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Emails have become one of the 
trickiest genres of communication for stu-
dents to master. As a hybrid genre exhibiting 
features of both spoken and written dis-
course (Crystal, 2001), it is often difficult to 
gauge the changes one needs to make de-
pending on who they are addressing or what 
the context is for the email. In fact, as in-
structors, many of us have opened our email 
inboxes to find an email from a student that 
makes us cringe at its inappropriateness. Per-
haps the student has demanded rather than 
asked politely for help, or perhaps the stu-
dent has used such informal language as to 
wonder if they really meant to email you and 
not their roommate. In many cases, we may 
ignore such breaches of etiquette, viewing 
such behavior as symptomatic of the infor-
mal nature of the net generation or a lack of 
knowledge about the conventions of 
emailing in English.  

As ESOL instructors, we are trained 
to be empathetic to the plight of students 
who may not have yet mastered the socio-
pragmatic norms of English.  And in most 
cases, the immediate consequences of such 
email behavior are small, if any. However, 
most individuals that an L2 learner of Eng-
lish will come into contact with during their 
university careers are not trained to overlook 
such pragmatic “flubs”. In fact, after being 
on the receiving end of such an email, some 
professors may simply refuse to reply to 
such “impolite” language and essentially 
write off the student as arrogant and insolent. 
Rarely, however, do we stage an interven-
tion, although research has shown that with-
out instruction, learners for the most part do 

not acquire pragmatics on their own 
(Bardovi-Harlig & Mahan-Taylor, 2003; 
Bouton, 1988; Kasper, 1995; Rose & 
Kasper, 2003).  

While students are often familiar 
with and capable of producing the linguistic 
forms of a request (which falls into the 
speech act category of directives) (Searle, 
1976), one challenge in making requests in 
English is knowing the level of politeness 
one should use with a person. As in any sort 
of one-on-one conversation, relationships are 
negotiated using politeness strategies. A 
speaker uses these strategies to appeal to a 
listener’s face, which is the listener’s need to 
belong or feel involvement (positive face) as 
well as the listener’s need to feel respect or 
independence (negative face). The concept 
of ‘maintaining face’ describes strategies 
used to balance both positive and negative 
face in interaction, which involve the use of 
certain kinds of language. Personal style, 
culture, and status of speakers with relation 
to one another affect choice of politeness 
strategies. Therefore, in order for students to 
build awareness of making email requests, it 
is important to teach them what types of di-
rectives are appropriate given the relation-
ships between the participants. Although the 
teaching of request strategies, or pragmatics 
in general, may seem daunting to teachers 
whose time and syllabi are often over-
stretched as it is, it need not be. This article 
presents additional evidence to support the 
need for the explicit instruction in pragmat-
ics. It also illustrates one way to raise stu-
dents’ pragmatic awareness of email re-
quests through a workshop given to a group 

Politeness is more than ‘please’ 
Teaching email requests 
 
Emily Rine Butler, University of Oregon 



Volume 29, 2012                                                                                                                        13 

 

of EFL students using their own emails as ex-
amples for analysis and change. 

Teaching Pragmatics  

Within the field of L2 pragmatics re-
search, the issue of whether to and/or how to 
teach pragmatics to students has been oft dis-
cussed. In much of the early research in the 
field, many researchers sought to discover 
whether pragmatics needed to be taught explic-
itly, or whether pragmatics could be picked up 
implicitly while learning other aspects of a lan-
guage. And, as the early research has shown, 
some aspects of pragmatics have been shown 
to develop implicitly. Studies have shown, for 
example, that learners are sensitive to the fact 
that different contexts require different com-
municative strategies that may vary according 
to differences in social power, status, or degree 
of imposition associated with a particular 
speech act (Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1986; 
Faesch & Kasper, 1989; Piirainen-Marsh, 
1995; Takahashi & DuFon, 1989). In addition, 
some cross-linguistic influence may occur if 
the form-function mapping between the L1 and 
L2 are similar in similar social contexts 
(Faerch & Kasper, 1989; House & Kasper, 
1987). However, cross-linguistic similarities 
between a speaker’s L1 and L2 do not always 
guarantee success. In fact, even if students use 
politeness markers in their L1, that does not 
always mean they use those markers in the L2, 
even if a contextual situation in the L2 requires 
the same degree of sensitivity to social distance 
and power as in the L1 (Fukushima, 1990; 
Kasper, 1981; Tanaka, 1988). 

