvement. Two students (2) 

felt they needed to improve in all conceivable areas and skills of English. Three (3) 

students mentioning needing to improve their knowledge and use of slang in their 

English communication, as they felt that being more capable of using and knowing about 

slang and how to use it fluently would improve their communicative competence 

4 far above average

12 above average

12 average

2 below average
0 far below average

Perceived Communicative Competence among learners

Far Above Average Above Average Average Below Average Far below Average
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greatly13. Three students expressed that in order to improve their communicative 

competence they need to improve their use or terminology in situations where there is 

more than one word that can be used.  

In what setting do you feel that you learn best? Why?  

With regard to question five (#6) most students expressed that audio and video were the 

most beneficial sources of learning for them, both in- and outside of classroom situations. 

Five students said they feel that their English proficiency increases the most in listening 

activities and eight students replied that they learn best when using a video source that 

gives them the opportunity to watch the characters’ facial expressions and movements to 

complement the audio. Four students mentioned that it does not matter what type of 

setting they are in, as long as they find the topic they are working with interesting enough 

to learn something from14. Two students responded that they learn best by reading books 

and another two responded that their preferred method of learning is exposing themselves 

to situations in which they are forced to use English15.  

In any utterance, would you say that you are mindful/aware of how it will/can be 

received? 

A majority of the students replied that they do consider themselves mindful of the ways 

in which what they say and how they express themselves can be interpreted by the 

recipient. In figure 2 presented below, the yellow field is representing twenty-six (26) out 

of twenty-nine (29) answers according to which the students consider that they are 

mindful of how their utterance will be received, in contrast to the purple field 

representing four (4) out of twenty-nine (29) students claiming not to be mindful of how 

their utterances can be received, which means that roughly 14% of students in the group 

were not likely to consider how their utterance could be interpreted by the recipient.  

As can be seen in the figure, more than a tenth of the students consider themselves either 

not mindful of or not capable of being mindful of how their utterances can be received by 

the recipient.  

                                                      
13 Appendix A: A6 – Own translation  
14 Appendix A: A7 – Own translation 
15 Appendix A: A8 – Own translation 
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Please describe all the ways that you think “It’s really getting hot in here” can be 

interpreted. 

For the seventh and final question (#8), students replied using very few and very similar 

alternatives, with only a handful of students deviating from the rest. An overwhelming 

majority (21) of students thought that it could only be interpreted as the temperature 

rising in the room, or as nothing at all. Four (4) students suggested the additional 

interpretation of someone in the room being good-looking. Three (3) students provided 

three or more options as to how the utterance could be received, including interpretations 

such as there being an unusual feeling in the room, caused by tension, anxiety or 

frustration, or that someone in the room was getting roasted by one of their peers, 

proclaiming that they had caught a fever or as someone or several people being in love. 

One (1) student (D) replied with five (5) examples, one being the literal meaning of 

getting warmer and the others being: there is a conflict in the room, something exciting is 

happening, someone attractive is entering the room and finally that the one making the 

utterance is requesting a window be opened by their peers16. Finally, seven (7) of the 

students that said that the temperature is rising, also claimed that they were unable to 

think of any other reasonable ways that this utterance could or should be interpreted.  

Summarising the questionnaire results, it shows that students are likely to consider 

themselves average or above average in terms of communicative competence. A majority 

of students are mindful of how their utterances can be interpreted by recipients and slang, 

vocabulary and speech structure were the most common areas in which students wanted 

to improve. Only one student could elaborately show pragmatic competence to the 

example question in the questionnaire, with an additional few showcasing pragmatic to a 

lesser extent.  

4.2 Interview Results 

In this section of the results, the views of the two teachers will be presented. In cases 

where one of the two teachers uttered something particularly interesting or dissimilar to 

their colleague, their utterance will be mentioned as coming from teacher A or B from 

here on. If no specific teacher is mentioned, the opinions expressed were essentially the 

same and should be attributed to both.  

