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Abstract: As one of the productive approaches to L2 pragmatic development, study abroad (SA)
has drawn the attention of numerous researchers during the past few decades. Different factors,
specifically those related to L2 learners, implicate the impact of SA on pragmatic development. The
present systematic review aims to identify the roles of individual differences, including personal
as well as social and cognitive variables, on the pragmatic development of L2 learners who were
involved in SA programs. To this end, 39 studies from peer‑reviewed journals and books published
from 2000 to 2022 were scrutinized. The results revealed that a substantial amount of research has
been conducted on the intersection of L2 pragmatic competence and SA. However, more studies are
required to investigate the impact of learner variables on different aspects of L2 pragmatics in the
SA context. The results also indicated the extent to which learner variables were analyzed in these
studies and how each variable impacted the effectiveness of SA programs. In addition to the effects
of learner variables, the methodological features of the studies, including the context of the studies,
designs of the studies, data sources, and characteristics of the involved participants, were explored
and reported. The findings contribute to the fields of L2 pragmatic acquisition and study abroad
by highlighting the gaps in the literature and identifying key learner variables that can have drastic
influences on learners’ outcomes.

Keywords: L2 pragmatics; study abroad; learner variables; pragmatic development; systematic
review

1. Introduction
The proliferation of international exchange agreements and the internationalization

movements have led many school authorities and educators to support study‑abroad (SA)
programs to enhance the quality of their education (Matsumura 2022; Sánchez‑López 2018).
Due to the abundance of linguistic exposure and cultural experience opportunities pro‑
vided to L2 learners, studying abroad has been preferred by numerous researchers for de‑
veloping individuals’ language competence, including pragmatic competence, in compar‑
ison to home contexts (Taguchi 2018a; Xiao 2015a). As the literature suggests, the degree
of the effectiveness of such programs is bounded by several individual and contextual
factors. For instance, numerous researchers have explored the effects of different forms
of pre‑departure or whilst‑abroad pedagogical interventions on learners’ pragmatic gains
(e.g., Halenko 2017; Matsumura 2022; Pérez‑Vidal 2014). They believe that such instruc‑
tions can boost individuals’ learning experiences or enhance their language socialization
with the host communities (e.g., Alcón‑Soler 2015; Ishihara and Takamiya 2019; Kinginger
2011). However, given all the complexity of the SA experience and the nature of pragmatic
competence, different and confounding results have been reported regarding the impact
of SA on learners’ pragmatic gains. It is argued that one of the main reasons for these in‑
comparable results among learners is the interplay of individuals’ idiosyncratic affective
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and cognitive profiles with the SA setting. Thus, as SA is by no means a static experience
in essence, the impacts of these variables on learners’ pragmatic outcomes have been in‑
vestigated (Ren 2018; Sánchez‑Hernández and Alcón‑Soler 2019a). Along the same line
of inquiry, the current study aims to shed light on the roles of several learners’ variables
on their pragmatic development whilst studying abroad by systematically reviewing the
previous studies.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Study Abroad and L2 Pragmatic Acquisition

In general, SA in second language acquisition refers to an L2 learning setting where
individuals study the language in the target community. It has been considered an effec‑
tive approach to enhance learners’ pragmatic competence as it affords them opportunities
to observe and practice the appropriate use of language in different settings, experience au‑
thentic L2 conversations, and be exposed to linguistic and pragmatic variation in different
contexts (Pérez‑Vidal and Shively 2019; Taguchi 2018a; Xiao 2015a). The superiority of SA
over home educational contexts for enhancing L2 pragmatic features has been repeatedly
reported in the literature (e.g., Taguchi 2011; Félix‑Brasdefer and Hasler‑Barker 2015).

So far, the impacts of different variations of the SA experience on several aspects of
L2 pragmatics such as speech act, discourse markers, and politeness have been explored
(see Xiao 2015a). A body of research has focused on the effects of the length of stay and
evidenced the positive effects of short‑term stays, where learners have limited time and
opportunity to assimilate with the target culture and to develop their L2 pragmatics (e.g.,
Al Masaeed 2022; Czerwionka and Cuza 2017; DiBartolomeo et al. 2019; Hassall 2013), as
opposed to longer educational sojourns lasting a year ormore (e.g., Iwasaki 2010; Ren 2013).

Other studies have coupled short stays with directed instructional intervention to fa‑
cilitate the programs’ efficiency (e.g., Alcón‑Soler 2015; Hernández 2018; Hernández and
Boero 2018; Matsumura 2022; Shively 2011). For instance, Hernández and Boero (2018)
studied the impact of pre‑departure explicit instruction followed by task completion dur‑
ing the learners’ stay on the development of L2 learners’ Spanish requests as a result of their
sojourn in Argentina. The comparison of participants’ performance in the pre‑test, post‑
test, and delayed post‑test implied the effectiveness of the experience. Although many
studies have referred to the effectiveness of pedagogical instruction, Alcón‑Soler (2015)
reported a somewhat different result. She found that although pedagogical intervention
during SA can have immediate effects on pragmatic development, results might not last
long and are bound by the length of stay. The findings further suggested that the knowl‑
edge gained through instruction can be alternatively obtained after plenty of exposure to
input and communication opportunities during the SA experience (Alcón‑Soler 2015).

Another approach to increasing learners’ L2 communication and the effectiveness of
their SA, which can occasionally be accompanied by pedagogical instructions (e.g.,
Matsumura 2022), is to provide the opportunity to live with host families where learn‑
ers can live with native L2 speakers and spend more time practicing L2 (e.g., Czerwionka
and Cuza 2017; DuFon 1999; Shively 2011). Nonetheless, it has been reported that host
families provide information and feedback on learners’ pragmatic choices in limited op‑
portunities, for example, when they are specifically asked by students (Shively 2011). The
findings on L2 pragmatic improvements in the SA context are quite mixed as many fac‑
tors, including different aspects of pragmatic features, aspects of pragmatic performance,
individual differences, opportunities for practice, and the extent of interaction, influence
individuals’ progress, which require further investigations (Alcón‑Soler 2015; Ishihara and
Takamiya 2019).