While research has indicated that some 
pragmatic elements can be learned implicitly 
by learners, overwhelmingly studies have 
shown the benefits of explicitly teaching prag-
matics (Bardovi-Harlig and Mahan-Taylor, 
2003; Bouton, 1994; Kasper, 2001; Kubota, 
1995; Tateyama et al., 1997; Wildner-Bassett 
1994). In an online handbook on the teaching 

of pragmatics, Bardovi-Harlig and Mahan-
Taylor (2003) explain that one of the main 
reasons why the teaching of pragmatics is so 
important is that even as learners develop in 
areas of syntax or phonology, pragmatic 
abilities may not develop in parallel without 
direct instruction (see also Bouton, 1988; 
Kasper, 1995; Rose & Kasper, 2003). Fur-
thermore, in another study by Bardovi-
Harlig and Dörnyei (1997) about the prag-
matic awareness of Hungarian and Italian 
learners of English, learners could more eas-
ily recognize utterances which were gram-
matically correct but were pragmatically in-
appropriate rather than the reverse. As 
Kasper (1996) notes about Bardovi-Harlig 
and  Dörnyei’s (1997) study, “This finding 
strongly suggests that without a pragmatic 
focus, foreign language teaching raises stu-
dents’ metalinguistic awareness, but it does 
not contribute much to develop their 
metapragmatic consciousness in L2” (n.p., 
italics in original). Therefore, Kasper (1996) 
recommends using pragmatic awareness-
raising tasks in order to gain both the socio-
pragmatic and pragmalinguistic knowledge 
of a particular act or event. 

 The type of awareness-raising task 
presented in this article focuses primarily on 
raising awareness of the pragmalinguistic 
forms used by English speakers when mak-
ing requests over email at the university 
level. In describing the purpose of the prag-
malinguistic task in the context of ‘thanking’ 
someone, Kasper (1996) writes the follow-
ing: 

A pragmalinguistic task focuses on 
the strategies and linguistic means by 
which thanking is accomplished - 
what formulae are used, and what 
additional means of expressing ap-
preciation are employed, such as ex-
pressing pleasure about the giver's 
thoughtfulness or the received gift, 
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asking questions about it, and so 
forth. Finally, by examining in which 
contexts the various ways of express-
ing gratitude are used, socioprag-
matic and pragmalinguistic aspects 
are combined. By focusing students' 
attention on relevant features of the 
input, such observation tasks help 
students make connections between 
linguistic forms, pragmatic functions, 
their occurrence in different social 
contexts, and their cultural meanings. 
Students are thus guided to notice the 
information they need in order to de-
velop their pragmatic competence in 
L2 (Schmidt, 1993). (n.p.) 

Participants 

The students who participated in the 
workshop were part of a 4-week intensive 
study abroad program at the University of 
Oregon for Japanese students at Meiji Uni-
versity in Tokyo. During the program, stu-
dents took courses in American Culture, 
University Skills, and Oral Communication, 
which were coupled with a homestay experi-
ence and several field trips. In the Summer 
2011 session, 23 students participated in the 
program. For such classes as Oral Communi-
cation, the students are normally sorted into 
two classes according to higher and lower 
proficiency levels. However, for the Univer-
sity Skills and American Culture courses, the 
students are all together in one class.  