                                                      
16 Appendix A: A9 – Own translation 
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In the two interviews that I conducted the teachers both expressed similar opinions on 

how communicative competence is and should be handled in a school environment. 

Surprisingly, neither of the teachers were very well-versed with the terminology itself, 

but were of course very familiar with the concept and what it entailed17. Both teachers 

had roughly four (4) years of teaching experience, in which they had both focused 

primarily on teaching English and English literature in year 9. However, teacher B also 

has experience teaching home economics, textiles and art18. 

The teachers identified that communicative competence concerns itself with being able to 

communicate in different contexts fluently without encountering major obstacles. They 

were adamant about the fact that communicative competence does not only concern itself 

with oral communication, but rather a mix of everything that constitutes the English 

language. Albeit having good reading comprehension playing a big role, being proficient 

in listening and speaking are equally important19.   

In terms of perceived time spent on communicative competence and how it is best 

learned, students’ and the teachers’ view on the matter differed to some extent. Students 

heavily favoured digital learning via movies or otherwise digitally interactive tools, 

teachers preferred improvised speech and improvised writing in order to improve and 

assess communicative competence20. 

Even though both of the teachers identified similar areas for student improvement in 

terms of being communicatively competent and had an idea on how they would like to 

work to improve it, an  attempt to give students as much choice as possible whilst still 

making sure to use activities that would help students the most were chosen21. Overall, 

they considered their students’ levels of communicative competence to be high, and 

believed that their students were very aware of what types of expectations were put on 

them, as well as how important it is to be communicatively competent. This meant that 

ultimately, even though the teachers had a different opinion on what type of presence 

communicative competence has in the classroom, they also believed that it is worked 

                                                      
17 Appendix B: Teacher A: A2. & Teacher B: A2. 
18 Appendix B: Teacher B: A1. 
19 Appendix B: Teacher A: A2, A6, A7 & Teacher B: A2, A6, A7. 
20 Appendix B: Teacher A: A3 & Teacher B: A3, A7. 
21 Appendix B: Teacher A: A3, A5 & Teacher B: A3, A5 and A7. 
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with in all classroom situations and that it should be the primary assessment criteria when 

grading students22. 

Somewhat similar to the students’ opinions of their own communicative competence, the 

teachers considered the communicative competence of the students graduating year nine 

to be high. Teacher A mentioned that unlike their previous experience teaching in Honk 

Kong, there is a much smaller skill-spectrum in Swedish schools as opposed to other 

schools, where in Sweden the most proficient students were native-like just as in other 

countries with English as an L2 but were also much closer to all of their peers in terms of 

language skill, whereas the least proficient students in other countries would be 

practically non-communicative23. Another difference in opinion of their students’ 

proficiency is highlighted by teacher B who believed that students have a good 

vocabulary, but sometimes fall short when it comes to implementing it into their 

communication24 

Teachers felt like communicative competence runs through all of the classroom 

activities, even though they are often unlikely to label them as such. They indicated that 

they believe communicative competence should play a bigger role, or perhaps even be 

the end-all-be-all form of assessment for language learners. Teacher A indicated that 

Swedish students are much closer in terms of skill than students from other countries 

(China in this example) and both believed that overall the communicative competence in 

year 9 is very high.  

 

5. Discussion 

In this section the results will be discussed, reflecting both the questionnaire and 

interview answers Patterns that have been identified will be discussed, and connected my 

own previous experiences of teaching grade 9 English as well as the literature used for 

this study.    

 

                                                      
22 Appendix B: Teacher A: A7 & Teacher B: A7. 
23 Appendix B: Teacher A: A8.  
24 Appendix B: Teacher B: A6. 
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5.1 The students’ perspective 

First, it is worth noting the positive in that all of the answers, excluding a few containing 

only profanities or otherwise immature answers, were really helpful for this study. 

