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ABSTRACT
Since the 1990s, pragmatics has been regarded as a fundamental component of
communicative competence (e.g. Bachman, 1990; Bachman and Palmer, 1996; CelceMurcia et al., 1995). As a result, the number of studies in this field, and of interlanguage
or L2 pragmatics (Kasper and Dahl, 1991; Kasper and Blum-Kulka, 1995), has increased
considerably during the last three decades (Taguchi, 2015). To master L2 pragmatics,
speakers need to know what the range of linguistic forms that can realize a given
function is (i.e. pragmalinguistics), as well as how and when to use a particular form in a
specific context (i.e. sociopragmatics) (Thomas, 1983). Given that English is the “lingua
franca” of business, the Internet and many educational settings, it becomes essential to
be proficient in English pragmatics for academic and professional success. In this regard,
English skills are a must in the field of Business, where a global market requires effective
communication in this language. More specifically, the use of email for internal and
external communication in the globalized workplace is a fundamental skill, with reading
and replying to emails in these contexts constituting a frequent task (Evans, 2012).
In view of the “rapid globalization of the working world” (Peral Santamaría and
Strotmann, 2019: 66) universities have increasingly enhanced their “international”
profile. In this regard, given the need to prepare students for the global workplace,
Business Administration degrees are among the most abundant English-Medium
programs, both at undergraduate and at graduate levels (Wachter and Mainworm,
2014). English-Medium Education (EME) in university settings provides an opportunity
for “internationalization at home” (Brandeburg and de Wit, 2011: 15), as it attracts
international students and staff, while at the same time allowing local students to live
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an international experience. In English-Medium Education the focus is mainly on the
content, with usually no established English language outcomes (Lasagabaster, 2019).
With this context in mind, this thesis explores L2 pragmatics in an EnglishMedium Education setting in Spain, with the aim of contributing, firstly, to L2 pragmatics
research by focusing on written communication, an area which has received less
attention than spoken communication (Bardovi-Harlig, 2018); and, secondly, but not
less importantly, to EME research by focusing on L2 pragmatics, an area that hasn’t been
fully exploited yet in these contexts (Taguchi and Roever, 2017). The study focuses on
the speech act of requesting as embedded in emails written by EME Business
Administration students to their lecturers. Requests are recurrent speech acts in emails
both in the academic (Chalak et al., 2010) and in the workplace settings (Gimenez, 2000),
and therefore analyzing the production and perceptions of these speech acts may have
implications for both educational and workplace settings where English is used as the
medium of communication.
The present study had two main objectives and was carried out at two stages.
The first objective was to examine students’ production of request speech acts as
embedded in emails. The second one was to explore lecturers’ perceptions of students’
requests/emails.
Regarding the different stages, the first stage of the study, based on a corpus of
naturally occurring requests, analyzed students’ requests according to the framework
developed by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) and its adaptation to email by EconomidouKogetsidis (2011). The results show that in this context, students use both requests for
action (i.e. asking the lecturer to do something for the students) and requests for
information (i.e. related to course content and course management). The former were
ix

twice as frequent as the latter in the context under study. In terms of the linguistic
features used by students to formulate the requests addressed to their lecturers, the
study shows a tendency towards directness. This inclination is illustrated in the request
head acts, in students’ use of modification strategies to soften or aggravate the force of
the requests, in the level of formality (i.e. address forms and email closing sequences),
as well as in the display of a relatively high degree of self-disclosure included in some
request grounders.
The second stage of the study, based on a perception questionnaire that elicited
lecturers’ possible reaction to some of the aforementioned requests/emails, focused on
(in)formality, appropriateness, politeness and lecturers’ willingness to comply with the
requests, therefore further delving into students’ pragmatic performance in English. The
results show that positive comments were triggered by the inclusion of email openings,
closings and acknowledgements or “thanks” sequences. In addition, requests/emails
that were concise and clear and displayed academic justifications to support the
requests were usually perceived positively by the lecturers. On the other hand, negative
comments were usually triggered by requests/emails which displayed a high degree of
directness, stretches of language that resembled spoken discourse, criticism towards
the lecturer, reference to students’ feelings and emotions, and the use of request
grounders that were based on personal rather than academic reasons. Furthermore,
lecturers’ perceptions across disciplinary areas seemed to be influenced by similar
factors and they generally showed a preference for negative politeness (Brown and
Levinson, 1978/1987) features, such as formal openings and closings.
Overall, this study has confirmed the difficulties in balancing directness/clarity
and appropriateness, thus disclosing the important role of L2 pragmatics in EME
x

settings. The present study therefore suggests that instruction in L2 pragmatics may be
beneficial for students enrolled in this EME degree, both for their current studies and
for their forthcoming professional life.

Key words: L2 pragmatics, request speech acts, English-Medium Education (EME), out-of-class
communication (OCC), email communication
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RESUMEN
Desde la década de los 90, la pragmática ha sido considerada un componente
fundamental de la competencia comunicativa (Bachman, 1990; Bachman and Palmer,
1996; Celce-Murcia et al., 1995). De ahí que, el volumen de estudios en el campo de la
pragmática en L1 y también en segunda lengua (L2) o interlengua (Kasper and Dahl,
1991; Kasper and Blum-Kulka, 1995) haya crecido exponencialmente durante las tres
últimas décadas (Taguchi, 2015).
Para alcanzar el dominio de la pragmática en la segunda lengua, los hablantes
necesitan conocer los recursos lingüísticos a través de los cuales pueden expresar una
función lingüística (la pragmalingüística), así como seleccionar la forma más adecuada
en un contexto determinado (la sociopragmática) (Thomas, 1983). En un contexto cada
vez más globalizado e interconectado, donde el inglés se ha convertido, sin duda, en la
“lengua franca” para los negocios, Internet e incluso la educación, resulta esencial
disponer de una buena competencia pragmática en dicho idioma. En el campo de la
administración de empresas, la comunicación eficaz en este idioma es requerida en un
mercado global. Específicamente, el uso del correo electrónico para la comunicación
interna y externa en el entorno laboral es una competencia crucial, siendo altamente
frecuente la tarea de leer y escribir correos electrónicos (Evans, 2012).
Como consecuencia de la “rápida globalización del mundo laboral” (Peral
Santamaría and Strotmann, 2019: 66) las universidades han fomentado cada vez más su
perfil “internacional”. En este aspecto, debido a la necesidad de preparar a los
estudiantes para el mercado laboral global, los grados en Administración y Dirección de
empresas están entre los que más “grados bilingües” imparten, tanto a nivel de grado
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como de posgrado (Wächter and Mainworm, 2014). Dichos grados, que utilizan el inglés
como idioma curricular (EME-English-Medium Education- por sus siglas en inglés)
ofrecen una oportunidad para la “internacionalización en casa” (Brandeburg y de Wit,
2011: 15) puesto que atraen alumnos y profesorado internacional, y al mismo tiempo
hacen posible que los alumnos locales vivan una experiencia internacional. Los “grados
bilingües” se suelen centrar principalmente en el contenido disciplinar, y por lo general
no se establecen objetivos lingüísticos (Lasagabaster, 2019).
Por las razones aquí expuestas, esta tesis doctoral explora la pragmática de la L2
en un contexto educativo español, donde el idioma curricular es el inglés. Esta
investigación se enmarca, por un lado, en el campo de la pragmática de la L2
centrándose en la producción escrita, destreza que ha recibido menor atención que la
comunicación oral (Bardovi-Harlig, 2018); y por otro lado, en los contextos de enseñanza
donde el inglés actúa como lengua curricular (EME), donde los estudios sobre
pragmática son necesarios (Taguchi and Roever, 2017).
El presente estudio se centra en el acto de habla de las peticiones (requests) en
correos electrónicos escritos por alumnos del grado de Administración y Dirección de
Empresas (ADE) a sus respectivas profesoras. Al ser las peticiones un acto de habla
recurrente y delicado en correos electrónicos, tanto en contextos académicos (Chalak
et al., 2010) como profesionales (Gimenez, 2000), examinar la producción y la
percepción de estos actos de habla tiene importantes implicaciones en dichos
contextos.
Esta tesis tiene dos objetivos principales desarrollados en dos etapas
consecutivas. El primer objetivo consiste en examinar la producción del acto de habla
de las peticiones tal y como aparece formulado en los correos electrónicos de los
xiii

estudiantes. El segundo objetivo persigue estudiar cómo profesores universitarios de
diferentes disciplinas académicas perciben las peticiones de los alumnos en los correos
electrónicos. En cuanto a las dos etapas del estudio, la primera consistió en la
elaboración de un corpus natural de peticiones en correos de alumnos, y en su análisis
detallado siguiendo la taxonomía de Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) y la adaptación llevada a
cabo por Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) para el análisis específico de correos
electrónicos.
Los resultados de esta primera etapa muestran que, en este contexto, los
alumnos utilizan tanto peticiones de acción (es decir, aquellas en las que solicitan una
acción concreta por parte del receptor para ayudar al estudiante), como peticiones de
información (es decir, aquellas relacionadas con los contenidos o el desarrollo del curso).
En términos cuantitativos, las peticiones de acción fueron dos veces más frecuentes que
las de información, y en términos cualitativos, se aprecia una tendencia hacia el uso de
peticiones directas. Dicha tendencia se observa en los recursos lingüísticos empleados
por los alumnos, tanto en la estrategia utilizada en el acto núclear de la petición (Padilla
Foster, 2016: 213), como en el uso de los modificadores para mitigar o enfatizar la fuerza
de la petición, y en los niveles de formalidad y de familiaridad empleados para justificar
algunas peticiones.
La segunda etapa del estudio, basada en un cuestionario de percepción dirigido
a profesores para que valoraran una selección de correos, se centró en tres criterios
principales: el nivel de (in)formalidad, la adecuación y la cortesía empleada por los
estudiantes. Asimismo, se pidió a los profesores que indicaran la probabilidad de que
accediesen a las peticiones de acción de los alumnos.
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Los resultados de esta segunda etapa sugieren que los correos electrónicos que
contienen saludos al principio y al final, así como agradecimientos explícitos, suelen
valorarse positivamente. De la misma forma, los correos claros y concisos en los que se
incluyen justificaciones basadas en razones puramente académicas también suelen ser
percibidos positivamente por los profesores.
Por el contrario, las peticiones que incluyen formulaciones muy directas, un
registro informal y excesivamente oral, así como referencias concretas a sentimientos y
emociones del alumno/a, o justificaciones basadas en razones personales en vez de
académicas recibieron valoraciones negativas. Adicionalmente, el estudio muestra que
las percepciones de los profesores suelen coincidir independientemente de su área
disciplinar, de forma que aquellos que proceden del área de Estudios Ingleses no
priorizan la forma del mensaje sobre el fondo. En general, además, dichos profesores
demuestran una preferencia por elementos de cortesía negativa (Brown and Levinson,
1978/1987), tales como saludos formales, en los correos de los alumnos.
Desde una perspectiva pedagógica, este estudio confirma la dificultad que tienen
los alumnos de L2 para equilibrar la claridad y la cortesía lingüística en sus mensajes,
demostrando de esta manera el papel clave de la pragmática en contextos educativos y,
más concretamente EME o de “grados bilingües”. Como consecuencia, esta tesis
propone que los estudiantes del “grado bilingüe” de ADE podrían beneficiarse de una
enseñanza específica de estrategias para el desarrollo de una competencia pragmática
en L2, a fin de ser mejores comunicadores tanto a nivel académico como,
posteriormente, en un entorno profesional.

Palabras clave: pragmática de la L2, actos de habla-peticiones, “grados bilingües” (EME),
comunicación fuera de aula, comunicación por correo electrónico
xv

1 Introduction
1.1 Purpose and scope of study
Framed within the field of interlanguage pragmatics (Kasper and Dahl, 1991; Kasper and
Blum-Kulka, 1995) or L2 pragmatics, as the more updated term (Taguchi and Roever,
2017; Culpeper et al, 2018), the present thesis addresses the use of request speech acts
in the emails written by first- and second-year university students in an English-Medium
degree at a Spanish university. The main purpose of the study is to explore the role of
L2 pragmatics in this English-Medium Education (EME) setting, both in terms of student
request production and in terms of lecturer perception of such requests.
For the last three decades, research in the field of interlanguage pragmatics (ibid.),
and L2 pragmatics1, has experienced a noticeable growth (see Taguchi, 2015). While for
the first part of the twentieth century pragmatics constituted a “completely peripheral”
area of inquiry (Peregrin, 2010: 119), in the last ten years the study of pragmatics has
become “one of the most vibrant and rapidly growing fields in linguistics and the
philosophy of language” (Huang, 2013: 130). Studies on L2 pragmatics have generally
dealt with either language use and/or language acquisition, the former focus being
possibly the most predominant one in most recent research (see Bardovi-Harlig, 2013:
69). Such a focus on language use is perhaps not surprising, given that the field of
pragmatics focuses primarily on examining how users communicate in particular
contexts.

1

In line with Taguchi and Roever (2017:13), unless specified otherwise, the term L2 (i.e. second language)
is used throughout this thesis in a broad sense to refer to “a later-learned language”. This L2 label
encompasses both English as a second language (L2 English) settings and English as a Foreign language
(EFL) settings.
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Communicating effectively requires the acquisition and mastery of two main
classical components of pragmatics, namely pragmalinguistics, that is, knowledge of
linguistic forms to convey pragmatic meaning, and sociopragmatics, knowledge which
entails adapting language use appropriately according to contextual variables (Leech,
1983; Thomas, 1983). In current times, computer-mediated communication (CMC), so
extended for educational purposes (e.g. Schallert et al., 2009), and even more so in this
COVID-19 era, has proved to be an adequate site for the acquisition of both
pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic competence, for example, in the use of informal
and formal address forms in students’ L2 (González-Lloret, 2008). Pragmatic
competence, nonetheless, remains a challenge for learners even at advanced levels of
proficiency in the L2, which is why many studies have focused precisely on learners
placed between intermediate and advanced levels (e.g. Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2008;
2011; Woodfield and Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2010). The following quotation from
Dalton-Puffer (2007: 173) helps to illustrate this research trend:
Perhaps from the lower-intermediate level upwards the challenge to the learner
usually lies less in conveying propositional content as such but rather in conveying it
in socially acceptable and productive ways that allow the learners to achieve their
interactive aims through building or maintaining satisfactory social relationships
(emphasis added).