2.2. Learner Variables in Pragmatic Acquisition
Theorizing and researching in second language education show that many variables

can impact the rate and route of language acquisition (Dörnyei 2005; Ellis and Shintani
2013; Yang and Wang 2022). These variables fall within a wide gamut, including learner
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variables, input, teaching materials, test washback, the effectiveness of teachers, home
and study‑abroad learning contexts, andmacro‑ andmicro‑policies of language education.
Among these, learner variables are central to the process of acquisition of communicative
competence or its components (C. Li 2022; Tajeddin et al. 2022; Vandergrift and Baker 2015;
Yang and Wang 2022). The large body of research on L2 acquisition has documented the
impact of numerous learner variables in this process, which can be categorized into per‑
sonal (e.g., age, proficiency level, L1 background, and the length of stay), cognitive (e.g.,
learning style and learning strategies), and affective (e.g., emotion, willingness to commu‑
nicate, and motivation) variables.

Aligned with this strand of research in second language acquisition, learner variables
have been the focus of studies in L2 pragmatics (e.g., Malmir and Derakhshan 2020; Plon‑
sky and Zhuang 2019; Takahashi 2019; Xiao 2015b). This extensive volume of research
has been conducted to broaden our knowledge on preparing the optimum SA programs
that consider their learners’ variables to enhance their pragmatic competence more effi‑
ciently (Sanz 2014). A number of studies have focused on learners’ length of stay and
amount of contact or interaction with the target community (e.g., Alcón‑Soler 2015; Bella
2011; Hernández 2010; Ren 2019; Taguchi 2008), while others have investigated the role
of learners’ linguistic and affective differences such as their language proficiency, motiva‑
tion level, and age in their pragmatic gain in study‑abroad contexts (e.g., Alcón‑Soler and
Sánchez Hernández 2017; Liu et al. 2022; Sánchez‑Hernández 2018; Sánchez‑Hernández
and Alcón‑Soler 2019b). They have also investigated how these variables affect the ac‑
quisition of pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic competencies (e.g., Bardovi‑Harlig and
Su 2018; Devlin 2019; Malmir and Derakhshan 2020), the comprehension and production
of speech acts (Cornillie et al. 2012; Jernigan 2012; Russell and Vásquez 2018; Yang and
Wu 2022), pragmatic routines (e.g., Alcón‑Soler and Sánchez Hernández 2017; Bardovi‑
Harlig and Su 2018; Yang 2016), and politeness markers or other pragmatic markers (e.g.,
Economidou‑Kogetsidis 2016; Magliacane and Howard 2019; Ren 2022).

As one of the most researched variables, the language proficiency of learners and
its relationship with their pragmatic level and development has always been something
of an enigma for L2 researchers, as this question has been raised in many studies, al‑
though it has yielded mixed results. Xiao (2015b) targeted this issue by conducting a re‑
search synthesis of 28 cross‑sectional studies focusing on the effects of L2 proficiency on
adult L2 learners’ pragmatic competence. Findings revealed an overall positive proficiency
effect, and, in most cases, higher proficiency led to higher pragmatic competence. Yet,
increased linguistic proficiency does not guarantee a native‑like pragmatic performance
since the proficiency effect is bounded by various factors including the target pragmatic
feature (e.g., types of speech acts). Motivation is another variable that, in most cases, has
been assumed to be correlated with learners’ pragmatic competence (Tajeddin and Zand
Moghadam 2012; Yang and Ren 2019). The majority of the previous studies revealed that
intrinsic or communication‑orientedmotivation helps individuals to usemore appropriate
pragmatic forms, have a greater awareness of L2 pragmatics, and better identify pragmatic
errors (Tagashira et al. 2011; Takahashi 2015; Tajeddin and Zand Moghadam 2012). How‑
ever, so far, some variables such as learners’ age or gender and their role in their pragmatic
development have received less attention (Schauer 2022; Tajeddin and Malmir 2014)

The findings from the studies reviewed above have contributed to our understanding
of pragmatic acquisition and provided a lens to see how learner variables are implicated in
this acquisition. However, despite the rich literature on SA as well as various reviews on
pragmatic instruction and the roles of different variables on learners’ achievements (e.g.,
Barron 2019; Nightingale and Alcón‑Soler 2023; Wyner and Cohen 2015; Xiao 2015b), no
systematic review has yet specifically targeted the interplay of learners’ variables, includ‑
ing their cognitive, affective, personal, and psychological ones, with their pragmatic de‑
velopment during their SA programs. This gap corresponds with the current systematic
review, which aims to give further evidence on the impact of individual differences on
learners’ pragmatic competence during their sojourn in the target community by covering
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the research carried out in the field of SLA. Thus, based on the volume of research con‑
ducted through the past two decades (from 2000 to 2022), the following research questions
were raised:
1. What are the methodological characteristics of the studies investigating the effects of

learner variables on L2 pragmatic development in SA contexts (including research
designs and analyses)?

2. What learner variables were investigated in the studies of L2 pragmatic development
in SA contexts? What were their effects?

3. Method
3.1. The Studies and Selection Criteria

The studies were collected through a sequential process of (a) web search engine,
(b) similar review studies’ search, (c) journal search, and (d) exclusion/inclusion based on
the specified criteria to cover major studies on the role of learner variables in L2 learners’
pragmatic development during their SA from credible field‑specific journals.

As suggested by several researchers (Gough et al. 2013; Lipsey and Wilson 2001) and
followed in many reviews (Avgousti 2018; Tajeddin et al. 2022), we used different search
engines and sources to better locate the relevant studies, since a single database might not
be comprehensive (Avgousti 2018). Similar to many previous systematic reviews, Google
Scholar was one of our primary databases for finding the studies (e.g., Yang et al. 2021;
Marsden et al. 2018).