Looking back at it, what stuck out the most in all of this was the fact that such a large 

proportion of students found that their level of communicative competence was above 

average (16 out of 29), whilst only a minority of students were able to showcase good 

discourse/pragmatic knowledge in this particular example. The fact that most students 

were unable to come up with multiple interpretations, even after being guided through 

what communicative and pragmatic competence is and how it functions stands out to me. 

In my opinion, this can have three explanations: the students lack linguistic or lexical 

competence to attribute meaning to utterances; students simply have not gotten far 

enough in their English learning to be considered communicatively competent (in 

general); or that they are unwilling to guess in order to not risk losing face in the group. 

If the second is true, that means that it stands in contrast to the syllabus aims and the 

expectations put on students graduating year nine.  

It would appear from the results that there is a limited amount of time devoted to working 

with communicative competence in the group, since most students believe that they 

either do not work with it at all, or that they work with it using primarily vocabulary and 

grammar exercises, which, in accordance with Schenk (2017), does not grant learners 

discourse knowledge and thus does not contribute to their communicative competence 

either. The fact that students were hesitant to say how and how often they work with 

communicative competence could indicate that they are either not fully aware of what it 

means. As previously demonstrated in the result, some students expressed that there were 

a few instances in which they did believe to work with communicative competence, but 

that it was scarcely focused it. Perhaps, this is a result of the students not being familiar 

with the terminology, or that there is a distinct lack of over emphasis put on the lessons 

in which the teachers do focus on it. It is possible that this comes from the overall 

unfamiliarity with the concept and that teachers are reluctant to label lessons after what 

specific skill they intent to work with for any given lesson. If, however, it is true that it is 

not actually being focused on frequently in classroom situation, it would be unfortunate 

considering that an overwhelming majority of students consider communicative 

competence to be very important and something they really want to work on in order to 
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be able to communicate in various contexts. These skills are also something that can and 

should be instructionally worked with, according to Kasper & Rose (2002, p. 3).  

Interestingly, students expressed that they feel that they often need to learn more 

vocabulary to operate in different situations in order to increase their communicative 

competence and that they learn best when exposed to it via audio or video, which is 

supported and encouraged by Kaliska (2018, p.8). Having this type of exposure, be it in a 

movie or real-life encounters (even though identified as not always being the best option 

by Rose [2005, p. 392]), could assist students with communication, if they can use the 

exposure to English intonation, expression and choice of words that they get from it. It 

would also improve their lexical competence and perhaps enhance their ability to 

appropriately use language amongst individuals they would not consider their peers, 

which Chang (2011, p.797) identified as a problem, especially for the students that 

expressed a need to learn how to appropriately interpret and incorporate slang (Bardovi-

Harlig & Mahan-Taylor, 2003, p. 1) into their communication.  

Furthermore, the fact that four students said that they do not consider how their 

utterances may be received is alarming, even though they are still a minority in the group, 

since being pragmatically aware is an essential part of being able to figure out pragmatic 

meaning in situations outside of the classroom (Eslami-Rasekh, 2005, p. 207). This 

suggests to me that these four students lack sufficient discourse knowledge and/or 

vocabulary to carry themselves in a conversation using the English language. Working to 

ensure that our students learn English at a high level and that they are good 

communicators should be a priority, as being unable to use it can greatly limit our 

students place on an ever growing global market (Crystal, 2003, p. 85) and prohibits 

them from accessing large amounts of information and being part of global development 

(ibid, pp, 114-122). If this study would be carried out again on a larger scale and the 

result would show to be representative nationwide for learners of English in year nine, 

having roughly 14% of students not mindful of what their utterances can be interpreted as 

just before starting their final semester in compulsory school means that more than one in 

ten students graduate without being able to have a proper conversation, whilst perhaps 

still having a passing grade in English, even though they are to have “all-round 

communicative skills”.  
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Students are overall fairly communicatively competent; some students have displayed 

either reluctance to reply to questions in order to avoid being seen as inferior by their 

peers or inability to infer more than what is presented to them explicitly. This could 

indicate that students consider themselves average or above average even though they are 

not, or they have simply replied to the question with a false answer. 