Given the widespread use of English as an International Language (EIL) across the globe,
an adequate development of pragmatic competence in these settings becomes even
more important (Sánchez-Hernández and Alcón-Soler, 2019). In this regard, a high level
of proficiency in L2 pragmatics can help avoid or minimize what are known as ‘pragmatic
dissonances’ amongst users. Pragmatic dissonances are defined by Zamborlin (2007: 22)
as “circumstances in which speakers, deliberately or not, organize the linguistic action
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in such a way that hearers perceive it as conflicting with the harmonious flow of the
conversation”. Such dissonances could therefore be seen as an obstacle for “pragmatic
fluency”, defined by House (2013:65) as “the ability to master smooth continuity in
ongoing talk”. Pragmatic dissonances may arise intentionally or unintentionally, intraculturally or inter-culturally and, given their high dependence on context and personal
judgments, their consequences can be unexpected and diverse. They could range from
a humorous reaction on the part of the addressee (Zamborlin, 2007: 34) to a highly
upsetting one, especially when immediate contextual features are not shared by
communicators, as is the case of email communication (see Haugh, 2010).

1.2 Computer-mediated discourse and email communication in
professional and academic settings
As with the case of pragmatics, the last three decades have witnessed substantial
changes in email messaging, a particular mode of computer-mediated communication
(CMC). Given that written CMC communication is characterized by specific features that
differ from face-to face conversations (Puustinen et al., 2011: 281), interlocutors need
to adapt their interactional strategies to this medium.
Concerning workplace settings, email use is considered to be “a significant
stimulus of the rise of English as a business lingua franca” (BELF) in “the globalized
business world” (Evans, 2012: 203). In these BELF settings, clarity, directness and
politeness are regarded as paramount features of effective communication
(Kankaanranta and Louhiala-Salminen, 2010). Concurrently, the use of instant
messaging and smartphones has led to the use of more direct and briefer email
messages where some of the traditional components such as openings, closings or
certain forms of address (such as professional titles) are often missing (Glassberg et al.,
3

1996; Evans, 2012). In this vein, Evans (2012) pointed out that internal emails (i.e.
messages exchanged among workers from the same organization) tend to be more
direct and informal than external emails (i.e. messages sent outside the organization)
as, in the latter case, recipients do not share the same context. For this reason, it is
evident that BELF “students need to be trained to be flexibly competent” (Kankaanranta
and Louhiala-Salminen, 2010: 208). Taking into account that students from the area of
business will eventually become users of BELF in a “global workplace” (Komori-Glatz,
2017:2), this prerequisite also applies directly to them.
In view of the extensive use of email in business settings (e.g. Jensen, 2009;
Carrió-Pastor and Muñiz-Calderón, 2013; Giménez-Moreno and Skorczynska, 2013),
effective communication skills in this medium are deemed crucial by employers (Jones,
2011). Giménez-Moreno and Skorczynska (2013: 77) refer to the email medium as “the
most international written mode of communication within the business world” and
identify four macro-registers (ibid: 86). These four macro-registers are: family, amicable,
social and professional. Among these, the closest to the present study is the professional
macro-register, as it applies to email use in professional2 and other institutional settings,
such as academia.
Already 20 years ago the ability to use email effectively was considered
important for the job market (Giménez, 2000). It was estimated that around 99% of
communication inside Microsoft was conducted by email (Kinsley, 1996; in Baron,
1998:134). Undeniably, the time when the use of computers for human communication

2

Although the differences between professional and educational settings need to be acknowledged, as
stated above, business students will eventually become professionals who are very likely to use the email
mode for internal and external communication in the workplace.
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was perceived by many as “alien, intimidating and a personal threat” (Baron, 1984: 125)
is long gone and in no way resembles present-day workplace contexts (e.g. Freytag,
2020). Nonetheless, recent studies on employability skills carried out during the last
decade have indicated that newly graduated BA students often do not seem to meet
employers’ expectations regarding communication skills (Jackson, 2014; Jones, 2011;
Singh et al., 2014). Among these communication skills, the effective use of email,
according to employers, is viewed as fundamental (Jones, 2011), since business
professionals spend much of their time at work writing and reading emails (Evans, 2012).
Business students themselves also realize that one of the most important employability
skills is indeed effective communication (Griffin and Coelhoso, 2019).
Given this backdrop, EME students from the area of business studies seem to be
the ideal participants to examine L2 pragmatics in email writing and to analyze, more
specifically, the way these learners construct their requests to lecturers. This choice of
participants and setting is justified by the fact that request speech acts are among the
most recurrent speech acts both in business email communication (e.g. Giménez, 2001)
and also in student-teacher emails (e.g. Chalak et al, 2010). Thus, the presence of such
speech acts in our data is guaranteed.
In university settings, such as the one under scrutiny in this thesis, CMC has
created a need for a renewal of both students’ and lecturers’ linguistic behavior, as “the
communication strategies that instructors and students have been socialized to in a
typical face-to-face setting are not always adequate in the online context” (Blanchette,
2009: 392). In this regard, research on student-teacher emails in university settings has
shown that ‘requests for action’ (i.e. aimed at asking the lecturer to do something for
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the student, such as accepting a late submission of coursework) and ‘requests for
information’ (i.e. aimed at obtaining information about the course content or course
management from the lecturer) are frequently used speech acts (EconomidouKogetsidis, 2011; Chejnová, 2014; 2015).
Interestingly, studies in lower levels of education, where Content and Language
Integrated Learning (CLIL) is implemented, have also studied requests for action and
requests for information due to the recurrence of these speech acts (Dalton-Puffer and
Nikula, 2006; Dalton-Puffer, 2007). Consequently, it seems important to focus on the
type of requests used by students in upper levels of studies, such as this university
context, as well as on the modification strategies that they choose to soften the
potential imposition of their requests when writing to addressees who hold a higher
status, (Alcón-Soler et al., 2005: 5), in this case lecturers. It goes without saying that in
the academic setting the student-teacher relationship is characterized by power
difference and, therefore, addressing requests to lecturers requires the skillful use of
highly effective rapport management (Spencer-Oatey, 2000) and face-saving strategies
(Brown and Levinson, 1978).3 As requests are, by definition, face-threatening acts both
for the hearer (or addressee), who might see his/her freedom of action impeded, and
for the speaker (or writer of the request), who needs to avoid coming across as
“inconsiderate” (González-Cruz, 2014: 550), it is fundamental to prepare students for
effective writing of such text-type.

3

The notion of ´face´ was originally developed by Goffman (1967: 213) to refer to “the positive social
value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular
contact”.
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In addition to this focus, the need to delve into lecturer perception of student
requests is also an area that deserves further investigation, as shown by Puustinen et
al.’s (2011: 289) call for studies on “the effectiveness of the different associations
between [language] form and function”. The rationale behind this is that “the linguistic
form of a request reflects the way in which the student apprehends the social relation
with a teacher” (ibid.: 283). Additionally, previous research has claimed for the need to
further investigate perceptions of pragmatic performance (Savic, 2018; Freytag, 2020).
In relation to this matter, messages seem to be generally judged according to perceived
politeness, appropriateness and formality, criteria which have been argued to mirror L2
pragmatic ability (Taguchi and Roever, 2017; Taguchi and Ishihara, 2018).
In the academic setting, email communication between students and lecturers
seems to fulfill not only transactional, but also interpersonal functions (see for example
Sunderland, 2002 and Bretag, 2006 on “the affective function” of this medium). By
tackling both speech act production and perception, the present study will hopefully
contribute to studies on (im)politeness in L2 pragmatics, from the two perspectives of
politeness identified by Watts (2003), namely Politeness 24 or second-order politeness
(i.e. according to the linguistic features included in the email), and Politeness 1 or firstorder politeness (i.e. according to lecturers’ perception).
A further reason regarding the need to look into the pragmatics of email language
is provided by the growing internationalization of higher education as represented in
Study-Abroad programs and bilingual/EME degrees, which have clearly extended the
use of English as a lingua franca (ELF) (Seidlhofer, 2004; Jenkins, 2009; 2011) in online

4

The order of these terms is inverted here to match the research objectives of this PhD study.
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communication, in general, and in student-teacher emails more particularly (Bjorge,
2007). Certainly, as evidenced by recent research (González-Lloret, 2018; SalazarCampillo and Codina-Espurz, 2018), email is still the most frequently used means of
communication between students and lecturers in out of class communication in the
academic setting. As mentioned earlier, the role of emails has arguably become even
more prominent in view of the unexpected changes in communication brought by the
current COVID-19 pandemic that has, in turn, impeded or reduced face-to-face
communication between teachers and students. Very recent research has emphasized
the changes to research (Beech and Anseel, 2020; Budhwar and Cumming, 2020) and
education presently faced by universities (Brammer and Clark, 2020; Taguchi, 2020) and
business schools too (Beech and Anseel, 2020), as a result of the current physical
distancing5 situation triggered by this pandemic.

1.3 L2 pragmatics and English-Medium Education in university
settings
While many studies on L2 pragmatics have traditionally focused on foreign language
classrooms (e.g. Martínez-Flor and Alcón-Soler, 2007; Alcón-Soler, 2008; Martínez-Flor,
2008), and on Study-Abroad contexts (e.g. Taguchi, 2011; 2013; Li, 2014; Alcón-Soler,
2015; Sánchez-Hernández, 2018), more recent research has expanded towards
examining online learning environments (Eslami et al., 2015; Taguchi, 2015), as well as
workplace settings (Riddiford and Holmes, 2015; Yates and Major, 2015). Nonetheless,
L2 pragmatics seems to be still in need of further research regarding educational settings
in which English is used as the medium of education amongst L2 participants, both

5

Following Crystal (2020), in this thesis the term “physical distancing” is preferred to the more widespread
“social distancing”, in order to avoid the negative connotations involved in the latter.
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students and lecturers (Taguchi and Roever, 2017; Nashaat-Sobhy, 2018; SánchezHernández and Herráiz-Martínez, 2018). To illustrate this view, Taguchi and Roever
(2017: 250) argue that “[w]hile language use in English-medium academic communities
has been documented (…) less has been revealed about the pragmatics of ELF6 in these
communities.”
Moreover, L2 pragmatics research has mainly focused on the spoken mode, as
shown in a comprehensive review of studies conducted by Bardovi-Harlig (2018) where
out of the 152 studies reviewed, only six dealt with written production, including
computer-mediated communication. Moreover, in the Common European Framework
of Reference for Languages (CEFR) attention to pragmatics is also mainly focused on
speaking skills (Núñez, 2016: 2), leading to a pressing need for addressing the role of
pragmatics in specific writing tasks.
In a similar vein, research on English-Medium Education (EME7) in university
settings shows that, although writing is considered by students to be among the most
difficult language skills (Breeze and Dafouz, 2017), the language focus in EME classes (if
any) is mainly placed on speaking skills, the practice of oral presentations and the
development of disciplinary vocabulary (see Doiz et al., 2019a)8. In contrast, more