The literature search processwas carried out according to the PRISMAguidelines (see
Page et al. 2021) and started by searching certain terms and phrases on Google Scholar.
First, the search phrases “L2 pragmatics and study abroad” and “L2 pragmatics and indi‑
vidual differences”, which included the keywords and the main topic of this study, were
separately searched in Google Scholar, and about 200 studies that appeared on the first
20 pages for each key phrase of this search engine were considered. However, the search
process revealed that some studies could not be found using the abovementioned key
phrases as the titles of some studies did not include the combinations of the keywords;
therefore, two other keyphrases, namely “study abroad and speech act” and “study abroad
and implicatures”, were individually searched. Also, some new studies which were not
found in the previous stage were added. Next, the papers analyzed in two comprehensive
and recent review studies on developing L2 pragmatics in SA (Nightingale and Alcón‑
Soler 2023; Ren 2018) and a review on the role of individual differences and L2 pragmatic
development in SA (Wyner and Cohen 2015) were checked and added to the collected
studies. Additionally, in case a related study was left in the last stages, we used the key‑
words “study abroad” to locate relevant studies in six main pragmatics‑specific journals
published by renowned publishers in the field of applied linguistics, namely, Lodz Papers
in Pragmatics, Journal of Pragmatics, Pragmatics, Intercultural Pragmatics, East Asian Pragmat‑
ics, Applied Pragmatics, and Contrastive Pragmatics, as these journals have been observed to
present high‑quality research papers in the area of pragmatics. Furthermore, to find more
related articles, all eight volumes of the journal of Study Abroad Research in Second Language
Acquisition and International Education were scrutinized due to the similarity of this jour‑
nal’s research focus with the current systematic review. In the next step, duplicate records
as well as unrelated studies that emerged in the search process were excluded. A total
of 220 studies remained, which included 179 studies found on the Google Scholar search
using the initial key phrase, 11 studies found in Google Scholar search with added key
phrases, 5 related studies in the review papers, and 25 related studies found in the spec‑
ified journals. Finally, 44 studies that were not included within the scope of the current
systematic review were excluded through analyzing their abstracts.

It should be noted that the studieswere limited to journal articles and book chapters re‑
porting on empirical studies; therefore, review papers, meta‑analyses, conference papers,
reports, and dissertations were not included (n = 36). Moreover, we restricted our anal‑
ysis to papers in peer‑reviewed journals published by some of the leading international
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publishers, such as Taylor and Francis, Sage, Springer, Elsevier, Wiley, Cambridge Uni‑
versity Press, Oxford University Press, De Gruyter, JSTOR, John Benjamins, and Frontiers,
or papers indexed by Scopus, ERIC, and Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI). Removing
studies that did not explore learner variables led to the exclusion of 101 records. The final
stage of identification of studies, which required delimiting our scope to studies investigat‑
ing the role of learner variables in L2 pragmatic development in study abroad, was carried
out by examining the titles, keywords, abstracts, and research questions of the studies.
Figure 1 depicts our search and screening process, which took place from December 2022
to January 2023.
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As illustrated in Figure 2, out of the 39 studies included in the current review, 35 were
published in peer‑reviewed journals and 4 of them were book chapters. Furthermore, the
journal articles were selected from a wide range of journals (24 different journals) in the
field of applied linguistics and education (Table 1). However, some journals, namely, Jour‑
nal of Pragmatics and System, contributed the most to our pool of studies, followed by other
journals such as Intercultural Pragmatics, TheModern Language Journal, East Asian Pragmatics,
Study Abroad Research in Second Language Acquisition and International Education, and English
Language Teaching. The remaining studies appeared across 17 different journals.
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Table 1. Research distribution in different journals.

No. Journal Frequency

1 Journal of Pragmatics 4
2 System 4
3 East Asian Pragmatics 2
4 English Language Teaching 2
5 Intercultural Pragmatics 2

6 Study Abroad Research in Second Language Acquisition and International
Education 2

7 The Modern Language Journal 2
8 Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 1
9 Applied Language Learning 1
10 Applied Linguistics 1
11 Applied Pragmatics 1
12 Atlantis 1
13 Chinese as a Second Language 1
14 Chinese Journal of Applied Linguistics 1
15 Contrastive Pragmatics 1
16 Frontiers in Psychology 1
17 International Journal of Applied Linguistics 1
18 International Journal of Education and Literacy Studies 1
19 International Review of Applied Linguistics in Language Teaching 1
20 Language Learning 1
21 Multilingual 1
22 Pragmatics 1
23 Revista de Lenguaje y Cultura 1
24 Studies in Second Language Acquisition 1

Through the process of selection, we limited our scope to studies published between
2000 to 2022 (Figure 3). However, as indicated in Figure 3, no studies were found in some
years during this period, and limited research (23%) on the effects of learner variables on
the development of L2 learners’ pragmatic competence was published in the first decade
(2000–2010), except in 2008, and the majority of the studies (53.8%) were published from
2016 onward.
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3.2. Coding and Analysis
This systematic review embarked on investigating the role of learner variables in prag‑

matic competence whilst learners stay abroad; thus, after selecting our pool, the relevant
information was extracted from the studies. First, the research distribution of the collected
studies such as the type of study, their publication date, macro‑ and micro‑contexts (the
countries and the education centers such as universities, schools, and language institutes
where the studies were conducted), and publication venues were analyzed to have a better
overview of the conducted studies.

Next, the methodological characteristics of the studies including the research design,
number of participants, data collection methods, the use of Discourse Completion Tasks
(DCTs) and its variations, data analysis techniques, learners’ L1s and L2s, and learners’ age
range were explored and coded into different categories. The explanation of each code
and their frequency in the studies are provided in more detail in the result section. Con‑
sequently, the analyzed learner variables were extracted and coded, and their reported ef‑
fects were categorized and compared. The analyzed learner variables in the studies were
divided into two categories: personal variables and social and psychological variables. The
effectiveness of each variable was explained and discussed in the abstract or result sections
of the corpus studies. The variables that were found to have significance on the learners’
pragmatic development during SA programs were coded as effective and those that were
reported to have no significance were labeled as not effective during the coding process.
It should be noted that the required information was first extracted from the studies and
transferred to an Excel file. Afterward, the frequency of each code was calculated. The
analyzed variables of the studies and the coding map are presented in Table 2.

Finally, to ensure the reliability of the coding process, about 10 percent of the data se‑
lected randomly were re‑coded by another researcher in the field. The interrater reliability
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of the two sets of codes was calculated using Cohens’ Kappa, which signified a good level
of agreement (K value = 0.8).

Table 2. Analyzed variables’ coding scheme.