5.2 The teachers’ perspective 

First, it is noteworthy that the term communicative competence has been somewhat 

absent even from teacher educations, although the concept as a whole was familiar and 

touched on. Furthermore, teachers consider communicative competence to be the most 

important part of language assessment, rather than factual knowledge. The fluency in 

one’s interaction ultimately becomes a separating factor between those that have good or 

poor communicative competence.  L2 learners of English lack a need and desire for more 

abstract knowledge such as literary theory, as long as they are, “in the club” of English 

speakers that can participate in conversations in a satisfactory manner as a result of their 

pragmatic knowledge (as referenced to by Bardovi-Harlig and Mahan-Taylor (2003, p. 

37)).  The goal is ultimately to have students be proficient enough and confident in their 

ability in a way that allows them choice in their interactions (Bardovi-Harlig & Mahan-

Taylor, 2003, p. 38), which could perhaps be achieved by shifting the focus from abstract 

and factual knowledge to being oriented towards communicative competence. 

Confidence in how to use the language and the amount of experience plays a large role in 

whether students can produce good communication in situations where it is required of 

them or not. To achieve this, practicing oral communication in scenarios where students 

are forced to adapt and help their communication in ways that may seem unorthodox to 

them is essential to being communicatively competent. Putting students in this situation, 

will not only show them that they are able to use English well, but will also remove the  

stress that students feel in typical testing situations, which teacher B often found students 

to blackout in from the pressure of feeling assessed25. 

Finally, it is interesting that the difference in opinion when it comes to how much time is 

devoted to communicative competence seems to differ a great deal between students and 

teachers. Where students believed that it is sometimes focused on in specific tasks 

                                                      
25 Opinion shared by teacher B. Appendix B: Teacher B: A7. 
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(speaking primarily), the teachers instead believe that communicative competence runs 

through the entirety of the education, and teacher A even went as far as to say that 

developing communicative competence should be the end-all-be-all goal of language 

learning26, as is focused on extensively all the time – even in reading which none of the 

students thought was a part of being communicatively competent, which is no surprise as 

reading improves lexical knowledge and vocabulary, which is also a part of 

communicative competence (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 13). Considering ways to 

reform English language learning in year 9 in Sweden, it could focus more on social 

interaction in situations where there is no opportunity for code-switching or easy 

workarounds, which would strongly improve communicative competence among year 9 

English learners as a whole.  

If we are to achieve increased communicative competence in year 9 groups, we should 

make sure to use instructed learning (Rose, p. 392) where possible to give them the 

pragmatic tools and discourse knowledge that is required of them in “real-life” situations 

(Cohen, p. 220). Because as is, students are having a hard time understanding contextual 

meaning of communication if they are not explicitly instructed to search for something as 

indicated by teacher B27. 

The teachers’ perspective has been fairly similar to that of the students when it comes to 

view on communicative competence, the difference being primarily the view on literature 

and what it does for communicative competence. Students were leaning more towards 

using digital tools or motion pictures for learning, whereas teachers preferred acting, 

roleplaying and discussion.  

5.3 Method Critique 

Looking back at the methodology, I first debated having 20 questions to give me a larger 

answer sample, but decided against it for logistic reasons on both the students’ and on my 

end as the author. The end result became a questionnaire with 8 questions, which in 

hindsight could have perhaps been extended to 10 to provide more opportunity to answer. 

 

                                                      
26 Appendix B: Teacher A: A7. 
27 Appendix B: Teacher B: A7.  
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6. Conclusion 

In this section the conclusions drawn from the results of the study will be presented as 

well as ideas for further research in the field. 

