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            Abstract
          
        

        
          Adult ESL learners in New York need English for socially appropriate communication in everyday institutional and community contexts. This study examined immigrant adult ESL learners’ self-perceived pragmatic competence in two speech acts, requests and refusals, and their reported experiences of classroom instruction in these acts. It described the levels of competence learners attributed to themselves, the instructional practices they reported experiencing, and the learner-background variables associated with differences in self-perceived competence. Data were collected from 95 adult ESL students in the final week of the second 14-week instructional cycle using a 15-item Likert-scale questionnaire. Requests and refusals had been scheduled for instruction during Week 5 of each cycle; thus, the questionnaire was administered nine weeks after the most recent scheduled lesson. Learners rated their competence close to the scale midpoint and appeared to rate themselves considerably more able to make requests than to refuse politely. This difference seems to be specific rather than general, since learners reported equivalent command of the expressions for both speech acts while reporting substantially less ability to produce a refusal without external support. Learners also reported frequent single-episode presentation of target expressions and frequent teacher explanation of appropriateness, together with very limited delayed review and very limited practice with varied interlocutors. No learner-background variable was associated with self-perceived competence. The findings indicate that recycled, contextualized, and interlocutor-varied practice was largely absent from the instruction these learners reported, and that refusals may warrant more sustained instructional attention than requests in adult ESL settings.
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