Information Type Analyzed Variables Codes

Research
distribution

Publication dates According to each year
Types of the studies Journal papers/book chapters

Journals Each journal was considered as a code

Learners’ home countries
Not mentioned/the

USA/Spain/China/Japan/Australia/Iran/the
UK/Italy/Brazil/different countries

The target countries

The USA/the
UK/China/Spain/Mexico/Indonesia/Australia/Japan/

France/Argentina/India/Russia/Canada/the UK, the USA,
Canada, and Ireland/Spain and Latin American countries

Methodological
characteristics

Research designs Quantitative/qualitative/mixed‑method

Data sources Elicitation/observation/text/introspection/reflection/
multiple sources

Use of DCT

No DCT/Written Discourse Completion Task
(WDCT)/Oral Discourse Completion Task

(ODCT)/Multiple‑Choice Discourse Completion Task
(MDCT)/Computerized Discourse Completion Task

(CDCT)

Number of the participants 1–15/16–30/31 and above

Participants’ home countries The USA/Japan/China/Australia/
Iran/Spain/the UK/Italy

The SA contexts
The USA/China/the

UK/Spain/Mexico/Indonesia/Australia/
Japan

Learners’ L1s (dominant language) English/Japanese/Chinese/Persian/Spanish/Italian/
Portuguese/different languages/not specified

Learners’ L2s English/Chinese/Spanish/Japanese/Indonesian/Russian/
French

Learners’ proficiency levels Elementary/intermediate/advanced/different proficiency
levels

Learners’ age ranges Below 18/18 and above/different age groups

Investigated
learner variables

Personal
variables

Language proficiency Effective/not effective/effective in some aspects

Gender Effective/not effective

Language background Effective/not effective

Previous visiting abroad
experience/international

experience
Effective/not effective

Psychological
and social
variables

Identity and agency Effective/not effective

Intercultural Communicative
Competence (ICC) and other

cultural factors
Effective/not effective

Attitude Effective/not effective

Cognitive processing Effective/not effective

Learning goals Effective/not effective

Motivation Effective/not effective



Languages 2024, 9, 96 9 of 23

Table 2. Cont.

Information Type Analyzed Variables Codes

Investigated
learner variables

Psychological
and social
variables

Learners’ status in the target
community Effective/not effective

Desire to be accepted in the target
community Effective/not effective

Learning styles Effective/not effective

Willingness to communicate Effective/not effective

4. Results
4.1. Methodological Characteristics

The first research question set out to explore the methodological characteristics of the
previous research on the role of learners’ variables on their development of pragmatic com‑
petence whilst studying abroad. Starting with the design of the studies, the designs of the
studies were categorized into three types: quantitative, qualitative, and mixed‑methods.
The qualitative category refers to purely qualitative research in terms of both data collec‑
tion and analysis. The quantitative category includes studies that are purely quantitative
regarding their data collection and analysis. Finally, the mixed‑method category included
studies that both explicitly mentioned that they followed a mixed methodology or those
that employed a combination of qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis.
As summarized in Table 3, the majority of the studies embarked on the mixed‑method
(51.28%) and quantitative approaches (41.02%) as their designs, while the qualitative de‑
sign was used in a small number of studies (7.69%).

Table 3. Design of the studies.

Design Frequency Percentage

Quantitative 16 41.02%
Qualitative 3 7.69%

Mixed‑method 20 51.28%

Total 39 100%

Table 4 depicts the number of participants included in the SA programs of our study
pool. It is important to note that the given information refers to the number of individuals
who participated in the abroad programs, and the control groups or those who studied at
home contexts are not considered. Evidently, more than half of the studieswere conducted
with 31 participants or more (53.84%), and 33.33% were conducted with 1–15 L2 learners.
Studies with 16–30 participants were the least frequent ones (12.82%) in our pool.

Table 4. Number of the participants included in SA programs in the studies.

No. of Participants Frequency Percentage

1–15 13 33.33%
16–30 5 12.82%

above 31 21 53.84%

Total 39 100%

To present a more vivid picture of the design of the studies and the number of partic‑
ipants, Table 5 illustrates the intersection of these two variables. Most of the quantitative
studies (12 out of 16) were conducted with 31 or more participants, while qualitative and
mixed‑method studies, due to their nature, included amore limited number of participants.
More precisely, studies that followedmixed‑method designs employed different numbers
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of participants as nine of themwere conducted with 1–15 participants, nine includedmore
than 31 learners, and two of them included 16–30 participants. Not surprisingly, all three
of the qualitative studies were conducted with 1–15 participants.

Table 5. Crosstabulation of number of the participants and design of the studies.

Number of Participants
Design of the Studies

Total
Quantitative Qualitative Mixed‑Methods

1–15 1 3 9 13
16–30 3 0 2 5

Above 31 12 0 9 21

Total 16 3 20 39

Regarding the participants’ age groups, as shown in Table 6, nearly 80% of the studies
focused on adult language learners, 2.54% of them included learners below 18 years old,
and 5.12% were conducted with participants of different age groups. In addition, 12.82%
of the studies did not provide any information about the participants’ age.

Table 6. The age group of the participants in the studies.

Age Group Frequency Percentage

Below 18 years old 1 2.54%
18 years old and above 31 79.48%
Both under and above 18 2 5.12%

Not mentioned 5 12.82%

Total 39 100%

As for the contexts of the studies, that is participants’ home countries and the target
countries where they spent their abroad programs, most of the participants (33.33%) were
Americans who traveled abroad for language learning (see Table 7). Japanese SA students
(10.25%) were the second most frequent L2 learners, followed by Chinese (5.12%), Aus‑
tralians (5.12%), and Iranians (2.12%). Spain, the UK, Italy, and Brazil each were home
countries of 2.56% of the studies. However, 25.64% of the participants in the studies were
selected from different countries (a combination of countries); that is, the studies were car‑
ried out by participants from multiple countries.

Regarding the target countries hosting SA students, theUSA andChinawere themost
preferred destinations for L2 learners, each targeted in 23.07% of the studies. The UK was
the second preferred SA context for learners, which was explored in 7.69% of the studies.
The other countries including Spain,Mexico, Indonesia, Australia, and Japan eachwere the
target countries in 5.12% of the studies. France, Argentina, India, Russia, Malaysia, and
Canada were among the least studied target countries (2.56%). Additionally, two studies
(5.12%) divided their participants into different categories and sent each to different SA
destinations. For instance, in one study, the participants were sent to Spain and Latin
American countries, and in another one, they spent their SA program in English‑speaking
countries such as the UK, Ireland, the USA, and Canada.