6

ELF refers to English as a Lingua Franca, understood as “any use of English among speakers of different
first languages for whom English is the communicative medium of choice, and often the only option”
(Seidlhofer, 2011: 7). Although the present study is not strictly framed within the field of ELF, EME
research, particularly when it comes to classroom practice, “often shares a conceptual base with English
as a lingua franca (ELF) research, since it examines the way English is used in – and also outside – the
classroom in multilingual and multicultural contexts” (Komori-Glatz, 2017:1).
7
In this thesis, the label English-Medium Education (EME) is used instead of the more broadly extended
English-Medium Instruction (or EMI). A detailed explanation of why this label is preferred will be offered
in Chapter 3, section 3.5. On some occasions, EMI will appear in the thesis as this is the term used
originally by the mentioned research.
8
It should be clarified here that, unlike in Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) settings, where
there is a dual focus on both content and language skills, in English-Medium Education in university
settings the focus is mainly on the content and usually there are no specific language outcomes
(Lasagabaster, 2019; among others).
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informal speaking is not perceived as an issue for EME students (ibid.), as they often
report feeling confident about using such informal language in English.
EME, defined as an educational phenomenon that uses English as an additional or
second/foreign language for subject instruction but with no explicit focus on language
skills (e.g. Dafouz, 2018b; Lasagabaster, 2019), has stemmed from the belief that
through meaningful language use in the classroom, learners will develop the
communicative competence (Hymes, 1972) of the target language in a more naturalistic
environment and, at the same time, in a more efficient way than in traditional English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) classes (Dalton-Puffer and Nikula, 2006; Genesee, 2004;
Lyster, 2007; Pérez-Vidal, 2009; Ruiz de Zarobe, 2011). In fact, one of the themes that
applied linguistic researchers in the field of EME have recently shown interest in is
precisely in how to offer language support to students, despite the perceived separation
between language and content in these educational settings (Lyster, 2017: 7).
In the last two decades, research in the field of EME has been expanding at a very
fast pace across the globe (Pérez-Cañado, 2012; Pinyana and Khan, 2014; Dearden,
2015; Coleman et al., 2018; Dafouz et al., 2018; Dimová and Kling, 2018; Baker and
Hüttner, 2019; Doiz et al., 2019b; Lasagabaster, 2019; Smit, 2019; amongst others).
Universities across Europe are gradually increasing their offer in English-Medium
programs at graduate and undergraduate levels in order to attract foreign students and
to make “internationalization at home” (Brandeburg and de Wit, 2011: 15) possible,
therefore exposing local students to intercultural experiences and preparing them for a
global workplace (Wächter and Maiworm, 2014). EME is especially widespread in
business educational areas, where English is considered to be vital (Brenn-White and
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Faethe, 2013; Camacho-Miñano and del Campo, 2016; Komori-Glatz, 2017; Camacho,
2020). In this respect, Komori-Glatz (2017: 19) sustains that “[w]ith the continuing rise
in cross-border trade and foreign direct investment, it is essential for business students
to learn how to operate effectively in international and multicultural contexts.”
This notwithstanding, some studies on EME/EMI have suggested that in these
settings, students may lack the sufficient support to develop their academic skills in
English (Dafouz and Smit, 2020: 51). There is the wrong assumption that EMI learners
are already proficient enough in the L2 and incidental language learning will
automatically occur as a result of L2 exposure (Arnó-Maciá and Mancho-Barés, 2015). In
spite of this belief, in EMI settings “high cognitive demands are combined with complex
linguistic ones” (Strotmann, 2019: 191) that are not developed spontaneously.
Therefore, research on the language aspect of EME is still clearly needed (Dafouz and
Smit, 2020: 2). Similarly, Doiz et al. (2019a: 69) state that the linguistic demands faced
by students in EMI and their possible need of English language assistance have not been
fully explored yet. Moreover, as argued by Ament and Pérez-Vidal (2015: 47), research
on the linguistic gains in EMI in tertiary settings seems to be “extremely scarce”.
Despite this lack of focus on the explicit development of students’ (formal) writing
skills, at least in the Spanish EME university context, lecturers, both in such EME settings
(Doiz et al., 2019b; Dafouz, 2020) and in university settings in general, emphasize the
importance of effective written communication not only in academic and but also in
professional contexts (Jiménez-Yáñez, 2020).
Against this EME backdrop, students’ pragmatic competence, as a major
component of communicative competence (e.g. Bachman, 1990; Bachman and Palmer,
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1996; Celce-Murcia et al., 1995), will be the specific focus of this doctoral study. As
stated earlier, this focus responds to the shortage of pragmatics research in EME/EMI
educational contexts (Dalton-Puffer, 2007:174; Pinyana and Khan, 2014; Alejo, 2016).
Generally, researchers in this EME field have focused on other aspects, such as grammar,
fluency and subject specific vocabulary (e.g. Lasagabaster, 2008), subject content
knowledge (Dafouz et al., 2013; Dafouz and Camacho-Miñano, 2016; Madrid, 2011) and
teacher and student attitudes towards bi/multilingualism (e.g. Dafouz et al., 2007;
Lasagabaster, 2009; Lasagabaster and Sierra, 2009). Thus, more studies are needed to
explore perceptions of L2 competence in these settings (Cogo and Westerholm, 2013:
2).
As a result, it is necessary to examine the communication skills that students
display in their emails in the academic setting to identify strengths and areas of
improvement for students’ future professional life. By doing so, language issues that
have not been as broadly examined in EMI settings such as “content-linked written
registers” (Leung, 2014: 137) will be addressed. More specifically, studying the speech
act of requesting as represented in student emails can provide insight into student
pragmatic competence in English. Although it is not clear to what extent pragmatic
competence in the L2 can be measured exclusively by means of speech acts (Infantidou
and Matsui, 2013: 2), speech acts represent “unique items for testing pragmatic ability”
(Yamashita, 2008). In a similar vein, Vanderveken (2013: 40) claims that “linguistic
competence is inseparable from performance. It is the speaker’s ability to perform
illocutions.”
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1.4 The study: research questions and data gathered
The present study aims at examining the pragmatic performance of EME students in
email communication by examining “the actual ways in which English is used for
complex and diverse tasks of subject matter learning” (Dalton-Puffer and Nikula, 2006:
242). More specifically, this PhD analyzes request speech acts used by Economics and
Business Administration students when writing to their lecturers. As argued above (see
section 1.1.), the focus on request production by L2 speakers, at or beyond a B2 level of
English (CEFR)9, seems to be particularly suitable for studies on politeness and
pragmatics.
The thesis will firstly concentrate on the speech act of requesting and its linguistic
realizations as embedded in email speech events and, secondly it will examine, with the
use of a perception questionnaire, lecturers’ judgment/perception of such requests
(Bardovi-Harlig, 2018). This will enable us to explore whether the students have been
successful in achieving their communicative purposes. Additionally, the perception
questionnaire will examine whether lecturers from different disciplines are influenced
by different linguistic and/or contextual features in their perceptions of student
requests in emails. In this regard, the study will inquire whether in EME settings lecturers
from disciplinary areas that are more “message oriented” (e.g. business) might overlook
linguistic issues that could presumably be more salient to lecturers from disciplinary
areas where there is more focus on form (e.g. language and linguistics). It is well-known
that the linguistic features displayed in emails can have an impact on how the email

9

A certified B2 level is officially requested for students in order to enrol in any EME degree at the
university under study.
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sender (the student) is perceived by the email receiver (the lecturer) (e.g. Jessmer and
Anderson, 2011; Stephens et al., 2011). Therefore, a study on the linguistic features of
requests and their potential effect on the receivers of the emails will shed light on L2
pragmatics in EME settings. This is of particular interest in the area of Business studies,
since such users, as already explained in section 1.2, will presumably use email
communication very frequently with international companies and colleagues when
engaged professionally.
The study is thus placed at the intersection between L2 pragmatics (Taguchi and
Roever, 2017) and EME. With this context in mind, this thesis seeks to answer the
following overarching research questions10:
RQ1: What kinds of requests (i.e. for action and/or for information) do EME
students display in their emails addressed to lecturers?
RQ2: How are these speech acts realized linguistically, in terms of request
structure and overall email structure?
RQ3: To what extent do these student requests resemble the textual models for
email writing and requests writing provided by an EFL textbook?
RQ4: How are these EME student emails perceived by the corresponding
lecturers? More specifically, what particular pragmatic features (e.g. inclusion of
openings, level of directness) do lecturers give more weight to when evaluating
these student emails?

10

These research questions will be addressed and further developed into sub-questions in Chapters 5 and

6.
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RQ5: Are there differences in the way lecturers perceive the student emails,
depending on the different disciplinary areas they belong to?
RQ6: To what extent do the pragmatic features valued positively by the surveyed
lecturers match those displayed in an EFL textbook?
In order to answer these six research questions, two sets of data will be analyzed,
namely a corpus of naturally occurring emails written by the EME students to their
lectures in their first- and second-year of the Business Degree (known as Corpus
1); and a corpus of perception questionnaires distributed to a varied group of
lecturers from different disciplines, including Business Administration and
Language and Linguistics (known as Corpus 2). Regarding Corpus 1, it should be
noted that the present study focuses on real language use outside the classroom,
that is, on naturally occurring language. More particularly, the research examines
141 student emails containing 181 requests. In spite of the difficulties involved in
gathering instances of authentic language use, the potential of this type of data
for research on pragmatics is unquestionable as Taguchi and Roever (2017:98)
rightly point out:
Natural data is often held up as the ´gold standard´ of L2 pragmatics data because it
shows how language users talk in the real world and therefore more directly enables
conclusions to be drawn about pragmatic abilities. Natural data is non-elicited data,
over which the researcher has no influence.

Similarly, González-Cruz (2014: 556) claims that “[u]sing natural data is obviously the
ideal methodology when studying language use in context.
Regarding Corpus 2, emails have been drawn from the first set of data, and a smaller
number of emails have been selected, based on the linguistic realization and structure,
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and on the fact that they could trigger pragmatic dissonance (Zamborlin, 2007) amongst
our lecturers. These two corpora are described in full detail in Chapter 4.
As previously suggested, the rationale for conducting this study is manifold both in
terms of the suitability of the context and in terms of the research focus. Similarly to
Content and Language Integrated Language (CLIL) classrooms, whose potential for L2
pragmatic development has been shown in other research (see e.g. Nikula, 2005; 2008;
Dalton-Puffer and Nikula, 2006; Dalton-Puffer, 2007; Nashaat-Sobhy, 2014; 2018), EME
settings can provide researchers invaluable insight into L2 pragmatics, a view that is
shared by Taguchi (2014b: 161) when she states: “The target institution offers an
interesting context to examine learners’ pragmatic development because it presents an
optimal environment for academic and social language use”11.
As argued by Dalton-Puffer (2007:205), in CLIL classrooms students may not feel the
pressing need to aim at the accuracy that is usually felt in English as a Foreign Language
(EFL) classrooms and, as a result of this low-anxiety environment, they might obtain
opportunities for L2 enhancement that are similar to non-instructional contexts12, while
at the same time also provide affordances for feedback which are considered to result
in learning. Similar opportunities could therefore be provided to university students in
EME settings, if these are assumed to expose students to an “intensity of interaction”
(Kasper and Rose, 2002: 196) comparable to study abroad settings. Likewise, Taguchi
and Roever (2017: 191-192) claim that EMI contexts allow students the chance to put

11

Taguchi (2014b) refers to an EMI setting in Japan, therefore highlighting the potential of EMI contexts
for pragmatic development and research.
12
An example of a non-instructional context for L2 acquisition would be the second language context, for
example the opportunities for Spanish language acquisition provided to Italian L1 speakers as a result of
living in Spain.
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their English skills into practice “for authentic communicative purposes”, which in turn
may lead to “incidental pragmatics learning”. Moreover, in view of real language use in
these settings, these authors underline the need to reconsider the assumption that
classrooms do not provide opportunities for pragmatic learning:
(…) classrooms are full of communicative acts that the teacher and students perform in order to
conduct their everyday business of teaching and learning. We would be remiss if we did not target
these practices in order to better understand pragmatic development. Routine classroom activities
and the types of pragmatic language use involved in those activities should be examined closely in
order to meaningfully interpret the process and outcome of pragmatic learning from those activities.
(Taguchi and Roever, 2017: 209-210, emphasis added)

Regarding the particular features of the context under study, as argued above,
internationalization has led to an increase in the use of English as a lingua franca (ELF)
both in international business and in English-Medium Education. Moreover,
globalization has to some extent blurred the once more clear-cut distinction between
foreign and second language (Taguchi, 2019). Thus, the present study acknowledges the
existence of an ELF “plurilithic approach” to English (Jenkins, 2009: 202). Focusing on
pragmatics in ELF Widdowson (2015: 369) claims that:
Times have changed, but ideas about language teaching have not changed to keep up with them.
Outmoded thinking, sustained by the publishing and testing industries and institutionally endorsed
by the specifications of the Common European Framework of Reference, still perpetuate the old
orthodoxy that the objective of learning can only be the acquisition of competence defined as
conformity to native speaker norms. Even if the emphasis takes a pragmatic turn and shifts to
communication, the focus is not on the communicative use of language, but on how native
speakers use it.

Although the setting and the lecturers involved in the EME context under study could
be considered mainly EFL-oriented rather than ELF-oriented, it is our understanding that
in this EME context, it is implicitly considered that students should aim at developing
English skills for intercultural communication13. In other words, in the setting under

13

This is even more evident nowadays, given that the presence of ERASMUS students and the number of
student exchange programs have incremented considerably in the EME context under study since the
period of data collection for Corpus 1 (student emails/requests).
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scrutiny the use of English is seen as a means to provide students with opportunities for
“internationalization at home” and with the chance to improve their skills in this
language – even if no explicit support is provided institutionally. As a result, the focus
of this study is not on a comparison between the pragmatic performance in L1 English
and in L2 English. As such, students’ performance in L2 English pragmatics shall not be
assessed according to L1 English standards, but according to the specific context of
language use. Thus, potential ‘differences’ or particular features in their discourse will
not be seen in light of ´pragmatic failure´ (Thomas, 1983) but rather in terms of possible
pragmatic dissonances (Zamborlin, 2007). In essence, the present study seeks to follow
“multilingual pragmatic norms” rather than “native-speaker norms” (Taguchi and
Roever, 2017: 9; Taguchi and Ishihara, 2018). In this regard, the possible effect of
students’ pragmatic performance in L2 English is measured more specifically against “a
local context of use” (Taguchi and Roever, 2017: 255) and not an L1 norm as Chapter 6
will unveil in full detail.
On the whole, in this thesis it is argued that evaluating language use and students’
linguistic needs according to the local context can complement textual models of
pragmatic production offered in EFL textbooks, even when these already provide a
rather in-depth coverage of email writing and requesting, as in the textbook used for
analysis in this study (for more information see section 6.3).