6.1 Conclusion  

To conclude this study, it is clear, both through the previous research conducted on 

communicative competence and pragmatics, as well as the students’ attitudes, that 

communicative competence is something that should be instructionally worked with 

more in the English classroom of the Swedish lower secondary school, as students are 

often unable to identify what they work with unless explicitly told. Students are 

overwhelmingly positive towards the concept of communicative competence and have 

also shown signs of being able to identify weaknesses and strengths in their own present 

ability. Students are not always willing to guess or not always able to identify speaker 

intention in year 9, whilst still fairly often considering themselves above average or 

average in proficiency. Teachers have been found to attempt incorporating 

communicative competence everywhere possible, but often find that students themselves 

create shortcomings by not reading enough to increase lexical knowledge, making them 

more likely to learn communicative competence primarily by exposure rather than by 

instruction. There is seemingly a wide range of opinions on how to teach and improve 

communicative competence amongst both teachers and students, as well as different 

opinions of how much emphasis should be put on communicative competence in L2 

learning as opposed to other aspects of language.  

Finally, both research questions have been answered, and the results indicate that 

teaching always focuses on communicative competence but the fact that it is a constant 

focus is not always clear to the learners. Learners believe that they improve their 

language skills the most by practicing speaking as well as using digital tools such as 

movies or TV-shows to acquire further knowledge. A portion of students believe that 

learning more slang and/or vocabulary would generally and conversationally improve 

their communicative competence, despite a majority of students already considering 

themselves above average or at least averagely communicatively competent.  
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6.2 Further Research 

Considering this study’s result, it would be very interesting to conduct further research in 

the field using a similar structure and aim but on a much larger scale. Doing this would 

give a clear indication of what learners’ views on communicative competence are and if 

there is in fact a disparity between what the national syllabus is trying to accomplish and 

what is being learned. What teachers are trying to teach vs. what students are learning in 

relation to what the teachers plan is for any given lesson could be an interesting aspect in 

this. Furthermore, it could provide interesting information regarding how communicative 

competence is best learned by year 9 English learners, as well as what type of teaching 

approach is best suited for this particular type of learning.  
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8. Appendices 

Appendix A shows how the unanswered questionnaire was formulated, and Appendix B 

has the sample questions used and transcription of the two (2) interviews that I held with 

teachers teaching grade 9. In appendix A, you will also find answers that are referenced 

in the result section. Answers that have been translated or grammatically corrected in 

Appendix A will be marked with “*”. In appendix A, answers are listed in order of 

appearance in the result (A1-9), and the question that is being answered is presented in 

numerical order (Q2-8).  

8.1 Appendix A – Online Questionnaire 

In this short questionnaire you are asked to answer a couple of questions regarding your 
opinion on/attitude towards Communicative Competence.  

In short, Communicative Competence is the combination of four major areas: 
Grammatical Competence, Discourse Competence, Sociolinguistic Competence & 
Strategic Competence. Proficiency in these four (4) areas, combine to constitute your 
own personal Communicative Competence. How you apply it to contextual 
conversation/interaction and what areas can be improved on is very individual – 
therefore, I aim to investigate your personal perceived communicative competence, as 
well as how students in Year 9 believe they acquire communicative competence and how 
you prefer to learn it.  

Partaking in this survey is optional and any answers you provide in this questionnaire 
will not be disclosed to anyone besides the author.  

ANSWERING IN SWEDISH IS ENCOURAGED IF IT WILL HELP YOU 
PROVIDE INFORMATION 

The survey will take roughly 5-10 minutes to complete.  
If you are interested in the results of this survey, please provide me with an e-mail 
address or telephone number in the first question and I will send them to you.  

If you would like to discuss the survey or any of the questions in detail, I am open to 
conducting interviews with you at your own discretion. If you want to schedule an 
interview or have any question, please contact me on my e-mail: sada1530@student.ju.se 

Thank you for your participation! 