Quite in line with participants’ home countries and SA contexts were their L1s and
target languages. As summarized in Table 8, 30.76% of the studies focused on native
English speakers as their participants. Meanwhile, Japanese and Chinese L1 speakers
were included in 10.25% and 7.69% of the studies, respectively. English was also the
most frequently studied L2 as it constituted 46.15% of the investigated target languages.
Chinese and Spanish were the second and third most popular L2 studied in 23.07% and
15.38% of the research, respectively. The native English speakers indicated in Table 8
were participants from the USA, the UK, and Australia, and those who studied English
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as L2 stayed in the USA, the UK, Australia, Canada, Malaysia, and India during their
study‑abroad programs.

Table 7. Contexts of the studies.

Learners’ Home Countries Target Countries (Abroad Contexts)

Country Frequency Percentage Country Frequency Percentage

The USA 13 33.33% The USA 9 23.07%
Japan 4 10.25% China 9 23.07%
China 2 5.12% The UK 3 7.69%

Australia 2 5.12% Spain 2 5.12%
Iran 2 5.12% Mexico 2 5.12%
Spain 1 2.56% Indonesia 2 5.12%
The UK 1 2.56% Australia 2 5.12%
Italy 1 2.56% Japan 2 5.12%
Brazil 1 2.56% France 1 2.56%

Not mentioned 2 5.12% Argentina 1 2.56%
Different countries 10 25.64% India 1 2.56%

Russia 1 2.56%
Canada 1 2.56%
Malaysia 1 2.56%

Spain and Latin
American
countries

1 2.56%

The UK, Ireland,
the USA, and

Canada
1 2.56%

Total 39 100% 39 100%

Table 8. First and target languages investigated in the studies.

L1s Frequency Percentage L2s Frequency Percentage

English 12 30.76% English 18 46.15%
Japanese 4 10.25% Chinese 9 23.07%
Chinese 3 7.69% Spanish 6 15.38%
Farsi 2 5.12% Japanese 2 5.12%

Spanish 1 2.56% Indonesian 2 5.12%
Italian 1 2.56% Russian 1 2.56%

Portuguese 1 2.56% French 1 2.56%
Different languages 13 33.33%

Not specified 2 5.12%

Total 39 100% Total 39 100%

Aside from the macro‑contexts presented in Table 7, the micro‑contexts of the studies,
which were the education centers that the participants were selected from, are coded and
summarized in Table 9. The majority of the studies (74.35%) focused on L2 learners who
were participating in the SA programs organized and conducted at universities or colleges.
Far fewer studies (12.82%)were conductedwith language institute learners, and only about
7.69% of them selected their participant learners from different contexts. The educational
contexts of 5.12% of the studies were not specified in the papers.
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Table 9. Micro‑contexts of the studies.

Micro‑Context Frequency Percentage

Not specified 2 5.12%
Universities or colleges 29 74.35%

Language institutes or schools 5 12.82%
Different educational contexts 3 7.69%

Total 39 100%

Furthermore, the proficiency levels of the participants included in the studies were
coded and analyzed. The coding of participants’ proficiency levels was decided based on
the information provided by the researchers in the participant section of the corpus studies.
As shown in Table 10, the majority of the studies (about 60%) tended to include different
groups of language learners (mostly a combination of intermediate and advanced learners),
while only a few studies (10.25%) specifically focused on elementary language learners.

Table 10. Proficiency levels of the participants in the studies.

Proficiency Group Frequency Percentage

Elementary 4 10.25%
Intermediate 7 17.94%
Advanced 4 10.25%

Different levels 23 58.97%
Not specified 1 2.56%

Total 39 100

The main data sources of the studies are presented in Table 11. Adapting Hyland’s
(2016) classification of data sources, the types of data collected through different methods
were divided into four categories: elicitation, introspection, observation, and text. Elicita‑
tion included self‑reports, questionnaires, interviews, and different forms of tests (includ‑
ing different variations of discourse completion tasks). Introspection and retrospection
refer to verbal or written reports including think‑aloud protocols, retrospective reports,
interviews entailing retrospective reports, and diaries. Observation involves the data of
participants’ live or recorded interactions. Finally, text refers to the records of naturally
produced samples of writing such as single or chains of chats and corpora. The result of
our analysis, as demonstrated in Table 11, revealed that elicitation techniques such as tests
and questionnaires were the most prevalent data sources and employed in 76.92% of the
studies. Moreover, 23.07% of the studies resorted to other data sources, such as introspec‑
tion and retrospection or texts as well and complemented their data by mixing multiple
data sources.

Table 11. Types of data sources in the studies.

Data Source Frequency Percentage

Elicitation 30 76.92%
Multiple data sources 9 23.07%

Total 39 100%

Since DCT has been the most frequent elicitation technique for data sources and to
provide a more vivid picture of the employed data, Table 12 illustrates the frequency and
types of DCT used in the studies. In general, different forms of DCTs were used as the
main or only data collection technique in 38.46% of the studies. WDCTs, which were the
most common form of DCT, were employed in 23.1% of the studies, and CDCTs, rarely
used from 2016 onward, appeared in 10.3% of the studies. Furthermore, ODCT andMDCT
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were only used in 2.6% of the studies. Nonetheless, three of the four CDCTs were, in fact,
DCTs in that they were implemented via the computer.

Table 12. Frequency of types of DCTs in the studies.

Types of DCT Frequency Percentage

WDCT 9 23.1%
ODCT 1 2.6%
MDCT 1 2.6%
CDCT 4 10.3%
No DCT 24 61.5%

Total 39 100%

Moreover, various pragmatic aspects targeted in the studies were coded (Table 13).
Speech acts were the leading pragmatic aspect in this group, whichwas explored in 35.89%
of the studies. The next commonly studied pragmatic aspects were formulaic expressions
and routines (17.94%). Discourse/pragmatic markers, such as particles and choice of sub‑
ject pronouns, and lexico‑grammatical features, such as specific grammatical structures
that have particular functions, each were targeted in 12.82% of the studies. Implicatures
and learners’ general pragmatic competence appeared in 7.96% and 10.25% of the studies,
respectively.