1.5 Overview of the thesis
The present thesis is divided into seven chapters. This first chapter, the introduction, has
been concerned with establishing the purpose and scope of the investigation, as well as
formulating the overarching research questions. Chapters 2 and 3 provide the
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theoretical backgrounds followed by an in-depth literature review of previous studies
on L2 pragmatics that are particularly relevant to this thesis. More specifically, the
literature review in Chapter 2 will frame this investigation within the area of L2
pragmatics and the speech act of requesting, while Chapter 3 will address the research
conducted on pragmatics in computer-mediated communication (CMC) and in EnglishMedium Education (EME).
Chapter 4 focuses on the context of the study, the data and participants, and the
methodological decisions taken during the data collection and analysis process. This
chapter also presents a detailed account of the instruments and the taxonomy used for
the analysis. Chapter 5 provides the results of the analysis and offers a thorough
discussion of the findings drawn from Corpus 1, namely, naturally-occurring requests in
emails sent by students to lecturers. Chapter 6, in turn, deals with the findings and
discussion related to Corpus 2, that is, lecturer perception of student requests by email,
in terms of the preferred and dispreferred features of the emails. In addition, this
chapter provides a thorough examination of features related to each of the criteria
taken into account for lecturer perception, namely (in)formality, appropriateness,
politeness and willingness to comply with students’ requests. Finally, Chapter 7 focuses
on the conclusions of the study and offers some precise pedagogical implications to
address student email writing in these EME settings. The limitations of the study as well
as some suggestions for further research will also be included in this closing chapter.
The appendices will further provide samples of the different materials used in the design
of the study, namely the informed consent form, the perception questionnaire and the
email textual models from an EFL textbook.
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PART I: THEORETICAL BACKGROUNDS

2 Pragmatic competence and request speech acts
performance
This chapter gives an overview of some of the conceptual notions essential for the study,
such as the construct of communicative competence, with a focus on one of its
components ‘pragmatic competence’, an examination of speech act theory, and in
particular the speech act of ‘requests’
More specifically, the chapter begins with an outline of the most well-known
models of communicative competence (Section 2.1) and pragmatic competence
(Section 2.2) with a focus on second and foreign language settings, generally referred to
in the thesis as interlanguage or L2 pragmatic competence (Kasper and Blum-Kulka,
1993; Taguchi, 2009). After referring to cognitively-oriented (e.g. Bialystock, 1993;
Schmidt, 1993; Andrews, 1990) and socially-oriented approaches to L2 pragmatic
development (Frawley and Lantolf, 1985; Hall, 1998; Schieffelin and Ochs, 1986), the
chapter provides a literature review of studies in the area (Sections 2.3 and 2.4) and
points out to some of the implications of globalization on L2 pragmatics (Section 2.5).
The second part of the chapter (Sections 2.6 to 2.7) focuses on the speech act of
requesting (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 1984), its description in terms of the possible
linguistic realizations at hand to fulfill this function, and its performance by L2 speakers.
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2.1 Communicative Competence in Language Learning: A historical
overview
The purpose of this section is to describe different conceptual models of communicative
competence (CC) across time and to frame the present study within the area of L2
pragmatic competence. To start with, the notion of communicative competence will be
defined and its construct explained. This discussion will be carried out with regards to
communicative competence models for foreign language assessment and then to
communicative competence models for language acquisition. Towards the end of the
section, some basic terms related to pragmatics and speech acts will be considered.
Since the 1960s and 70s, with the advent of the Communicative Approach (Hymes,
1972), foreign language teaching has been increasingly prioritizing fluency over
accuracy. In other words, communication, rather than abstract knowledge about
linguistic rules, had become the focus in foreign language teaching and learning. The
notion of “communicative competence” was introduced by Dell Hymes (Hymes, 1972)
as a reaction to Chomsky’s (1965) view of “linguistic competence”. Hymes (1972) argued
that communicating in a given language involves far more than just knowledge of
grammatical rules. In his view, communicative competence is conceived of as the
speaker’s ability to produce utterances considered to be appropriate in a socio-cultural
context. Many years later, the work of Rickheit et al. (2008) claims that the construct of
communicative competence relies on an internal structure consisting of effectiveness
and appropriateness. Whereas effectiveness is understood as “the outcome of
communicative competence”, appropriateness “connects it with the situational
conditions of the actual social interaction” (Rickheit et al., 2008:16). As a result, in the
production of the communicative act, the context of situation acquires a paramount
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importance, as the models reviewed in this section will show. The construct of context,
however, can be subject to different interpretations. Understanding the context of an
utterance involves focusing on the characteristics related to culture and linguistics that
make a difference in how utterances are produced and interpreted (Levinson, 1983: 22).
Infantidou (2013:98) argues that, when concerned with issues related to pragmatics,
context should go beyond just co-text preceding the text under study or an assumed
context set prior to interpretation. Following Sperber and Wilson (1986/1995: 15-16),
Infantidou underlines that context is dependent on hearer’s beliefs and hypotheses
about the world. In a similar vein, Levinson (1983: 276) claims that when interpreting
speech acts, context should be seen as “a set of propositions, describing the beliefs,
knowledge, commitments and so on of the participants in a discourse” (Levinson, 1983:
276). Given that uttering a sentence involves more than expressing its literal meaning,
the utterance changes the context through its “speech act force or potential” (Levinson,
1983: 277), so speakers need to understand the context of situation and in what ways
their linguistic choices will affect the context.
The competent speaker is capable of being other-oriented while preserving the
skill to attain his/her own interpersonal aims (Wiemann 1977:211, as quoted in Rickheit
et al., 2008:19). Thus, the degree to which a speaker may succeed in his/her social life
can be heavily influenced by his/her communicative competence. Schieffelin and Ochs
(1986: 170-171) further explain that “one of the basic tenets of sociolinguistic research
is that language serves several functions in social life and that consequently spoken and
written messages have not only logical (truth-functional) but also social meanings”.
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Canale and Swain (1980) applied the concept of communicative competence to
language proficiency testing. They constructed a model of communicative competence
made up by four different elements: grammatical competence, sociolinguistic
competence,

discourse competence

and strategic

competence. Grammatical

competence is concerned with linguistic knowledge of grammatical rules, as well as
vocabulary, pronunciation and so on. Sociolinguistic competence, instead, involves
knowledge about how to use language appropriately in a given context, including
appropriate style, register, vocabulary and politeness strategies. As regards discourse
competence, it refers to the speaker’s ability to produce cohesive texts. Finally, strategic
competence involves the use of communication strategies that render communication
more effective and through which the speaker may overcome possible breakdowns in
communication.
Alcón Soler (2008) argues that sociolinguistic competence in Canale and Swain’s
model implicitly includes pragmatic competence. Nevertheless, Laughlin et al. (2015)
point out that the first explicit inclusion of pragmatic competence in a model of
communicative competence was made by Bachman and Palmer (1982). Bachman (1990)
later expanded Canale and Swain’s model (1980) and conceived language competence
as composed by organizational knowledge and pragmatic knowledge. According to
Bachman, organizational knowledge consists of two subcomponents, namely
grammatical knowledge, which roughly corresponds to grammatical competence in
Canale and Swain (1980) and textual knowledge, which can be seen as an equivalent of
discourse competence in Canale and Swain’s model. Regarding pragmatic knowledge,
this is made up by three components, i.e. lexical knowledge, functional knowledge and
sociolinguistic knowledge. Lexical knowledge includes knowledge about word meanings
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and figurative language, whereas functional knowledge refers to the ability to relate
utterances to the speaker’s communicative purpose. Finally, sociolinguistic knowledge
is related to the ability of using language appropriately in a given context of situation.
Bachman and Palmer (1996: 66) explain that language ability, or speakers’ ability
to create and interpret discourse in language use, is one of the individual features that
can affect performance on language tests. They rely on Bachman (1990) to define
language ability as made up by language knowledge (i.e. language competence in
Bachman (1990)) and strategic competence, which they define as “a set of
metacognitive strategies” (Bachman and Palmer, 1996: 67). The first component of
language ability, language knowledge, refers to “information specific to language use
that is stored in memory” (Bachman and Palmer, 1996: 78) and is divided into two
categories, namely organizational knowledge and pragmatic knowledge. According to
Bachman and Palmer, organizational knowledge controls the formal structure of
language that allows speakers to produce and comprehend sentences or utterances that
are grammatically acceptable, and to organize these in order to compose texts. This
knowledge is further divided into grammatical and textual knowledge, as in Bachman
(1990). Grammatical knowledge is composed by knowledge related to vocabulary,
syntax, phonology and graphology. Textual knowledge instead involves knowledge
about cohesion and rhetorical or conversational organization (Bachman and Palmer,
1996: 68).
Regarding the second component of language ability, pragmatic knowledge,
Bachman and Palmer (1996: 69) sustain that it “enables us to create or interpret
discourse by relating utterances or sentences and texts to their meanings, to the
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intentions of language users, and to relevant characteristics of the language use setting”.
Rather than being composed by three components as in Bachman’s model (1990),
pragmatic knowledge is seen by Bachman and Palmer as involving sociolinguistic
knowledge and functional knowledge. While the first sub-component of pragmatic
knowledge, sociolinguistic knowledge, is concerned with appropriateness of language
forms in a particular setting, functional knowledge allows language users to link
utterances or sentences and texts to speaker intentions. The second sub-component of
pragmatic knowledge, functional knowledge, is composed by knowledge of four sets of
language functions, namely ideational, manipulative, instrumental and imaginative
(Bachman and Palmer, 1996: 69). Knowledge of ideational functions relates to language
users’ ability to express and interpret meaning according to their own real world
experiences, including descriptions and explanations, among other functions.
Knowledge of manipulative functions involves using language in a way that affects the
world, including instrumental functions whereby speakers get other people to do things
for them (e.g. requests, suggestions, commands), regulatory functions, through which
speakers control other people’s activity (e.g. rules and regulations) and interpersonal
functions, which help establishing, maintaining and changing interpersonal relationships
(e.g. greetings, apologies, compliments, etc.). Knowledge of instrumental functions
refers to using language in order to broaden knowledge of the world, for example for
teaching and learning purposes. Finally, knowledge of imaginative functions enables
language users to build up an imaginary world or to extend the world around them, for
example in order to use humor. Bachman and Palmer (1996: 70) explain that these
aforementioned functions are not mutually exclusive, since language use usually
involves performing “multiple functions in connected discourse”.
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The models of communicative competence presented above, by both Canale and
Swain (1980) and Bachman (1990) and Bachman and Palmer (1996), were conceived
from the perspective of language proficiency assessment. However, communicative
competence models have also been developed from an instructional perspective, that
is, from a language teaching perspective. For example, Celce-Murcia et al. (1995)
conceived communicative competence as involving four components, namely discourse
competence, sociocultural competence, linguistic competence and actional competence.
Figure 2.1 illustrates their model of communicative competence. While Communicative
Competence as conceived by Canale and Swain (1980) includes politeness strategies,
and the model by Bachman and Palmer (1982; 1996) refers to functional knowledge and
in particular manipulative functions, Celce-Murcia et al.’s (1995) view of CC specifically
emphasizes the importance of knowledge about speech acts.

Figure 2.1 Celce-Murcia et al.’s (1995:10) model of communicative competence

26

Celce-Murcia et al. (1995) identify discourse competence as the core of
communicative competence, as shown in Figure 1. Their model is however of great
importance to this study because it also includes actional competence as one of the
main linguistic competences. Celce-Murcia et al. (1995: 17) define actional competence
as “competence in conveying and understanding communicative intent, that is,
matching actional intent with linguistic form based on the knowledge of and inventory
of verbal schemata that carry illocutionary force (speech acts and speech act sets)”.
Actional competence comprises two types of knowledge, namely knowledge of
language functions and knowledge of speech act sets (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1976). As a
result, actional competence could be thought of as an equivalent of pragmatic
competence. This study will take as point of departure the notion of actional
competence, since it is more fitting to our analysis.
All in all, the models of communicative competence reviewed in this section stress
the need to understand and convey meaning in a specific context. In addition to
knowledge about grammar and vocabulary, which is indeed essential in L2, the
“competent speaker” also has to take into account issues of politeness and
appropriateness for successful L2 performance. The following section will focus on the
component of communicative competence which is central to the present study, namely
pragmatic competence.
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2.2 Pragmatic competence: Models and applications in L2
pragmatics studies
Following on the notions presented in the previous section on communicative
competence, the component that represents the point of departure for our study,
namely pragmatic competence, will be addressed. After reviewing several models that
conceptualize pragmatic competence, this section will focus on the model adopted in
our study. It will then refer to the subcomponents of pragmalinguistics and
sociopragmatics. Subsequently, some comparative and acquisitional studies on L2
pragmatics will be reviewed. The section will close with a brief mention of some studies
on the application of Systemic Functional Linguistics (Halliday, 1973) to L2 pragmatics
analysis.
In their review of 12 models of pragmatic and communicative competence,
Laughlin et al. (2015) divide the different models into component models and meaningoriented models (Purpura, 2004). They further divide component models of
communicative competence into the Early Groundwork

14(Hymes’

1972 model of

communicative competence); the Sociolinguistic competence Phase, encompassing
Canale and Swain (1980; 1983) and Canale (1983), Savignon (1983, 2002) and van Ek
(1986); and the Pragmatic Competence Phase, including Bachman and Palmer (1982),
Bachman (1990), Bachman and Palmer (1996; 2010), Celce-Murcia et al. (1995) and UsóJuan and Martínez-Flor (2006). Given that some of these models have already been
reviewed in the previous section, this section will focus on those that have not been
mentioned yet.