Regards, 
Daniel Sandström 

mailto:sada1530@student.ju.se
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Student A, A1 to Q2: “Jag tycker det är viktigt att man kan prata tydligt och veta hur man 
kan vara rakt på sak och ställa frågor på ett sätt som inte uppfattas på fel sätt” 

Student B, A2 to Q2: ”Jag tycker att det är viktigt att man arbetar med kommunikativ 

kompetens för att om man inte gör det så blir det svårare att veta hur man ska prata med 

andra människor, speciellt om man pratar med någon som är sämre på språket så att man 

behöver vara övertydlig. Man måste kunna säga vad man menar utan att den man pratar 

med tar illa upp.”* 

Student C, A3 to Q2: ”Jag tror inte att det är viktigt att arbeta med det, man lär sig ju 

antagligen det ändå.”  

Student B, A4 to Q3: ”Vi övar på glosor och lär oss sedan hur vi ska använda orden i 

diskussioner, vi övar på detta i gruppdiskussioner och i skrift.” 

Student D, A5 to Q3: ”The way we work with communicative competence that I like the 

most is when we are assigned scenarios or topics and have to use our own knowledge and 

opinion on it.”* 

Student D, A6 to Q5: “Jag skulle vilja lära mig mer slang och utöka mitt ordförråd för att 

kunna vara med i fler samtalsämnen på engelska.” 

Student D, A7 to Q6: ”Det spelar egentligen ingen roll på vilket sätt man jobbar med 

något, det enda som betyder något är att det man jobbar med är intressant. Är det inte 

intressant så tappar man snabbt intresset och då slutar man tänka på vad man faktiskt lär 

sig om man lär sig något alls.”* 

Student B, A8 to Q6: ”När man träffar någon som inte pratar svenska och man måste 

byta till engelska för att kunna prata med dem.” 

Student D, A9 to Q8: ”1. Det blir varmare, 2. Det håller på att bli en konflikt, 3. Något 

spännande/intressant händer, 4. Någon attraktiv kommer in i rummet, 5. Att man ska 

öppna ett fönster.” 
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8.2 Appendix B – Interview Questions & Interview Transcription  

Below are sample questions that were used as a guideline for the interviews. Questions 

were chosen and formulated around the answers given by the teachers. All questions 

asked may have been followed up with a “why?”, “why not?” or “how? question prior to 

moving on.  

What is your teaching experience? 

What comes to mind when you hear “communicative competence”? 

In your opinion, what is the best type of exercise to improve communicative competence? 

Are there areas of communicative competence that you prefer/prioritize teaching? 

How familiar would you say that your students are with communicative competence? 

What do you think could be improved on the most in year 9 communicative competence? 

To what extent does the students’ preference match the choice of activity in class? 

Can/should communicative competence be focused on more in language assessment? 

Generally, how good “all-round communicative skills” do year 9 learners graduate 

with? 

Teacher A 

Q1: What is your teaching experience? 

A1: “I spent five years in Hong Kong teaching lower-primary school in years 2-6 as a 

language teacher teaching primarily grammar and spoken/written English. This year I 

came to Sweden and began teaching years 7-9 in English and English literature. So I 

have fairly limited experience teaching in the Swedish school system. What I have done 

so far is story writing, speech writing, listening, written and oral production. I have also 

been involved in preparing for the national tests.” 

Q2: What comes to mind when you hear “communicative competence”? 

A2: “I haven’t come across the terminology that much but for me it means a combination 

of all parts that constitute the English language. Being able to structure your language, 

use correct grammar and terminology, having the required discourse knowledge to be 

able to carry yourself through a conversation in both writing and oral communication and 

that you are also able to be communicated WITH. Are you actually on the same page. It’s 
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a mix of everything on the grammar map mixed with actual communication and 

information exchange.” 

Q3: Do you have a favourite type of exercise to improve communicative 

competence? – Why?  