Table 13. Different pragmatic aspects targeted in the studies.

Aspects of Pragmatics Frequency Percentage

Speech acts 14 35.89%
Formulaic/conventional expressions and

pragmatic routines 7 17.94%

Discourse/pragmatic markers 5 12.82%
Lexico‑grammatical features 5 12.82%

Implicatures 3 7.69%
General pragmatic knowledge 4 10.25%

Different aspects 1 2.56%

Total 39 100%

4.2. Learner Variables
The second research question, which was the main aim of this systematic review,

sought to portray the investigated learner variables and their roles in pragmatic develop‑
ment during sojourn abroad. The majority of the studies analyzed in this review (92.3%)
did not include pragmatic instruction per se and did not consider the role of learner vari‑
ables in the specific types of pragmatic instruction. The main instructions that the partici‑
pants received included general L2 courses as a part of their SA programswith nomention
of L2 pragmatic instruction. In general, 14 different learner variables were found in our
pool of 39 studies. Given their theoretical ground and related literature (Ellis 2004; Gard‑
ner 1985), these variables were categorized into two main groups: personal variables and
social and psychological variables. Personal variables included proficiency level, gender,
language background, and study‑abroad experiences, shown in Table 14. Social and psy‑
chological variables consisted of, among others, motivation, identity and agency, ICC and
other cultural factors, attitude, cognitive processing, learning goals, learners’ status in the
target community, desire to be accepted in the target community, learning styles, and will‑
ingness to communicate (Table 15).
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Table 14. Learners’ personal variables investigated in the studies.

Learner Variables Studies

Language
proficiency
(n = 19)

Effective
(n = 10)

Cheng and Mojica‑Diaz (2006); Hassall (2014); Kizu
et al. (2019, 2022); Magnan and Back (2006) *;

Marqués‑Pascual (2011); Niezgoda and Röver (2001);
Shardakova (2005); Xiao et al. (2019) *; Yang (2016) *

No effect
(n = 4)

Alcón‑Soler and Sánchez Hernández (2017);
Matsumura (2003) *; Yang and Ke (2021) *; Quan (2018)

Effective in some
aspects (n = 5)

Bardovi‑Harlig and Bastos (2011); S. Li (2014); Li et al.
(2022); Liu (2017); Sánchez‑Hernández and

Alcón‑Soler (2019b)

Gender (n = 3)

Effective
(n = 0)

No effect
(n = 3)

Liao (2009); Rasouli Khorshidi (2013); Shively and
Cohen (2008)

Language
background

(n = 3)

Effective
(n = 3) Liu (2017); Pozzi et al. (2021); Yang (2016)

No effect
(n = 0)

Previous living
abroad

experience
(n = 1)

Effective
(n = 0)

No effect
(n = 1) Shively and Cohen (2008)

Notes: * The effects of increased language proficiency during study abroad were analyzed in these studies.

As depicted in Table 14, learners’ language proficiency was the most frequently stud‑
ied variable that emerged in 19 out of the 39 studies (e.g., Kizu et al. 2019, 2022; Li et al.
2022). Reportedly, language proficiency was an effective variable in more than half of
these studies (n = 10) and was found to have a facilitative role in learners’ pragmatic devel‑
opment while studying abroad altogether. However, the outperformance of less proficient
L2 learners in recognizing pragmatic errors was observed in Niezgoda and Röver (2001).
Also, language proficiency was reported to have no effect on learners’ pragmatic devel‑
opment in four studies (e.g., Alcón‑Soler and Sánchez Hernández 2017; Quan 2018). In
addition, some studies (n = 5) reported only partial effectiveness of language proficiency
in developing learners’ L2 competence or found it to be effective for developing certain
aspects of L2 pragmatics (e.g., Li et al. 2022; Sánchez‑Hernández and Alcón‑Soler 2019b);
therefore, three codes were considered for this variable, as opposed to other personal and
social and psychological variables whose effects were coded into two categories. It should
be noted that some of the studies explored the effects of learners’ increased language profi‑
ciency, that is the ability they gained during their SA experience, on their pragmatic gains
(e.g., Matsumura 2003; Yang 2016).

On the other hand, no effects were reported for learners’ genders, and all three studies
that targeted this variable did not report its correlation with L2 pragmatic development
(Liao 2009; Rasouli Khorshidi 2013; Shively and Cohen 2008). Unlike gender, the positive
effects of individuals’ language background, for instance, the effect of their first language
or any additional acquired languages, were foundpositive in all three studies that explored
it (e.g., Liu 2017; Pozzi et al. 2021). Furthermore, previous living abroad experience, as
the least studied variable in this category, was only mentioned in one study, which was
reported to have no effect (Shively and Cohen 2008).
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Table 15. Social and psychological variables investigated in the studies.

Learner Variables Studies

ICC and other cultural
factors (n = 6)

Effective (n = 4)
Sánchez‑Hernández (2018); Sánchez‑Hernández
and Alcón‑Soler (2019a, 2019b); Taguchi et al.

(2016) 1

No effect (n = 1) Shively and Cohen (2008)

Effective in some
aspects
(n = 1)

Taguchi (2014)

Identity and agency
(n = 6)

Effective (n = 6) Hassall (2013, 2014); Liao (2009); Liu et al. (2022);
Pozzi et al. (2021); Ying and Ren (2022)

No effect (n = 0)

Motivation (n = 4)
Effective (n = 4) Hernández (2010); Inagaki (2019); Jin (2015); Kizu

et al. (2022)

No effect (n = 0)

Attitude (n = 5)
Effective (n = 5)

Hassall (2014); Liao (2009); Rafieyan (2016);
Rafieyan et al. (2013); Sánchez‑Hernández and

Alcón‑Soler (2019b)

No effect (n = 0)

Cognitive processing
(n = 1)

Effective (n = 1) Taguchi (2008) 2

No effect (n = 0)

Learning goals (n = 1)
Effective (n = 1) Pozzi et al. (2021)

No effect (n = 0)

Learners’ status in the
host community (n = 1)

Effective (n = 1) Magliacane and Howard (2019)

No effect (n = 0)

Desire to be accepted
in the target
community

(n = 1)

Effective (n = 1) Alcón‑Soler (2017)

No effect (n = 0)

Learning styles (n = 1)
Effective (n = 1) Kizu et al. (2022)

No effect (n = 0)

Willingness to
communicate (n = 1)

Effective (n = 0)

No effect (n = 1) Lv et al. (2021)
Notes: 1 The effect of cultural adaptability was reported to be mediated by social contact in this study. 2 Some
aspects of cognitive processing were correlated with pragmatic comprehension speed only.