14

Laughlin et al. (2015) use this expression to refer to Hymes’ (1972) view of language ability as being
composed by linguistic competence and sociolinguistic competence.
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Similarly to Canale and Swain’s model (1980; 1983), Savignon’s model of
communicative competence (Savignon 1983, 2002) was also developed in North
America with a focus on instruction. Savignon includes the same four components of
communicative competence, namely grammatical, sociolinguistic, strategic and
discourse competence. Laughlin et al. (2015: 9) argue that sociolinguistic competence in
Savignon’s model (1983), which was later called sociocultural competence (Savignon,
2002), includes subcomponents that are attributed to pragmatic competence in
subsequent models (e.g. Bachman, 1990), such as the roles of participants and the
function of the interaction.
Unlike Savignon, van Ek (1986) developed a model of communicative competence
in Europe, supporting the Council of Europe’s research on communicative language
teaching: “a framework for comprehensive foreign language learning objectives”
(Laughlin et al., 2015: 9). Focused on the individual learner, this model conceptualizes
communication skills as influenced by the sociocultural context in which a language is
learned, as well as by the social and personal development of the learner. Laughlin et al.
(2015:9) identify six components in van Ek’s (1986) framework: linguistic, sociolinguistic,
discourse, strategic, sociocultural, and social competence.
Under the Pragmatic Competence Phase, Usó-Juan and Martínez-Flor (2006)
present a model that places discourse competence at the core of communicative
competence, along with pragmatic competence and intercultural competence as further
main components of communicative competence (ibid.: 11). According to Usó-Juan and
Martínez-Flor (ibid.), discourse is at the core because intercultural and pragmatic
competence come into action in and through discourse. In this model, pragmatic
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competence is viewed as encompassing knowledge of speech acts and functions, as well
as sociopragmatic knowledge related to interlocutors and politeness norms, a view that
is essential to this thesis, as Chapter 6 will indicate. Regarding intercultural competence,
this component emphasizes the fact that often L2 communication occurs crossculturally (Laughlin et al., 2015: 11). Intercultural competence thus requires
sociocultural knowledge about the target language community, dialects and non-verbal
language.
Finally, Purpura’s (2004) meaning-oriented model considers language knowledge
as being composed by pragmatic and grammatical knowledge. Purpura’s model is
focused on both the interplay between grammar and pragmatics (as influenced by
European early models) and the componential idea (as in the North American models)
and represents “a multicomponential view on meaning and interpretation”. Purpura
came up with the model as a response to Bachman and Palmer’s model, refining the
description of the interplay between grammar and pragmatics. In Purpura’s view,
pragmatic knowledge entails understanding and expressing meaning beyond the literal
meaning, which can only be derived from context. The five sources of pragmatic
meaning are contextual, linguistic, sociocultural, psychological and rhetorical. As
explained by Laughlin et al. (2015:12), Purpura (2004) drew on meaning as a unit around
which to reorganize pragmatic components included in earlier models, including social
distance, relative power and degree of imposition (Brown & Levinson, 1987), as well as
politeness norms of the specific speech community as elements to take into account.
Drawing on the 12 models described above, Laughlin et al. (2015) present a model
that views pragmatic competence as a core dimension of language ability. They see
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pragmatic ability as relying on three principles which are needed for felicitous pragmatic
behavior, namely meaning, interaction and context. Regarding meaning, and drawing
on Purpura (2004), they distinguish between grammatical meaning and pragmatic
meaning; pragmatic meaning can be further divided into contextual, sociolinguistic,
sociocultural, rhetorical and psychological. During interaction, interlocutors coconstruct pragmatic meaning. Finally, context mediates and shapes the production and
interpretation of utterances and is in turn, shaped by them.15 Laughlin et al. (2015) view
pragmatic competence as made up by sociocultural knowledge, pragmatic-functional
knowledge (including illocutionary knowledge-speech acts and functions and
sociolinguistic knowledge-; e.g. register, dialects), grammatical knowledge, discourse
knowledge and strategic knowledge.
Among all the different models of pragmatic competence developed and reviewed
above, the one proposed by Laughlin et al. (2015) is, in this investigation, fundamental
for studies on L2 production of speech acts, since they view speech acts as essential
elements of pragmatic competence. In this regard, (Lauglin et. al, 2015: 18; emphasis added)
claim:
Although more recent models such as Bachman and Palmer (1996, 2010) tend to exclude the
category of speech act in favor of functions, a categorization according to functions may be
problematic—especially in a model that is believed to provide “a valuable framework for guiding
the definition of constructs for any language testing development situation” (Bachman & Palmer,
1996, p. 67)…” while functions may be equal to the intent of language use, speech acts can be
viewed as the overt linguistic representation of that intent. Hence, for the purposes of pragmatic
instruction and assessment, it would seem imperative to maintain speech acts as a fundamental
unit of pragmalinguistic-illocutionary knowledge.

At this point, and following up on the term “pragmalinguistic illocutionary knowledge”
used above, it becomes necessary to quickly mention some fundamental concepts

15

This idea is similar to the one proposed by Levinson (1983), previously mentioned in Section 2.1
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related to Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1976), i.e. locution, illocution and
perlocution. The philosopher John L. Austin (1962) explained that speakers use language
“to do things with words”. The tasks that we carry out by means of utterances are called
speech acts. According to Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962), there are three types of acts
involved in an utterance, namely:
-locutionary act: the basic literal meaning of the utterance;
-illocutionary act: the function the speaker has in mind when producing the
utterance (e.g. making a suggestion);
-perlocutionary act: the effect of the speaker’s utterance on the listener.
Even though the concept of pragmatic competence was either implicitly or explicitly
mentioned in well-known models of communicative competence, it is the definition by
Crystal (1997) that has been probably the most quoted in research on interlanguage
pragmatics (e.g. Kasper and Rose, 2002: 2; Alcón-Soler, 2008: 8; Martínez-Flor and UsóJuan, 2010: 4; Bardovi-Harlig, 2013; Infantidou, 2013: 94; Laughlin et al., 2015; Taguchi
and Roever, 2017: 2). Crystal (1997: 301) defines pragmatics as:
The study of language from the point of view of users, especially of the choices they
make, the constraints they encounter in using language in social interaction and the
effects their use of language has on other participants in the act of communication.

The subfield of linguistics called ‘pragmatics’ deals with the study of language in use and
derives from the notion of communicative competence (Brown and Levinson, 1988).
From the perspective of this discipline, which relies on principles rather than rules, an
utterance encompasses two kinds of meanings: sentence meaning (i.e. literal meaning)
and speaker meaning (i.e. the speaker’s communicative intent). Thus, pragmatics “has
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as its objective to explain how the gap between sentence meaning and speaker’s
meaning is bridged” (Sperber and Wilson, 2003: 27).
Second and foreign language studies have been strongly influenced by pragmatics
and the notion of communicative competence. Ohta (2008: xi) reports that, until the
1970s, language instruction was mainly concerned with the teaching of grammar.
Nonetheless, the introduction of communicative competence implied a change in this
tendency. As reported earlier in this section, starting from the 1990s, pragmatic
competence has been regarded as a central component of communicative competence
(Bachman, 1990; Celce-Murcia et al., 1995; Martínez-Flor and Usó-Juan, 2010).
Pragmatics is increasingly gaining more importance in the foreign language
teaching classroom, as, rather than focusing on abstract knowledge about linguistic
meaning, it deals with the meaning of language in use. Martínez-Flor and Usó-Juan
(2010: 3) thus argue that “performance, rather than competence should be the goal for
acquiring a particular target language”.
Given the importance of pragmatics in foreign language competence and
performance, several studies have focused on the variables that affect pragmatic
performance. Research in this area has dealt with factors such as proficiency, length of
study abroad stay, L1 factors, or type of instruction and motivation, among others. More
recent research has also advocated for a need to re-define the concept of pragmatic
competence in order to go beyond established sets of routines, such as speech acts, and
conversational implicatures (e.g. Infantidou, 2013; Taguchi and Roever, 2017).
The factors determining L2 pragmatic development will be reviewed in section 2.5
below, but it seems necessary at this point to briefly refer to language proficiency, as it
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has received considerable attention in studies on L2 pragmatics (see, for example
(Taguchi, 2006; Li, 2014; among others). Regarding proficiency, Biesenbach-Lucas (2007:
63) suggested that there seems to be no direct link between language proficiency and
pragmatic competence, as speakers’ knowledge of the linguistic skills does not
automatically guarantee that they will use language appropriately in a particular setting.
Actually, acquiring the pragmatics of a second or foreign language, involves two types
of knowledge, referred to by Leech (1983) and Thomas (1983) as pragmalinguistic and
sociopragmatic knowledge. The former refers to knowledge of the linguistic resources
whereby a specific meaning can be communicated, whereas the latter involves
knowledge of the particular means which are more appropriate in a given
communicative situation (Alcón-Soler, 2008:18).
Pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics have thus been researched in studies on
second or foreign language pragmatics, also referred to as interlanguage pragmatics
(Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Kasper and Blum-Kulka, 1993). Kasper and Blum-Kulka (1993:
3) define interlanguage pragmatics16 as the study of nonnative speakers’ use and
acquisition of L2 pragmatics. These scholars (ibid.) refer to interlanguage pragmatics
(henceforth ILP) as ‘a second-generation hybrid’ implying that it is a branch of both
second language acquisition and pragmatics, which are in turn two different
interdisciplinary areas in linguistics. More recent studies (e.g. Taguchi, 2009; Taguchi
and Roever, 2017) have adopted the term ´L2 pragmatics´.

16

Taguchi and Roever (2017:5) explain that according to Kasper and Dahl (1991: 216) interlanguage
pragmatics is concerned with “nonnative speakers’ (NNSs’) comprehension and production of speech acts,
and how their L2-related speech act knowledge is acquired”.
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Given the intersection between L2 acquisition and pragmatics, along with the fact
that ILP emerged from cross-cultural pragmatics (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989), two main
types of studies have been carried out in this area of study namely comparative studies
and acquisitional studies. Comparative studies are close to research on cross-cultural
pragmatics and usually regard comparisons in pragmatic performance between L1 and
L2 or foreign language speakers17. While rather scarce, some comparative studies on L2
pragmatics have focused on pragmatic performance in university settings (BiesenbachLucas, 2005; 2007; Félix-Brasdefer, 2012). These will be reviewed in Chapter 3.
Acquisitional studies, instead, are concerned with developmental issues that
influence learners’ acquisition of pragmatics (Alcón-Soler and Martínez-Flor, 2008:3).
Bardovi-Harlig (2013) reviewed studies on acquisitional pragmatics and grouped them
into five different areas:
1. the design and evaluation of pragmatics tasks as simulations of conversation
2. task design for the study of implicit and explicit knowledge
3. the measurement of pragmatic development
4. the interface of the development of grammar and lexicon with pragmatics
5. the effect of environment on pragmatic development.
In the first area, she reviews studies on production tasks according to different sampling
techniques, including conversation, role-plays, oral DCTs18 and written DCTs. In the
second group, the author explains that different pragmatic tasks can elicit implicit or
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Traditionally, ‘L2 speakers’ referred to speakers who live in the target culture, to distinguish them from
foreign language speakers. In this study, however, L2 is used as a general term to refer to speakers whose
first language is different from the target language, regardless of the context.
18
DCT refers to “discourse-completion task”, a type of task that asks the participants to respond to a
prompt and that was used in the first macro-study on cross-cultural pragmatics carried out by Blum-Kulka
et al. (1989).
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explicit pragmatic knowledge. Studies in the third area display the use of different
measures used in pragmatic development. Research conducted within the fourth group
has dealt with the interplay between interlanguage development and pragmatic
development. Finally, in the fifth group, Bardovi-Harlig reviews studies on the effect of
one particular type of context, namely study abroad, on pragmatic development. In the
conclusion of her study, Bardovi-Harlig therefore places developmental pragmatic
studies as a growing field of study within second language acquisition. More recent
investigation has also pointed to the need for L2 pragmatics studies in contexts in which
this topic is still in its infancy, such as educational settings that include both content and
foreign language instruction, such as Study Abroad or CLIL contexts in primary and
secondary settings (Sánchez-Hernández and Herráiz-Martínez, 2018: 10).
Generally speaking, both comparative and acquisitional studies have tended to
focus more on pragmalinguistics rather than on sociopragmatics, as they have mainly
dealt with examining the patterns of linguistic realization in speech acts produced by
language learners (Rose and Kasper, 2001). Studies in this area have encompassed the
analysis of speech acts such as requests (e.g. Li, 2000; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007),
apologies (e.g. Trosborg, 1995; Bataineh and Bataineh, 2006) or refusals (e.g. FélixBrasdefer, 2004).
More recent studies, however, have emphasized the need to regard
pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics in interaction (Celce-Murcia et al., 1995; AlcónSoler, 2008). In this regard, Alcón-Soler (2008) claims that the relationship between the
form of a particular speech act and the contextual factors of the particular situation
needs to be considered. Similarly, Kasper and Roever (2005: 318) further sustain that
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becoming pragmatically competent in a second or foreign language is “the process of
establishing sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic competence and the increasing ability
to understand and produce sociopragmatic meanings with pragmalinguistic
conventions”.
Pragmatic competence is echoed in one of the three metafunctions of language
developed by Halliday (1973), namely the interpersonal metafunction. For this reason,
some research on interlanguage pragmatics in classroom discourse has integrated
pragmatics and Systemic Functional Linguistics (see e.g. Núñez and Dafouz, 2007;
Llinares and Nikula, 2013; Pastrana and Llinares, 2013).
The remainder of this section reviews some studies carried out on pragmatics in
settings in which English is used as the language of instruction but is not the L1 for the
majority of the speakers. Núñez and Dafouz (2007) dealt with the analysis of Engineering
lecture structure in English by Spanish university professors. Their study therefore
combined Systemic Functional Linguistics and English Medium Instruction. The analysis
showed that in some cases lecturers signaled the structures of the lectures implicitly or
sometimes used explicit markers with meanings other than their prototypical signaling
meaning (e.g. using the expression ‘for example’ to introduce a stretch of language
which does not actually fulfill an exemplifying function). Núñez and Dafouz (2007)
suggested that this practice might negatively affect student comprehension of the
lectures.
Also in a Spanish educational setting, Pastrana and Llinares (2013) focused on the
analysis of primary and secondary classroom discourse in Content and Language
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Integrated Learning (or CLIL)19, with the purpose of inquiring whether the students’
functional performance in whole classroom interaction was different from group work
interaction. The analysis indicated that directives (or requests) were more frequently
instantiated in group work interaction, especially by primary students. In both primary
and secondary settings, the students expressed a wider variety of functions in group
work than in whole classroom discussion; in other words, the study concluded that
whereas in whole classroom discussion their contributions were mainly informative ( i.e.
content-oriented), group work served the purpose of both informative and personal
functions (i.e. expressing personal opinions). So far, this section has shown that
pragmatic competence is an essential component of L2 communicative competence.
The following section will provide an overview of theoretical approaches to L2
pragmatics.