A3: “I have a separate favourite for both written English and oral English. For written 

English I use something that I can quick write, in which I prompt responses by showing a 

picture that are either controversial or provocative and then I tell the students to write 

what they feel about the topic in a certain amount of words. This shows how well they 

are able to communicate concisely and correctly formulate their opinions. Sometimes I 

give them instructions in what type of way I want them to write, but leave the actual 

production to the students themselves. This shows to me If the students are able to 

independently communicate or if they need the picture or other visual aid in order to be 

able to communicate. For oral communication I prefer to use debates in which I prompt 

conversation in a similar way, but not always controversial. Especially for older kids in 

year 9 they often WANT to talk about the topic, but are unable to because of sometimes 

lacking terminology. But even if the students can’t find the words, they attempt to work 

around it, which is exactly what I think being communicative is. This also in turn 

increases their willingness to learn more grammar/vocabulary to be able to partake in the 

conversation better next time around. This way I find tendencies in what can be 

improved, as well as showing me how students are learning using different types of 

strategies. For example, I have found that tense is something that needs to be worked on. 

Oftentimes in oral communication students are mixing or using improper tense when 

they communicate. I also use these types of open activities because it allows students to 

really show where they would make a mistake, as free communication is less edited than 

instructed communication.” 

Q4: How familiar would you say that your students are with communicative 

competence? 

A4: “I believe that the students are fully aware of the concept in itself, because it is part 

of the grade that they are chasing. However, students don’t always know how to adapt 

the language to fulfil the needs of all communications. They know they need to adapt 

what they say to be able to communicate though. They understand the concept of 

matching what you are saying to whom you are saying it to and what strategies you can 



34 
 

and should use to get your message across. They understand that you also need to be 

strong in all of these areas (speaking, writing, reading and listening) to be overall 

communicative. “ 

Q5: What do you think can be improved on the most in year 9 communicative 

competence? 

A5: “I would say that most of the students are strong in speaking and listening because of 

media influence. However, most of year 9 students really need better reading 

comprehension to be at a really high level in terms of communication. If they don’t read, 

then they are not exposed to written English and therefore their grammar can fall behind 

drastically. Reading and writing practice is definitely where they need to improve the 

most. For example, year 9 students that are on the “middle-grades” D or B often fall short 

because of not proofreading or being as able to proofread as their peers, which comes 

from reading/writing skills.” 

Q6: How much do you let students’ preference influence classroom activity? 

A6: “I try to give an element of choice in everything that I do in class, however I do not 

always give students a say in what type of exercise is done in class, because if I did then I 

would miss some important aspect of English every time. In my experience, reading 

comprehension would be lacking significantly. I mostly base the choice of activity based 

on my own perception of what they need.” 

Q7: Should communicative competence be focused on more in language 

assessment? 

A7: “I think if you are in a L2 classroom setting then communicative competence is the 

end-all-be-all goal of the teaching. There is no need to focus on anything else than being 

communicative, because being communicative is what constitutes your ability to use a 

language. If they are communicatively competent then students can go into any type of 

communication and make themselves understood and also understand the others’ 

communication. You want to achieve communicativeness in all areas (speaking, reading, 

listening and writing), so that you don’t get lost.” 

Q8: In your opinion, how good “all-round communicative skills” do year 9 students 

graduate with? 

A8: “I think there is always a spectrum on how communicatively competent learners are. 
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In my experience, in Hong Kong there are kids that read, spoke and listened in a way that 

could be seen as native, whilst others couldn’t do almost anything at all. In Sweden 

thought, the spectrum feels much smaller. Students are more alike where the strongest 

students are basically native speakers and the students that “struggle” are still very 

communicatively competent. The weaker students all understand what I would say to 

them regardless of the speed and volume. They can also communicate well but their 

reading comprehension and writing skills are their weakest areas. The biggest disparity in 

schools are that between Swedish natives and non-native swedes, as the gap between 

these two student groups is very large and foreigners are starting from an unfairly low 

level, whereas Swedes with that level of English skill would be an anomaly. Year 9 in 

Swedish schools are however, still very strong overall.” 

Teacher B 

Q1: What is your teaching experience?  