Prep Work 

The workshop on pragmatics took 
place in the University Skills class during 
the third week of the four-week program. 
After noticing what I would deem 
“inappropriate” language use in many emails 
by the students in the early weeks of the pro-
gram, I decided to create an awareness-
raising activity for the students in the form 

of a workshop. In order to illustrate the dif-
ferences between students’ and expert speak-
ers’ understanding of socio-pragmatic norms 
in English, two days before the workshop, I 
emailed all 23 students of the Meiji Program 
and asked them to send me 3 emails, each 
for a different scenario meant to highlight 
how differences in power and status relation-
ships can affect language use. For the expert 
speaker group, I emailed the Meiji Program 
faculty, the students’ native English-
speaking conversation partners, and several 
faculty colleagues in other departments 
around the university. In terms of response, 
21 of the 23 students responded to my re-
quest, as well as 6 expert speakers of Eng-
lish. The scenarios emailed to the partici-
pants are listed below: 

1. Write an email to your professor (Dr. 
Emily Butler) in which you ask her to 
clarify what the due date is for an assign-
ment you have in her class. On the sylla-
bus, it has one date, but you thought she 
told you a different date in class. 

2. You are going to be a new student at the 
University of Oregon in the fall. You are 
interested in studying Computer Science 
and want to request information about 
the department. Email the department 
head (Dr. Emily Butler) to ask for infor-
mation about the department. 

3. You are planning to meet up with your 
friend later to work on a project for Eng-
lish class. You were originally supposed 
to meet her on Friday but you can only 
meet her on Wednesday this week. Email 
your friend (Cathy) to request a meeting 
time on Wednesday instead of Friday. 

Once the emails were collected, I 
separated and coded the emails into groups 
according to scenario and English profi-
ciency (i.e. English learners vs. expert 
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speakers). After looking at the recurrent ele-
ments used by the expert speakers of English 
in tandem with several sites providing email 
etiquette tips, I came up with a set of recur-
rent elements that the expert speakers of 
English used when writing emails, such as 
the type of greeting used or the salutation 
used, in addition to the directive language 
used. For example, below (Fig. 1) is an ex-
ample of an expert speaker email response to 
Scenario 1 (see above). 

As is illustrated in Figure 1, there were 4 
main elements included in the emails of the 
expert speakers that were consistently used. 
First, the email begins with a formal greeting 
that includes the professor’s last name and a 
title (Dr. or Professor). Second, when need-

ing to make a request of a professor, the ex-
pert speaker uses an indirect request, fol-
lowed by a reason for making the request. 
Lastly, the expert speaker thanks the profes-
sor for considering the request. While the 
content of each email varied, each of these 4 
elements was present in all of the expert 
speakers’ emails for Scenario 1. 

 By contrast, the emails of the English 
language learners were qualitatively very 
different. Figure 2 below illustrates a typical 
student email response for Scenario 1. 

While the student’s email also in-
cluded a greeting (‘Dear. Dr. Emily’), the 
greeting itself was less formal than the ex-
pert speaker’s greeting in Figure 2, referring 

Figure 1. Expert speaker email: Scenario 1 

Figure 2. English learner email: Scenario 1 
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to the professor’s first name rather than sur-
name. Although the greeting itself is not 
‘wrong’ per se, highlighting the differences 
between the choices expert speakers make 
and the students make can be a very power-
ful tool for raising pragmatic awareness and 
helping them realize more appropriate socio-
pragmatic choices. Additionally, the stu-
dent’s email included directive language 
(‘Please tell me the correct date’), although 
he or she used a direct request + hedge in-
stead of the indirect request with a modal/
semi-modal that the expert speaker used. 

Teaching Directives Use in Emails 

In order to increase students’ prag-
matic awareness of writing email requests, I 
presented two areas students need to under-
stand: directive language and email etiquette. 
I chose to focus first on a general discussion 
of pragmatics, followed by what requests are 
and their relationship to directives; finally, I 
explained what the linguistic elements of a 
directive are. This gave the students a more 
fine-grained set of tools by which to evaluate 
their own emails in terms of directive use.  