19

CLIL refers to “a dual-focused educational approach in which an additional language is used for the
learning and teaching of both content and language” (Coyle, Hood and Marsh, 2010: 1). This acronym is
more frequently used in research focused on primary and secondary education settings, whereas English
Medium Instruction (EMI)/Integrating Content and Language in Higher Education (ICLHE), EnglishMedium Education (EME) and English Medium Education in Multilingual University Settings (EMEMUS)
are usually used in investigations carried out in tertiary education contexts.
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2.3 Theoretical approaches to L2 pragmatics: A brief outline of
cognitive and socially-oriented theories
As mentioned by the heading, this sub-section provides a short overview of some of the
models used to explain pragmatic development in L2. As this study is an exploration of
L2 pragmatic performance rather than pragmatic acquisition, a thorough discussion of
L2 pragmatic acquisition is far beyond the scope of this thesis. Nonetheless, some crucial
notions related to language acquisition might be of help in understanding the
cognitive/individual mental processes, as well as the role of social-interaction involved
in L2 pragmatic performance and development.
L2 pragmatics acquisition has been usually explained through either cognitive or
socially-oriented theories (Dufon, 2008: 26). This is the result of the influence of Second
Language Acquisition (SLA) studies on interlanguage pragmatics. According to the
cognitively-oriented perspective, the acquisition of L2 pragmatics is an individual mental
process. Relevant to this approach are Bialystock’s two-dimensional model (Bialystock,
1993), Schmidt’s noticing hypothesis (Schmidt, 1993; 2001) and Skill acquisition theories
(Anderson et al., 1990; in Taguchi and Roever, 2017). In Bialystock’s model (1993),
language acquisition is conceptualized as analysis of knowledge and control of
processing. According to Taguchi and Roever (2017), this is similar to the concepts of
declarative and procedural knowledge (Faerch and Kasper 1984), who view the
acquisition of pragmatic competence as a progression on the continuum from
declarative to procedural knowledge.
Schmidt’s noticing hypothesis (Schmidt, 1993; 2001) claims that input only
becomes intake if learners notice it, which stresses the importance of awareness and
consciousness in the process of L2 acquisition. From the perspective of skill acquisition,
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Anderson et al. (1990) also emphasize the role of attention and consciousness and they
further specify a shift from declarative to procedural knowledge, in the process of
automatization. It is through repeated practice that learners can reach the
automatization stage, in which they can process L2 information and production with
minimal cognitive effort.
Within the cognitively-oriented area, studies in interlanguage pragmatics have
mainly focused on the matter of teaching pragmatics to second/foreign language
learners (e.g. Martínez-Flor and Alcón-Soler, 2007). Cognitively-based theories of SLA
have remained the dominant framework until the first decade of the 2000s, when they
increasingly started to be challenged by sociocultural perspectives on second language
acquisition (see Zuengler and Miller, 2006). Martínez-Flor and Alcón-Soler (2007)
explored the outcomes of implicit and explicit instruction on learners’ pragmatic
awareness of suggestions in English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Although the results of
the quantitative analysis did not seem to show differences between the two approaches
in terms of efficacy of instruction, the qualitative analysis showed that students in both
groups (implicit and explicit treatment) were able to explain their linguistic choices, but
learners assigned to the explicit condition made use of metapragmatic explanations
learned in class. Martinez-Flor and Alcón-Soler’s (2007) findings consequently
constituted support for Schmidt’s Noticing Hypothesis (1993). Their study also explicitly
showed how pragmatics can indeed be included in the curriculum of EFL classes at the
tertiary level, as it was carried out in courses aimed at computer-science students. At
the same time, Martinez-Flor and Alcón-Soler (2007: 68) also emphasized the challenges
involving pragmatic instruction in the aforementioned context, particularly with regard
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to learner exposure to naturally-occurring input. In addition, the authors foregrounded
the impossibility to always provide learners with appropriate feedback promptly in class.
Another example of particular relevance to our study as it is focused on requests,
among other speech acts, is the study conducted by Barron (2004). The aim of Barron’s
study was to research the acquisition of discourse structure20, pragmatic routines and
internal modification in requests, offers and refusals (of offers) by 33 Irish English
learners of German in a study abroad context. Speech acts and metapragmatic
assessment were elicited through the use of DCTs before, early during the stay abroad
(i.e. after the first two months) and towards the end of the study abroad period that
lasted for ten months. The study found that learners developed their pragmatic
competence in L2 German in a non-linear fashion.

In addition, pragmalinguistic

competence seemed to develop faster than sociopragmatic competence. More
specifically, Barron (2004) found that pragmatic competence in terms of discourse
structure as measured by L2 norms developed quite early during the stay abroad period,
but then tended to continue stable. In terms of pragmatic routines, learners displayed
an increase in their use over the stay abroad period, in addition to a decrease in their
use of non-target-like forms. This notwithstanding, some false overgeneralizations were
also used by the learners. Finally, regarding syntactic downgraders, some development
was also displayed, but to a lesser extent than the previously analyzed factors. Overall,
learners continued to display fewer syntactic downgraders than L1 German speakers,
especially in requests. Similarly, the amount of lexical and phrasal downgraders seemed

20

Discourse structure in this study refers to whether the L2 speakers accommodate to the interactional
norms (for example, regarding conversational turns) of the target community; pragmatic routines refer to
words of phrases that are typically used to accomplish social goals in interaction; internal modification
refers to lexical and syntactic elements included in the formulation of the speech act that can soften its
force.
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to point to some development but less in the case of requests than offers and refusals.
The study further led to inconclusive results regarding the use of pragmatic transfer
from L1 English to L2 German.
As stated earlier, the socially-oriented approach to interlanguage pragmatics is
rooted in the idea that social interaction plays a paramount role in the acquisition of L2
pragmatics (Alcón-Soler, 2008:28). This approach encompasses theoretical groundings
such as collaborative dialogue and languaging (Swain, 2006; Swain and Watanabe, 2013;
as quoted in Taguchi and Roever, 2017), sociocultural theory (rooted in the work by
Vygotsky, 1978; see Frawley and Lantolf, 1985; Hall, 1998, amongst others) and
language socialization (Schieffelin and Ochs, 1986). These theories stress the importance
of interaction between experts and novices (e.g. teachers and students, students with
higher language proficiency and students with lower language proficiency) in the
process of language acquisition. Two main concerns in sociocultural theory and language
socialization theory are the integration of language and culture, and the mediating role
of language in the process of language learning (Alcón-Soler and Martínez-Flor, 2008: 7).
Language socialization theory (Schieffelin and Ochs, 1986) sustains that there is a
twofold relationship between language and socialization: socialization to use language
and socialization through the use of language. The former involves circumstances in
which learners are instructed into what to say in a given setting, while the latter refers
to “the process by which learners acquire knowledge of the culture in question as well
as of their status and role and their associated rights and obligations as they learn the
language” (Dufon, 2008: 27).
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Following a language socialization perspective, Morita (2009) explored the effect
of language, culture and gender on academic socialization. More specifically, Morita
focused on the challenges faced by an international student (i.e. Japanese male) at a
Canadian university in his first year of Ph.D. studies in Education and examined his
strategies to cope with these difficulties. Drawing on the student’s weekly reports on his
classroom participation, interviews with the student and his lecturers and classroom
observations, the findings showed that identity 21in the academic setting is constantly
negotiated and co-constructed. Identity can have a strong influence on students’
participation and socialization in the given community of practice. Differences related
to language, culture and gender that are co-constructed in the environment new to the
student led to important tensions and made it more challenging for him to achieve fuller
membership in the new communities of practice. Moreover, the issue of culture in
regards to socialization in this context turned out to be constituted by “multiple values,
discourses and practices that might sometimes contradict one another” (Morita, 2009:
456) leading to the impossibility to simply identify the “target culture” with the L2
culture. Additionally, the student’s agency also seemed to play a role in his selection of
cultural accommodation22. Morita therefore suggests that higher education institutions
should work at a policy level to ensure that both local and international students’ and
stakeholders’ needs are carefully catered for, both inside and outside the classroom

21

In line with Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1998) and Kyratzis and Cook-Gumperz (2008), Morita views
identity as framed socially and interactionally. Thus, the speaker negotiates his/her identity in and through
discourse.
22
The student in this study tried to partially adapt to the new academic environment, for instance in terms
of the types of academic discussions in which he engaged, to adjust to the norms of the host university.
Simultaneously, however, he decided to stick to his research approaches in spite of the lack of support in
this regard from the host academic community.
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context. This suggestion becomes especially relevant considering the increase in
multilingual and multicultural practices that universities are currently experiencing.
Moving on to sociocultural theory, it draws on Vygotskian cultural-historical
psychology (van Compernolle, 2014: 1). Van Compernolle proposes a pedagogical
framework that foreign language teachers can adapt to their own contexts using
“coherent concept-based instructional materials in order to mediate learner
development” (van Compernolle, 2014: 5) to teach L2 pragmatics. The concept-based
pedagogy is used to develop advanced L2 pragmatic skills in L2 learners of French in a
US university setting. More specifically, the course aimed at introducing four main
sociopragmatic concepts, namely orders of indexicality, self-presentation, social
distance and relative status, and to explore their impact on the linguistic forms chosen
and considered appropriate in interaction. Moreover, learners’ awareness of pragmatic
knowledge was developed by means of verbalized reflection tasks that emphasized the
Vygotskyan view of language as a psychological tool. Learners were then engaged in
appropriateness judgment tasks in the form of questionnaires in which they were asked
to choose the appropriate pragmalinguistic forms for several social-interactive settings
and to explain their choices. Finally, learners were required to put their knowledge into
practice through strategic interaction scenarios. These real-life-like scenarios were
found to help learners in speeding up their “access to their conscious pragmatic
knowledge during performance” (van Compernolle, 2014: 182). This framework could
be adapted to other classroom contexts that pursue pragmatic instruction (van
Compernolle, 2014:208). Concurrently, van Compernolle (ibid.: 208) explicitly states
that the research aim is not to provide a list of tips “from which to pick and choose at
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will” but rather to offer sustained commitment to the integrity of sociocultural theory
in classroom settings.
The next section will provide an overview of factors that have been found by
previous research to influence L2 pragmatic acquisition.

2.4 Essential variables in L2 pragmatic acquisition
Ample research on L2 pragmatic acquisition has traditionally foregrounded a number of

crucial variables that can affect the development of this competence. Among the
different factors that may make a difference in L2 pragmatics acquisition, Bardovi-Harlig
(2001) identified five: availability of input, influence of instruction, proficiency, length of
exposure, and (positive and negative) L1 transfer. These are discussed in the following
paragraphs.
Input refers to the sum of ‘language samples learners are exposed to’ (MartínezFlor and Usó-Juan, 2010: 10). As argued by Alcón-Soler (2005; 2008), foreign language
settings limit pragmatic input mostly to classroom interaction, textbooks and
audiovisual materials. Classroom interaction has been shown by research to be a type
of discourse which shares very specific features (e.g. Christie, 2002). In these settings,
the input students received is mostly limited to teacher-student interaction. Classroom
discourse often consists of a repetition of the Initiation-Response-Feedback (IRF)
pattern, in which the teacher asks a question, the students offers an answer and the
teacher provides feedback, as shown below:
(I)

T: When was Hippocrates born?

(R)

S: In the fifth century BC.
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(F)

T: Very good.

As the example above illustrates, the IRF sequence generally prompts short
answers from the students. As a result, it does not seem to provide learners with many
opportunities for extended output. Research has proved that even when it comes to
requests, one of the most recurrent speech acts in classroom discourse, students seem
to have few opportunities to actually produce speech acts (e.g., Dalton-Puffer, 2007). As
indicated by Dalton-Puffer (2007:197):
students gain ample experience as addressees of requests to which they have to
react adequately, but they have much less opportunity to make requests themselves.
What active experience they have with addressing requests to a more powerful
participant, is almost invariably with requests for information (emphasis added).

Although EFL textbooks published from the year 2000 onwards have indeed increased
the number of speech acts included and the variety of modifiers, at least regarding
requests (see Usó-Juan, 2008), generally textbooks do not seem to be reliable sources
of pragmatic input in foreign language contexts either (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Nuzzo,
2013), especially when compared to audiovisual input such as TV series. In this regard,
Nuzzo’ s (2013) analysis of compliments, compliment responses, invitation and
invitation responses in textbooks for learners of Italian and Italian TV series, found
important differences when utilizing textbook and audiovisual sources of input. Even
though both textbooks and TV series included a high amount of examples of invitations,
only four examples of compliments were found in a total of five ELT textbooks.
Furthermore, Nuzzo observed differences in the levels of social distance in textbooks
and TV series. Thus, while textbooks mainly focused on communicative situations
featuring low social distance between participants (i.e. usually friendship relationships),
the variety of modifiers was broader in TV series, in which more modifiers were used
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when social distance across participants increased. Nuzzo concluded that textbooks
seem to rely on oversimplified versions of speech acts, whereas TV series include a wider
variety and thus should be viewed as a valuable source of pragmatic input, at least as
regards raising learners’ pragmatic awareness.
Another variable in L2 pragmatics acquisition is the focus of the instruction that
students receive. Teaching one semantic structure instead of another may lead learners
to overuse that particular structure (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001).23 Celce-Murcia et al. (1995:
20) claim that some structures such as indirect speech acts are usually not part of the
foreign language teaching syllabi. This could mislead learners into believing that direct
realization of speech acts is preferred in the foreign language studied. Indeed, Chen
(2006) found that, when writing to their lecturers in a foreign language, students may
formulate their requests through direct strategies out of their desire to express urgency
and make their requests sound important, regardless of the fact that this could result
into a coerciveness effect on the addressees. This issue will be covered in more detail
in Section 2.7 and in Chapter 6.
Foreign language proficiency is another crucial aspect of L2 pragmatics. As
explained in Section 2.2 (p.25), L2 pragmatic performance is not always in line with L2
proficiency. Bardovi-Harlig (2001) argues that L2 pragmatic competence tends to
increase with language proficiency. This claim is supported by some studies on
interlanguage pragmatics which have indicated that certain aspects of pragmatics like
supportive moves (i.e. providing an explanation for a speech act) in requests (Rose, 2000
in Alcón-Soler, 2008: 25) have a tendency to improve according to increasing proficiency.