A1: “I have taught home economics, textiles, art and English in for just over four years.” 

Q2: What does communicative competence mean to you?  

A2: “To me, being communicatively competent means that you are able to communicate 

in any given context at a satisfactory level. You are able to choose appropriate words and 

now when and how it is appropriate to use them. It also means that you are able to listen 

to conversation of varying types and chip in when asked a question. Finally, I would say 

that being able to read a text and actually make sense of what the text is communicating 

is a part of communicative competence, which is starting to be devalued lately. I do think 

the term “communicative competence” is used too scarcely even in the teacher education 

though” 

Q3: Do you have a favourite type of exercise to improve communicative 

competence? – Why? 

A3: “For practicing communicative competence I almost always resort back to 

discussion. This is because students know that being able to speak a language and use it 

in a discussion is what constitutes being communicative in it or not. I attempt to expose 

students to as many real-life situations as possible, preferably with foreigners that are 

unable to speak Swedish at all, making students have to adapt their language to the 

language if for some reason the terminology is lacking. This is particularly useful to 
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teach students that it is not desirable to just spurt out as much information as possible, but 

rather speak concisely and in a manner that is fruitful for the discussion.” 

Q4: How much is student preference taken into account when you choose a 

classroom activity?  

A4: “I try to mix students’ preference and students’ needs as often as possible. However, 

since I am their teacher I am also able to see that they are needing a lot more reading 

practice in order to learn how to take away important information from texts that they 

read or speech that they hear.” 

Q5: How familiar would you say that your students are with the concept of 

communicative competence?  

A5: “Students are very aware of the concept of being communicatively competent, 

however they are not familiar with the terminology and all that goes into the umbrella 

term. Students do however, even though they understand what it means to be 

communicatively competent and how important it is, often neglect certain aspects of it, 

reading is particular. We do a lot of aimed writing, aimed speeches, aimed reading and 

aimed listening to combat this. It all comes very second nature to year 9 English learners 

in Swedish schools.” 

Q6: What areas of communicative competence do you think could be improved on 

the most amongst year 9 English learners?  

A6: “I think what is the most prominent when it comes to areas for improving is 

definitely vocabulary and how to use it. This ties into reading as that’s how they gather 

their vocabulary. If students would read more they would have a stronger vocabulary and 

thus be more communicatively competent. I often find that students are also very lazy 

when it comes to any type of English learning and communication. They always look for 

an easy was out and are not flexible enough. If information is not presented right in front 

of them in a very blatant way, then they will not be able to see it. This translates to 

pragmatics as well, if they are not explicitly instructed they are not able to deduce the 

intention behind what is being communicated to them.” 

Q7: Do you think communicative competence should be focused on more in 

language assessment?  

A7: “Personally I would really like to see communicative competence be more or less the 
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only focus of language assessment. The curriculum as it currently stands is very similar 

to students that would have English as their L1, focusing on literature and more abstract 

ideas whereas they are really learning how to use the language properly. I think that there 

could be a whole section added on different types of communicative competence added 

to the curriculum in order to make it cover more of what is actually important to the 

learners. In general students in year 9 are fairly well-rounded and are for the most part 

“all-round communicative”. However, there are often if not always one or two skills that 

are lacking that can often be dragged out of the dirt by the other skills, leading to a higher 

grade than they perhaps truly should be at, taking all of the areas of language into 

consideration. This is normal in both L1 and L2 learning situations though, so I believe it 

is hard to change. The result of this in the end is that students graduating year 9 are often 

very good at oral communication in al regards, but they run into a roadblock as soon as 

they have to either take in or put down their language on paper. Grammar that they know 

is all but gone, which also happens in any given testing situation because of the simple 

fact that they are pressured to perform. There should be more focus on relaxed, everyday 

conversation for students. They need to speak more, just using the language will help 

them a lot. They need to be able to adapt their language and they need to develop 

strategies to communicate instead of googling answers. Getting over fear of making 

mistakes in English” 
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