As previously mentioned, a request 
falls into the category of speech acts called 
directives (Searle, 1976). A directive is a 
phrase or a group of words that we use to tell 
or suggest to others what we want them to 
do. There are three main types of requests, 
which vary in terms of directness and level 
of demand: 1) direct (e.g. Give me a book!), 

2) conventional indirect (e.g. Could you give 
me that book?), and 3) non-conventional in-
direct (e.g. You know, a book would really 
help me to study right now). 

 In constructing a directive, I ex-
plained that there are essentially three main 
parts: (1) pronoun/subject, (2) main element, 
and (3) modifier. The pronoun/subject refers 
to the pronouns or subjects used in making 
the directive (e.g. Could you give me that 
book?). The main element is the part of the 
directive that carries the main action or verb 
of the directive. As will be described later, 
the main element carries the main ‘weight’ 
for level of politeness in a directive, although 
many students mistakenly assume that the 
modifier carries the most weight. There are 
four types of main element, which are im-
peratives (e.g. Give me the book), modals/
semi-modals (e.g. You should give me the 
book), directive vocabulary (e.g. It is re-
quired that you give me the book), and hy-
potheticals (e.g. If I were you, I would give 
me the book). Lastly, modifiers describe 
those words used to either hedge a directive 
(e.g. Could you please give me that book?) 
or intensify it (e.g. You really need to give 
me that book). 

Once the students were given an 
overview of directive usage, I used this as a 
segue into the larger question of “What kind 
of request should I use?” and into having 
them discuss and work hands-on with their 
own emails. As a way to concretize the infor-

Which kind of request should I use? 

• The directness of a request needed is determined by the social power and dis-
tance between the interlocutors, as well as degree of imposition involved. 

• In education environments, teachers and advisors usually give directives to 
students, while students make requests of teachers and advisors.  

Figure 3. Notes to remember requests 
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mation I presented about pragmatics and di-
rective use, I provided two notes that they 
could try to remember (Figure 3). 

 Afterwards, I split the students into 
small groups and asked them to re-analyze 
the scenarios, but this time using some of the 
new terms we just learned in the lecture 
(Figure 4). Each small group was given 15-
20 minutes to discuss before we discussed 
each scenario as a whole class for 15-20 
more minutes. The whole-group discussion 
allowed for the entire class to benefit from 
the comments made by each smaller group 
about the types of language that should be 
used in each email scenario; it also allowed 
me to affirm that the students had grasped 
the meanings and uses of the new vocabu-
lary terms. 

 Once the group discussion had fin-
ished, the students then had the opportunity 
to rewrite several emails for each scenario 
that I had selected from the ones they 
emailed me. While I let the students work in 
small groups to promote further discussion 
while rewriting, this activity could work just 
as well as an individual activity or a home-
work assignment. An example from Scenario 
1 is listed below in Figure 5. 

Following each small 
group’s email rewriting 
activity, I asked a repre-
sentative from each group 
to write their group’s new 
email of a particular exam-
ple on the board. This al-
lowed for a visual com-
parison of each group’s 
new emails, as well as a 
discussion of any differ-
ences in the language 
choices each group made. 

  

 Until this point in the lecture, I had 
not presented any examples from the expert 
speakers’ emails. However, now that they had 
practiced rewriting the emails themselves, 
presenting several examples of the expert 
speakers’ emails allowed them to compare 
their newly written emails to the ones the ex-
pert speakers did. Using the labels I provided 
in Figures 1 and 2 above, I then presented 
typical examples from the original student 
emails in juxtaposition to the expert speaker 
ones.  By placing all of the emails side-by-
side, I was able to more easily show the dif-
ferences between the choices each group 
made. In terms of directives, by presenting 

Figure 5. Email re-writing activity 

Discussion Q:  In small groups, look again at 
the 3 situations for the email exercise.  What 
is the relationship between the participants?  
If we look again at the main elements of di-
rectives, how “strong” or “weak” should our 
directives be? 
 

Pronouns? 
Modals and Semi-Modals? 
Imperatives? 
Hedges? 
Intensifiers? 