As for social and psychological variables (Table 15), learners’ cultural factors such as
their ICC level, cultural similarities between L1 and L2 communities, and sociocultural
adaptation were examined in six of the studies (e.g., Sánchez‑Hernández 2018; Sánchez‑
Hernández and Alcón‑Soler 2019a, 2019b; Shively and Cohen 2008) and were found to
be effective in learners’ pragmatic development in most studies (e.g., Sánchez‑Hernández
2018; Sánchez‑Hernández and Alcón‑Soler 2019a, 2019b). However, in some studies, the
effects of cultural factors were indirect and bounded by other variables such as learners’
social contacts with the target community (e.g., Taguchi et al. 2016). The effects of learn‑
ers’ identity and agency were explored in six studies, which turned out to be influential in
all of them (e.g., Liu et al. 2022; Pozzi et al. 2021; Ying and Ren 2022). It should be noted
that learners’ developed identities and their relationships with individuals’ pragmatic de‑
velopment were influenced by a range of other factors such as learners’ attitudes toward
L2, L2 community (Liao 2009), and their internalized cultural values (Liu et al. 2022). Mo‑
tivation as an important affective factor was investigated in four studies in our pool and
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was found to have positive effects on learners’ development (e.g., Inagaki 2019; Jin 2015;
Kizu et al. 2022). Furthermore, learners’ attitudes toward the target communities, their
culture, and languages were reported as another effective learner variable for pragmatic
development in SA in four studies (e.g., Rafieyan 2016; Sánchez‑Hernández and Alcón‑
Soler 2019b). The concept of attitude was closely related to individuals’ identities and ICC
level as highlighted in some of the studies (Liao 2009; Rafieyan et al. 2013; Rafieyan 2016).
In fact, in two of the studies (Rafieyan 2016; Rafieyan et al. 2013), the authors investigated
learners’ acculturation level and referred to it as their acculturation attitude toward the
target language community in their analysis.

Other understudied learner variables such as cognitive processing (Taguchi 2008),
learning goals (Pozzi et al. 2021), learners’ status in the host community (Magliacane and
Howard 2019), desire to be accepted in the target community (Alcón‑Soler 2017), learning
styles (Kizu et al. 2022), and willingness to communicate (Lv et al. 2021) each were inves‑
tigated only in one study, and except for willingness to communicate, all of them were
described as effective.

5. Discussion
The present study aimed to offer new insights into the role of L2 learners’ traits on

their pragmatic competence development during SA programs. To this end, first, the
methodological characteristics of 39 studies on this topic were explored as they could con‑
tribute to the outcomes of the studies and have significant implications in pragmatics and
SA research. Next, the effects of each variable in these studies were reviewed. Addition‑
ally, the methodological characteristics and contexts of these studies were scrutinized and
reported. The results are summarized and discussed accordingly.

Regarding the dominant research designs, our findings suggest that more than half
of the studies employed a mixed‑method research design that combined quantitative and
qualitative measures. Moreover, unlike the qualitative design, which appeared only in
three studies, quantitative research was also used abundantly in the studies we reviewed.
According to Taguchi (2018b), mixed‑method research is a promising trend in L2 pragmatic
studies as it can reveal learners’ gradual patterns of change anddivulge individual and con‑
textual factors influencing the observed patterns simultaneously. However, she believes
that there has been a dearth of mixed‑method research in the area of pragmatic acquisition,
which cannot be supported in our review. Moreover, it was found that elicitation tech‑
niques, especially DCTs, are commonly used in pragmatic studies (also see Bardovi‑Harlig
2018). In fact, the overuse of instruments that are based on elicitation techniques such as
DCT for speech act studies has been observed in previous research as well (Nurani 2009;
Yamashita 2008), and their reliability and validity were recurrently questioned (Labben
2016; Yamashita 2008); yet, due to their practicality and established position among other
pragmatic data collection instruments, it is still being used inmany studies (Bardovi‑Harlig
2018). It should be noted that the choice of data collection instruments can have substantial
effects on the results of the studies (Roever et al. 2023; Xiao et al. 2019).

Regarding the context of the studies, previous studies have shown that the majority
of SA programs have been skewed toward American students (Ren 2019). The same trend
has somewhat been evidenced in the choice of L1 and L2 in previous pragmatic research.
Our analysis suggests the predominance of English as L1 and L2 in the SLA literature. Sim‑
ilarly, the literature on L2 pragmatics and SA studies has shown an abundance of research
on English as the target language, followed by Spanish (Ren 2018, 2019). This is of impor‑
tance, especially when it comes to the generalizability and interpretations of the findings,
as different L2 along various other arrangements of SA programs can have dramatic influ‑
ences on learners’ pragmatic development (Ren 2019).

Another issue found in the methodological choices of the studies was an overempha‑
sis on intermediate and advanced levels and a limited amount of research on lower‑level
learners. Apparently, a high level of language proficiency is considered a prerequisite for
many L2 pragmatic studies, not tomention those conducted in SA contexts; therefore, they
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tried to include learners who had reached a certain level of L2 proficiency before under‑
going their pragmatic instructions (Ren 2019). However, delimiting pragmatic instruction
and research to higher‑proficiency level learners can also end in neglecting its teaching
and practice among younger L2 learners. It has been found that almost all of the studies
focused on adult learners. This can be partly due to the nature of SA programs, which
require individuals to spend a considerable period away from their families and home
countries. Yet, as the literature suggests, this is not only the case for SA research, and
in general, studies on young learners’ pragmatic competence and development have not
received due attention (Alemi and Haeri 2020; Schauer 2022).