23

E.g. the imperative structure with the marker “please” for requests.
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Conversely, Biesenbach-Lucas (2007: 63) claims that linguistic competence is not
automatically equivalent to pragmatic competence. This stance is supported by
Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011), whose study identified instances of pragmatic failurealso known as pragmatic dissonance (Zamborlin, 2007)- produced by learners of English
with high levels of language proficiency in their request realization patterns; in other
words, although the structures used by the students to formulate their requests were
grammatically accurate, sometimes they were status-incongruent (i.e. inappropriate) in
the setting where they were produced. Examples of this are the use of the imperative
or time intensifiers such as ‘as soon as possible’ in student emails, which could be
interpreted as cases of pragmatic failure when addressing interlocutors with higher
power and status, such as lecturers in academic settings.
Length of exposure is also important for L2 pragmatic performance (Niezgoda and
Röver, 2001). Niezgoda and Röver (ibid.) argue that “although it seems that the SL
24situation

confers an advantage for the development of pragmatic competence, this

does not mean that it is impossible to improve the learner’s pragmatic competence in
the FL setting” (Niezgoda and Röver, 2001: 66). Although the foreign language setting
generally restrains the length of exposure to the target language, the use of the Internet,
as well as films and videogames and social networks provide language learners with
exposure to a variety of sources of input in the foreign language. Opportunities for input
are considerably higher for students outside the classroom setting particularly in the
case of English, as shown by recent research on extramural English (Sundqvist and
Sylvén, 2016). Student exchange programs also act as an additional source of exposure

24

The authors use the label SL (or Second Language) to refer to what in this research is termed L2.
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to foreign languages in the academic settings. Apart from exposure to the target
language, by taking part in these programs, students also increase their possibilities to
learn target culture conventions in situ.
Exposure to L2 was tackled by Schauer (2006), who replicated Bardovi-Harlig and
Dörnyei’s (1998) study on pragmatic awareness, with a twofold scope: to identify
differences in German EFL (i.e. students of translation and interpreting) and German ESL
learners’ rating of pragmatic and grammatical errors and to find out whether extended
exposure to the ESL context has an effect on learner pragmatic awareness. The study
was based on elicited data gathered through Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei’s (1998) videoquestionnaire and interviews with participants. The EFL group rated grammatical errors
higher than pragmatic errors. In contrast, the ESL group considered pragmatic failure to
be more serious than grammatical errors. In this sense, the study showed that EFL
learners displayed less pragmatic awareness than ESL learners. Moreover, ESL learners’
pragmatic awareness increased during a stay abroad in Great Britain. Given that the EFL
learners would become future translators and interpreters, Schauer underlined the
need to raise their pragmatic awareness.
Linguistic transfer, usually understood as “the effects of the learners’ first
languages (L1s) on their acquisition or use of the [second or foreign language] L2” (Su,
2010: 87), is also key to the study of pragmatic competence. To be more specific,
transfer from the L1 to the L2 is also named ‘forward transfer’, as opposed to ‘backward
transfer’ or transfer from the L2 to the L1. As explained by Zamborlin (2007:26), in some
cases learners rely on (forward) transfer if they can’t identify in their interlanguage a
structure typical of the foreign language. Zamborlin (2007:26) further explains: “they
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[students] transfer into the target language the easiest structure at hand corresponding
to the option they usually select when communicating in their native language.”
Forward transfer may sometimes be problematic, as structures from the L1 may
not always be regarded as correct or appropriate in the L2. In other words, transfer can
be both positive and negative. Negative transfer can sometimes result in what Zamborlin
(2007:22) calls ‘dissonances’, that is, “circumstances in which speakers, deliberately or
not, organize the linguistic action in such a way that hearers perceive it as conflicting
with the harmonious flow of the conversation”.
Apart from the variables outlined above, more recent research has also identified
other factors that can have an impact on L2 pragmatic acquisition and performance,
such as learner subjectivity. In this area, Kim (2014) showed that, in addition to social
power and distance, individual preferences regarding the way in which L2 users want to
portray their identity in the L2 community also have a great impact on learners’ use of
L2 pragmatics. More specifically, learners exercise their agency by choosing among the
different linguistic strategies at their disposal when formulating a speech act according
to the act of investment that they prefer, that is, to how they want to be perceived by
the target language audience. In other words, in some cases there is alignment between
learners and L2 pragmatic norms, so that learners accommodate to using L2 pragmatic
norms. In some others, instead, conflict may arise as a result of incongruences between
L1 and L2 pragmatics, and learners may choose to deviate from L2 norms of pragmatics
on purpose. As shown in Kim’s study, in most cases learners aligned with L2 pragmatic
norms. This tendency increased with the extension of the length of stay in the L2 target
community. Kim argued for the need to take subjectivity into account when evaluating
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and when teaching L2 pragmatics and, moreover, for explicit instruction in L2
pragmatics, as L2 norms acquired implicitly by mere exposure to interactions with L1
speakers in the target community may sometimes be misleading.
Apart from the variables reviewed above, more recent studies have been
conducted on the following topics: the effect of learner profiles and implicit instruction
(see Takahashi, 2015), L2 proficiency level (Taguchi, 2006; Li, 2014; Al-Gathani and
Roever, 2015), the influence of length of stay abroad and instruction (Alcón-Soler, 2015)
or the effect of implicit and explicit instruction (Eslami et al., 2015). Given that these
studies specifically focus on L2 request production, it seems convenient to review them
in section 2.7, after outlining the main characteristics and possible linguistic realizations
of request speech acts (RSAs).
The following section briefly addresses the need to re-conceptualize
communicative competence and pragmatic competence in view of the changes brought
by the globalization and internationalization of higher education in the last two decades
(Doiz et al., 2013; Larsen, 2016).

2.5 Re-conceptualizing Communicative Competence and Pragmatic
Competence in a global world
Globalization (Dewey, 2007; Blommaert, 2010) has brought many changes to education,
including the possibility to use different foreign languages as means of instruction. In
terms of English language teaching and learning, the effects of globalization are
manifold, including the need to acknowledge the importance of English as a Lingua
Franca (ELF) interactions (Dewey, 2007; Jenkins, 2011; Seidlhofer, 2011) and to include
in the notion of communicative competence the label intercultural communicative
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competence as well as intercultural citizenship (Byram et al., 2017). This section will
therefore review these new aspects that are particularly relevant for the notions of
communicative competence and pragmatic competence in a global world.
From an English as a foreign language (EFL) perspective, Hall (2014) argues for a
need to go beyond accuracy in foreign language testing, in order to focus on what
learners can actually do with language, rather than on how they use it. Hall’s argument
is based on the idea that English language assessment is still mainly based on
grammatical accuracy, which in turn leads to accuracy being seen as the fundamental
learning goal in EFL. Hall further explains that this idea stems from the belief that
“standard English” is the model for learners, which he qualifies as a “monolithic view”.
Although Hall (2014: 376-377) acknowledges that the shift from focusing only on
accuracy to focusing on communicative competence (conceptualized as a set of
language functions) is indeed mirrored in the ‘Can do’ statements of the Common
European Framework of Reference for languages (CEFR)25, he claims that the majority
of language tests still tend to prioritize accuracy. The author (2014: 377) further
expounds that, presenting standard norms as the only way to achieve success in English
may lead to negative effects on student learning outcomes. In fact, in his view, the
standard variety is confined to the use of only a few speakers, whereas most English
speakers, both ‘native’ and ‘non-native’ are likely to speak varieties of English that do
not adhere to the standard (ibid.).
Borrowing the term from Pennycook (2007), Hall (2014) advocates for a
“plurilithic” alternative for conceptualizing English, one that takes into account the

25

See CEFR website: https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages
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implications of globalization (such as, for example the fact that learners are increasingly
more exposed to interactions with non-native speakers of English and to nonstandardized forms of English). In this vein he claims:
A plurilithic stance privileges no single group of speakers or set of forms. Instead, it
recognizes the unique interaction between specific groups of English users’ shared
or unshared experiences and identities, as they negotiate languaging events using
unequal linguistic (and other semiotic) resources, at specific points in time, for
specific purposes. From such a perspective, the kind of proficiency to be developed
and tested must be locally tuned and sensitive to users’ individual needs and
identities…what should be assessed (where possible and appropriate) is learners’
performance on communicative tasks in English that are appropriate to their own
goals and contexts, rather than their knowledge and use of ‘English itself’. (Hall,
2014: 383).

This lengthy quotation is crucial to this study’s conceptualization of L2 pragmatic
competence and will be revisited in Chapter 6 when analyzing the results for the lecturer
perception questionnaire.
It is without any doubt that the arguments presented by Hall do not only apply to
communicative competence in English, in general, but also and very particularly to
pragmatic competence (e.g. Taguchi and Roever, 2017). In a similar vein, Murray (2012)
argues that the changes brought by globalization and the use of English as a Lingua
Franca (ELF) have indeed brought implications for English language teaching, including
pragmatic teaching. Murray argues for the need to raise learners’ pragmatic awareness
and prepare them for interactions in ELF without imposing any specific pragmatic norms.
Instead, he claims that English teachers should provide learners with a toolkit of
strategies that they can adapt to authentic communicative situations, thus avoiding a
monolithic view of English. Murray (2012:321) divides these strategies into three
complementary types, namely empirically-based, inductive and deductive strategies.
Empirically-based strategies draw on studies on ELF interactions to indicate features
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that could be beneficial in the classroom and those that, in contrast, might be deemphasized. For example, communication breakdowns could be analyzed in the
classroom to understand where and why they take place and strategies could be
developed to cope with them, leading learners to reflect and therefore raise their
pragmatic awareness.
Inductive strategies involve observing particular details involved in speech act
production to reach an appreciation of general principles, with the aim of raising
students’ awareness. These could include encouraging ethnographic practices through
which learners notice speech act realizations by various L1 speakers in specific contexts
and contrasting them with their L1. Finally, deductive strategies involve the use of a topdown approach leading learners to an understanding of the universal principles behind
linguistic choices. These could include asking learners to reflect on questions based on
Grice’s Cooperative Principle (Grice, 1967).

Murray argues that, through these

strategies, learners could be provided with a group of pragmatic tools that can be
applied to specific situations, rather than teaching any specific pragmatic norms.
Against this backdrop of globalization, computer-mediated communication (CMC)
is also gaining momentum. Computer-mediated communication is defined by Herring
(2003: 612) as “communication produced when human beings interact with one another
by transmitting messages via networked computers”. An inquiry into the effect of CMC
on L2 acquisition reviewed 59 studies in the field (Lin, 2014). Through a meta-analysis,
Lin found that factors affecting the relationship between CMC and SLA were interlocutor
type, task type, research setting, and learner proficiency level. In terms of interlocutor
type, CMC occurring between peers had a stronger positive effect on SLA outcomes than
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interaction between learners and native speakers of the target language or interaction
between students and teachers. Regarding task type, it was noted that certain types of
task positively affected specific skills, such as for example opinion exchange, which can
positively affect several skills but was found to be particularly beneficial for reading and
writing. Lin’s meta-analysis also showed that CMC seems to be particularly valuable in
foreign language settings, more so than in second language settings, as learners have
more possibilities for real language use in L2 settings, while in some FL settings CMC can
be the only means for engaging in authentic language use. Finally, although the
advantages of CMC have been shown to be shared by learners with different proficiency
levels, it seems to be especially beneficial for lower proficiency learners. Thus, in regards
to foreign language learning, computer-mediated communication seems to have a
positive effect on acquisition. CMC and more specifically the email genre will be covered
in more detail in Chapter 3.
Pragmatic competence also needs to be re-conceptualized in view of the
increasing interest in intercultural competence and intercultural pragmatics (Kecskes,
2013). According to Kecskes (2013), pragmatics can be thought of as divided into two
types: intracultural pragmatics and intercultural pragmatics. Intracultural pragmatics
occurs between individuals belonging to the same culture, whereas intercultural
pragmatics refers to interaction occurring among individuals belonging to different
cultures. In line with the concept of intercultural pragmatics, the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR, 2002; 2018) identifies the following three
components of general competences involved in communicative competence:
intercultural awareness, intercultural skills and sociocultural knowledge. The other
component according to this framework is called language specific competences and it
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encompasses sociocultural competences and pragmatic competences. It therefore
becomes essential for EFL courses to cater for all these different language skills
considered to be necessary in the globalized world we live in.

2.6 Interlanguage pragmatics and the Speech Act of Requesting
(SAR)
As illustrated in sections 2.2 to 2.6 above, studies in the field of interlanguage pragmatics
(IL) have typically focused on the linguistic realization patterns of speech acts produced
by second and foreign language learners. Research in this vein has mainly dealt with
requests (e.g. Li, 2000; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007), apologies, (Trosborg, 1995; Bataineh
and Bataineh, 2006) and refusals (Félix-Brasdefer, 2004). Given the frequency of request
in communication, in general and in the academic setting more particularly, this speech
act has received considerable attention in L2 pragmatics (e.g. Taguchi, 2006;
Economidou-Kogetsisis, 2011; Li, 2014; Alcón-Soler, 2015; Al-Gathani and Roever, 2015;
Nashaat-Sobhy, 2014).
In the academic setting, studies on student-initiated requests to teachers have
been growing steadily in the last two decades (Chen, 2015). Students usually write
emails to their lecturers to either request some kind of action (e.g. to have an exam
postponed) or to ask for information regarding the course contents, assessment
procedures, office hours, etc. In other words, student-teacher requests have been
generally classified as requests for action (RAs) or requests for information (RIs)
(Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011). Requests are, in turn, a
subtype of the speech act category of directives, defined by Searle (1976: 11) as
‘attempts by the speaker to get the hearer to do something’. Requesting has been
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conceptualized as a pre-event act (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989), since it occurs before the
action referred to by the speaker actually takes place.
Requests have traditionally been considered to have a face-threatening nature
(Brown and Levinson, 1987) as they imply an intrusion on the part of the speaker into
the hearer’s territory. The concept of face was introduced by Goffman (1967) to refer to
the image of the individual in interaction. Face-threatening acts can have a negative
effect on an individual’s face. In academic settings, requests for action are thus
considered to be more face-threatening than requests for information and should
consequently be carefully mitigated. However, in more recent years, attention has been
drawn to the fact that the notion of face-threatening is gradable and can vary among
different cultures. In Slavic cultures, for example, it would appear that requests are not
considered a threat to the hearer to the extent that they are in Western Europe
(Chejnová, 2014: 178). This seems to apply even to cases in which speakers from
different cultures use the same language, such as British and Australian varieties of
English (Merrison et al., 2012). As shown by Merrison et al. (ibid.), British and Australian
students seemed to perceive requests to faculty as face-threatening to different
degrees, which influenced the linguistic formulation of their requests.
Speech acts have an illocutionary force or illocutionary point (i.e. communicative
purpose), a propositional content and a direction of fit, that is, a correspondence
between the instantiated words and things in the world (Searle in Andor, 2011).
Directive utterances and therefore requests have the things-to-words direction of fit
(Vanderveken, 2013: 40). Regarding force, Vanderveken (2013: 42) states that: ‘the
force of a request is obtained from the primitive directive force by imposing a special
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polite mode of achievement of the directive point: whoever makes a request gives an
option of refusal to the hearer’. This view, however, is not shared by most of the
researchers in interlanguage requests, who tend to use the term ‘request’ in a broader
sense, even when it comes to rather impolite realizations (e.g. Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007;
Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Ford, 2003a; Ho, 2014; among others).
The first study that compared requests and apologies across languages was the
Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (CCSARP), conducted by Blum-Kulka et al.
in 1989. In the CCSARP, two main elements of the speech act of requesting were
identified, namely head act and supportive moves. The head act consists of the only
compulsory component a linguistic unit should contain to be understood as a request.
In other words, the head refers to that part of the conversation turn that can realize the
request independently of other constituents (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989), as illustrated
here: ‘I’m really worried about the linguistics exam. Can I please borrow your notes? I
promise I’ll give them back to you tomorrow’ (head act underlined).
The CCSARP Project showed that some categories for request classification were
kept constant in the different languages included in the study (i.e. Canadian French,
German, Australian English, American English, British English, Hebrew and Russian),
namely request perspective, request strategies, syntactic downgraders, lexical and
phrasal downgraders and upgraders. The following paragraphs provide more details
about these different categories.
Request perspective refers to the fact that a request may be realized from the
viewpoint of the different participants, and therefore creates four categories of
classification (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 278):