Figure 4. Directions for small group discussion of 
scenarios 
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the data in this way, I was able to more 
clearly illustrate that even though the expert 
speakers used hedges like ‘please’ intermit-
tently in their directives, the recurrent 
“polite” element in all of them wasn’t the 
modifier, but the use of an indirect request 
with a modal/semi-modal as the main ele-
ment. This stands in stark contrast to the stu-
dent emails, in which the students over-
relied on hedges to mark politeness. When 
pared with an imperative (e.g. ‘Please tell 
me the correct date’), and given the social 
distance between the hypothetical student 
and professor in the scenario, the use of an 
imperative as a directive, even with the 
hedge, is inappropriate. 

 Presenting samples of the two 
groups’ emails also allowed me to highlight 
the two elements present in the expert speak-
ers’ email that were not present in the stu-
dents’ emails, namely (a) a reason for the 
request and (b) a thank you to the professor 
for considering the request, as well as the 
differences in greetings between the two 
groups. In terms of greetings, I presented all 

of the greetings from the 21 student emails 
and the 6 expert speaker emails. A small 
sample is presented below in Figure 6. 

 The main difference between the two 
groups is that while the expert speakers used 
only the professor’s surname, the student 
group more often used the professor’s first 
name or used both names together. Again, 
while the students’ greetings are not 
‘wrong’, the comparison with the expert 
speakers’ greeting highlights a more socio-
pragmatically appropriate choice for this 
type of scenario. 

 In the last part of the lesson, I pre-
sented examples from several websites that 
give tips for email etiquette, highlighting 
several key points those authors bring up 
that mirror the points we discussed in class. 
These examples provide extra reinforcement 
of the concepts presented in class, as well as 
additional legitimacy to the concepts pre-
sented as well. A highlighted excerpt from a 
US News and World Report article on email 
etiquette for students is presented below in 
figure 7. 

 

Conclusions 

Teachers often lament the inappropri-
ateness of student emails, but lack the time, 
energy, and/or materials to do anything Figure 6. Expert speaker vs. student email greetings 

Expert Speaker: 
 
Hi Dr. Butler, 
Hi Professor Butler! 
Dear Dr. Butler, 
Good morning, Dr. Butler, 
Dear Dr. Butler, 
Dear Professor Butler, 
 
Japanese student: 
 
Hello Dr.Emily. 
Dear. Dr. Emily 
Hi, Emily, 
Dr. Emily Butler 
Dear, Dr.Emily Butler 

Figure 7. Salutations matter 

6.  Salutations matter.  The saf-
est way to start is with “Dear Profes-
sor So and So” (using their last 
name).  That way you won’t be get-
ting into the issue of whether the 
prof has a Ph.D. or not, and you 
won’t seem sexist when you address 
your female-professor as “Ms.” or, 
worse yet, “Mrs. This and That.” 
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about it. Research has shown that implicit 
modeling of pragmatically appropriate forms 
is not enough for students to completely ac-
quire the necessary skills to participate in 
particular contexts; however, students do 
benefit from direct, explicit instruction of 
pragmatic forms and concepts (Bardovi-
Harlig & Mahan-Taylor, 2003; Bouton, 
1988; Kasper, 1995; Rose & Kasper, 2003). 
This article presents additional support that 
direct instruction in pragmatics is necessary 
in terms of doing email requests, given the 
major qualitative differences between the 
students’ emails and the expert speakers’. 
The article also demonstrates one approach 
that teachers can use to raise students’ prag-
matics awareness using their own language 
in conjunction with information on speech 
acts.  

Because this workshop was meant as 
an informal pedagogical intervention rather 
than as a formal study of the pre- and post-
email language of students, I did not collect 
official samples of student emails following 
the workshop. However, in subsequent class-
related emails from the students, I did notice 
improvements in their email writing, particu-
larly in terms of ‘greetings’ and use of indi-
rect requests. While this evidence is clearly 
anecdotal, the techniques and materials I 
used in the original lesson may hopefully 
provide some guidance to instructors want-
ing guidance in how to “do” raising prag-
matic awareness but not sure how or where 
to begin. 
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