 Aside from the methodological considerations, the impacts of individual difference fac‑
tors or variables were addressed in the current review. As argued by Sánchez‑Hernández
and Alcón‑Soler (2019b), a variety of contextual and personal factors can affect learners’
development process as they are studying abroad. Regarding the role of language profi‑
ciency, findings from previous studies are quite mixed. A large body of research has re‑
ported the significant effects of language proficiency on learners’ pragmatic development
(Roever et al. 2014, 2023; Taguchi 2011; Xiao et al. 2019). In contrast, some studies evidenced
the insignificance of language proficiency either at home (Taguchi 2013) or study‑abroad
contexts (Matsumura 2003). The analysis of 19 studies that have considered this factor
in the SA context revealed that 15 studies have documented full or partial effects of lan‑
guage proficiency. Furthermore, Li et al. (2022), in one of our reviewed studies, reported
a complex relationship between proficiency and the choices of speech act as well as some
assessment factors such as performance measures and measures that evaluate pragmatic
changes. In all cases, except one (Niezgoda and Röver 2001), this effect has been positive
and contributed to learners’ progress. However, as highlighted by Roever et al. (2023), the
degree of this contribution is highly bounded by the area of pragmatics investigated and
measurement instruments used in the studies (also see Xiao et al. 2019).

Other variables have received scant attention as compared with language proficiency,
although more conclusive findings that have been previously confirmed in other studies
have been reported (Ren 2018; Sánchez‑Hernández and Alcón‑Soler 2019b). For instance,
the analysis of the role of gender addressed in a few of the studies reviewed indicates the
insignificance of this variable. In fact, despite the reported role of gender in learners’ at‑
titudes and identities during their sojourn abroad (Kinginger 2011), not much effect has
been observed regarding its role in students’ pragmatic development (Derakhshan et al.
2023; Tajeddin and Malmir 2014; for an exception, see Roever et al. 2014). Additionally,
the role of learners’ previous backgrounds and living abroad experiences was scrutinized.
Compared with their prior living abroad experiences, learners’ linguistic backgrounds, in‑
cluding their L1s and repertoire of other languages, unraveled more solid effects. The
analysis of the effects of living abroad experiences has shown mixed findings in general
(Taguchi 2011). However, empirical research on the effects of previous living abroad expe‑
riences on L2 pragmatic competence is largely limited.

Cultural factors and learners’ ICC were among the other analyzed variables. Evi‑
dently, learners’ cultural issues are operative factors in their L2 pragmatic development
as they are highly intertwined with each other; thus, among six studies that considered
this variable, five reported its significance. Despite a few contradictory findings (Shively
and Cohen 2008), many researchers attest to the close relationship between ICC and prag‑
matics and believe that improving one’s pragmatic competence can lead to an enhanced
ICC level (Jackson 2019; Taguchi and Roever 2017). Furthermore, the absolute effective‑
ness of learners’ identity has been proved in all six studies that investigated it. Identity
as a learner variable is believed to be associated with pragmatics and sociocultural factors
(Ishihara 2019). So far, learners’ pragmatic productions and choice of assimilation with
L2 cultural and pragmatic norms have signified their identity and agency (e.g., Eslami
et al. 2014; Ishihara 2010). Nonetheless, learners’ identity is mediated by a variety of other
individual factors such as gender and cultural orientations (Ishihara 2019; Mirzaei and
Parhizkar 2021; Tulgar 2019). In addition to identity, learners’ attitudes in the SA context,
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althoughnot targeted inmany studies, have turned out as one of the decisive factors, as pre‑
viously evidenced in several studies (e.g., Davis 2007; Salsbury and Bardovi‑Harlig 2001).
Moreover, motivation is another predicting factor. This psychological factor is believed to
be connected with learners’ attitudes and ICC (Ishihara 2019). The literature suggests that
learners with stronger motivation, either intrinsic or communication‑oriented, are more
successful in the comprehension and production of L2 pragmatics (Tagashira et al. 2011;
Tajeddin and Zand Moghadam 2012; Takahashi 2015).

Finally, it is worth noting that the interplay of different variables, including both indi‑
vidual differences and contextual factors, should be taken into account (Ren 2019), before
interpreting the findings and incorporating pragmatics into L2 courses. For instance, one
of the studies in our review (Taguchi et al. 2016) referred to this point by reporting the effec‑
tiveness of cross‑cultural adaptability on L2 pragmatics when it is mediated by the amount
of social contact. Additionally, the relationship between learners’ attitudes toward the tar‑
get language, culture, or community and their identities and ICC was discussed by some
researchers (Liao 2009; Rafieyan 2016).

6. Conclusions and Suggestions for Further Research
This systematic review was undertaken to scrutinize the literature on the impacts of

a variety of learner variables on pragmatic performance and development during their so‑
journ abroad. The analysis of 39 studies illuminated some methodological preferences in
pragmatic studies in general, as well as the main findings on the nexus of L2 pragmatics
and SA. From the findings, it can be concluded that the literature lacks the necessary vari‑
ation in designs, participant groups, study contexts, and data sources. Therefore, future
studies need to consider this to enhance the quality of the research on learner variables in
pragmatic development during SA.

The considerable range of research, despite the insufficient number of studies, on per‑
sonal and social/psychological learner variables contributes to our understanding of effec‑
tive factors in SA programs that have been organized to improve individuals’ pragmatic
competence. Becoming aware of the effects of learners’ variables on the outcome of the SA
programs for pragmatic development is beneficial for institutional authorities who con‑
duct such courses as well as teachers who deal with SA students and aim to improve the
productivity of these programs.

The studies reviewed have evidenced a few limitations. The distribution of studies on
these variables has been uneven and hencemore studies are needed on some variables such
as learners’ previous living abroad experiences, cognitive processing, learning styles, and
many other social and psychological characteristics. Furthermore, although some learner
variables such as linguistic proficiency have been extensively studied in L2 pragmatics,
mixed findings hinder us from drawing solid conclusions. Nonetheless, variations in the
contexts of studies, learners’ L1s and L2s, and the employed assessment techniques, among
others, all in all, make extrapolation from the findings challenging. L2 researchers need
to delve into this area and consider exploring a wider range of learner variables. It is also
recommended that future research explore different areas of L2 pragmatic development as
the majority of the studies focused on the production and comprehension of speech acts.
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