58

• hearer oriented: the request is realized from the point of view of the hearer
(e.g. ‘Could you send me the handout for lesson 3?’)
• speaker oriented: the request is realized from the point of view of the speaker
(e.g. ‘Could I have the handout for lesson 3?’)
• inclusive perspective: the request is realized from the point of view of both
participants (e.g. ‘Could we correct the exercise in class?’)
• impersonal perspective: reference to participants is (deliberately) avoided
(e.g. ‘Would it be possible to postpone the exam?’).
The category ‘request strategy type’ consists of the different linguistic patterns
whereby a request head act can be realized in terms of directness. Blum-Kulka et al.,
(1989: 278) specify that directness in this sense means the extent to which the speakers’
illocutionary intent is ‘apparent from the locution’. They also underline that, although
directness is related to politeness, by no means these two concepts are coextensive.
Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) found three different strategy types which kept valid for
classification across languages, namely direct, conventionally indirect and nonconventionally indirect strategies. They included in the first category requests that were
formulated explicitly through linguistic means such as the imperative or performative
sentences. Conventionalized expressions that made reference to contextual necessary
preconditions were gathered into the second category of strategy type. Regarding nonconventional indirect strategies, Blum-Kulka and Olshtain explained they referred to
‘the open-ended group of indirect strategies (hints) that realize the request by either
partial reference to the object or element needed for the implementation of the act
(‘Why is the window open’) or by reliance on contextual clues (‘It’s cold in here’)’ (Blum59

Kulka and Olshtain, 1984:210). The CCSARP data was classified according to nine
subtypes of strategy types were identified, which are illustrated in Table 2.1 (below) and
displayed on a scale of indirectness.
Strategy Category

Direct

Conventionally
Indirect

Non-conventionally
Indirect

Strategy Type

Example

1.

Mood derivable

Please upload lesson 3 to Campus
Virtual.

2.

Performatives

I am asking you to please upload the
handout for lesson 3.

3.

Hedged performatives

I would like to ask you to upload lesson
3.

4.

Obligation statements26

You’ll have to/you must/you should
upload lesson 3.

5.

Want statements

I wish you’d leave us more time to do
exercise 2.

6.

Suggestory formulae

How about next Thursday?(request
for an appointment)

7.

Query preparatory

Could you/would you mind upload
(ing) lesson 3 again?

8.

Strong hints (partial
reference to request goal)

I cannot download lesson 3…

9.

Mild hints (no reference
to the request proper,
context-dependent)

I haven’t got a printer at home…
(request for deadline extension when
asked to submit an exercise for the
following day)

TABLE 2.1 REQUEST STRATEGY TYPES FROM BLUM-KULKA ET AL. (1989)27

As can be seen in Table 2.1, in mood derivable strategies, the request is made explicit
through the grammatical mood of the locution. Therefore, the most common type of
mood derivable request is realized through the imperative. Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 279)

26

The original name for the subcategory labelled ‘obligation statements’ in Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) is
‘locution derivable’. In our text, ‘obligation statements’ was preferred to include in the final instrument
for analysis. However, as expected in an unequal power-distance relationship, such as the student-teacher
one, this category was not displayed in our data.
27
Table and examples from Lazarescu (2013)
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explain that other functional equivalents (e.g. indefinite forms and elliptical sentence
structures) are placed on the same directness level.
Explicit performative request strategy types are realized through performative
verbs such as ask. Hedge performatives also involve the use of a performative verb,
whose illocutionary force is modified, for example by the use of a modal verb. (BlumKulka et al, 1989: 279). In locution derivable or obligation statements, the semantic
meaning of the locution determines the illocutionary intent. Finally, Blum-Kulka et al.
(1989: 279) refer to want statements in the following terms: ‘the utterance expresses
the speaker’s desire that the event denoted in the preposition come about’.
As stated above, conventionally indirect strategies are conventionalized
expressions in a language that can be interpreted as requests. Suggestory formula are
those request strategy types in which a routine formula is used to phrase the
illocutionary intent as a suggestion. Query preparatories instead make reference to
contextual necessary preconditions for the feasibility of the request. These necessary
preconditions could refer to ability, willingness or possibility. Blum-Kulka et al. (1989:
280) clarify that the speaker can question rather than state the presence of the query
preparatory (e.g. cf. ‘I was wondering if you could lend me your notes’ and ‘Could I have
a look at your notes?’).
Non-conventionally indirect strategies are those request strategy types in which
the illocutionary intent is not immediately apparent from the locution. This main
category is separated into two sub-strategies, namely strong hints and mild hints (BlumKulka et al., 1989: 280). In requests realized through strong hints, the locution contains
elements relevant to the intended illocutionary act. Although such elements can relate
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to feasibility preconditions, hints require more inferencing activity on the part of the
hearer or receiver of the request, due to the fact that, unlike query preparatories, they
are not conventionalized in the language. Mild hints are realized through locutions
which contain no elements of immediate relevance to the intended illocution, therefore
involving a higher demand for context analysis and inference on the part of the hearer
or receiver of the request. (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 280).
Requests can be softened or intensified through the use of internal modifiers
(downgrading or upgrading moves occurring within the request head act). Internal
dowgraders can be further divided into syntactic and lexical/phrasal downgraders.
Syntactic downgraders soften the imposition involved in requests by means of specific
syntactic choices. As explained by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 281), these elements are
specific for individual languages. Moreover, Blum-Kulka et al. indicate that syntactic
downgraders can be identified by considering whether they are optional in the given
context and whether they have a mitigating function in the given context. The following
types of syntactic downgraders were referred to in the CCSARP:
• interrogative (‘Vous m’amenez?’28 as a request for a ride in French); in the
CCSARP manual (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 281), it is claimed that in Query
preparatories the interrogative is unmarked and therefore should not be
categorized as a syntactic downgrader;

28

Example from Blum-Kulka et al. (1989: 281). Unless indicated otherwise, examples are taken from the
CCSARP coding manual (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989).
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• negation of a preparatory condition, such as conditions on the hearer’s ability
and willingness to comply with the request (‘Can’t you/ I don’t suppose you’d like
to…);
• subjunctive, in cases in which the use of the subjunctive is optional (‘Might be
better if you were to leave now’);
• conditional, whenever it is optional (‘I would suggest you leave now’ instead of
‘I suggest you leave now’)
• tense, for past tense forms when used with present time reference, e.g. ‘I wanted
to ask you to present your paper a week earlier’; ‘I was wondering whether you
could give your presentation in a week’s time’; ‘Could you….? Instead of ‘Can
you…?’)
• aspect, when it can be replaced by a simple form (‘I’m wondering if I could get a
lift home with you’ instead of ‘I wonder if I could get a lift home with you’);
• conditional clause (‘I was wondering if you could present your paper a week
earlier than planned’)
• possible combinations of the above strategies.
Lexical/phrasal downgraders mitigate the force of the request through the use of
specific lexical and phrasal choices (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 283). Blum-Kulka et al.
acknowledged the conflation of formal (linguistic) and functional aspects of language
involved in the definitions they provided. Nevertheless, they also clarified that, in their
attempt to focus on both sociopragmatics and pragmalinguistics, a single analytic
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framework was used. A list of examples of lexical/phrasal downgraders is displayed
below:
• Marker ‘please’ : “an optional element added to a request to bid for cooperative
requestive behavior” (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 283);
• Consultative devices: instances whereby the receiver of the request is asked
about the feasibility of the request and his/her willingness to comply (this category
is taken from Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011);
• Downtoners: speaker uses sentential or propositional modifiers to mitigate the
impact his/her request may have on the hearer or receiver of request;
• Understaters/hedges: adverbial modifiers through which the speaker
underrepresents the degree of imposition involved in the request;
• Subjectivizers: the speaker mitigates the force of his/her request by using
expressions which refer explicitly to his/her subjective opinion regarding the state
of affairs denoted in the proposition;
• Cajolers: elements which aim at increasing, establishing or restoring harmony
between interlocutors; these are conventionalized in the language and their
semantic meaning is not explicit;
• Appealers: the speaker appeals to hearer’s benevolent understanding; the main
function of these speech items is to elicit a signal from the hearer or receiver of
the request.
In contrast to internal downgraders, which have the purpose to soften the force
of the request, internal upgraders intensify the impact of the request (Blum-Kulka et al.,

64

1989: 285). The time intensifier (e.g. ‘immediately’, ‘as soon as possible’) constitutes a
type of internal upgrader from the CCSARP which is especially relevant for the present
study. A more recent study by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) also included in the
analysis the following categories: adverbial intensifiers and overstaters (see Table 2.2
below). The former are adverbs used by the speaker to emphasize the urgency of his/her
request, whereas the latter overrepresent the state of affairs referred to in the
proposition.
Type of modifier

Internal
lexical/phrasal
downgraders

Internal upgraders

Category

Examples

Marker “please”

Please

Consultative devices
Downtoners

would you mind, do you think, is it/
would it be possible…
possibly, perhaps, just

Understaters/Hedges

a bit, a little, sort of

Subjectivisers

I’m afraid, I think, I suppose

Cajolers

You know, You see

Appealers

…will you?, ok/right?

(Adverbial) intensifiers

I truly/really need this extension

Time intensifiers

as soon as possible

Overstaters

I’m in desperate need of material for
my essay
TABLE 2.2 INTERNAL LEXICAL/PHRASAL MODIFICATION STRATEGIES (ECONOMIDOU-KOGETSIDIS, 2011: 3211)

In addition to the use of internal modifiers, requests can also be mitigated or aggravated
through the use of external modifiers, i.e. moves that occur outside the request head
act, as in the following example (external modifiers underlined):
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Sorry, I have some problems dowloading the exercices 2 and 2 bis. I don´t know if
it’s moodle problem or my profile problem. Please can you check it.29
Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) taxonomy of request external modification devices has
been modified by more recent studies which have dealt with second/foreign language
learners in academic settings, such as Biesenbach-Lucas (2007) and EconomidouKogetsidis (2011) who examined requests in emails sent by university students to their
lecturers . Table 2.3 displays examples taken from Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) of the
different type of external modification devices specific to requests formulated through
the use of email. Given that the categories and the examples are self-explanatory, unlike
for internal modifiers, definitions are not included for each category. Nevertheless,
further clarification may be required for some of the external supportive moves or
external downgraders, namely preparators, getting a pre-commitment and orientation
moves. In the CCSARP coding manual (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 287), preparators are
understood to be used when the speaker announces that he/she will make a request or
when he/she asks for the hearer’s permission to formulate a request, which prepares
the hearer for the subsequent request without referring specifically to its nature or
content. In getting a pre-commitment, the speaker attempts to commit the hearer
before specifying the content of the request, as a means to check on a potential refusal.
The subcategory ‘orientation moves’ is taken from Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) and
refers to parts of discourse placed towards the opening of the email (and therefore
before the request) with the purpose of orienting the receiver of the request. Therefore,

29

Example from Lazarescu (2013).
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it is our understanding that orientation moves need to include specific contextual cues
related to the content of the request (e.g. ‘about the seminar’; ‘about the final exam’).
Type of modifier

Category

Example

Greeting/Opening

‘Good morning’ ‘How are
you?’

Self-Introduction

Preparators

‘I’m Maria K. from your LAL 141 class’
‘I would like an assignment
extension because I could not
deal with the typing time’
‘I know that this assignment is
important, but…’
‘I really need a favor’

Getting a precommitment

‘Could you do me a favor?’

Promises

‘Could you give me an
extension? I promise I’ll have it
ready for tomorrow’
‘I would like to ask for an
extension, just for a few days’
‘I’m very sorry but I need an
extension on this project’
‘I have a question about the
essay’
‘I hope you feel better’

Grounders (explanations)

Disarmers

External supportive moves

Imposition minimizers
Apologies
Orientation moves
Compliments or sweeteners
Pre-closing/Thanks
Email closings
Complaint/Criticisms

External aggravating moves

Emphasis on urgency/positive
outcome

‘I look forward to hearing from
you’, ‘Thanks for your time’
‘Best’, ‘Sincerely’
‘I sent you and email 3 days
ago and never replied’
‘I need to have the reference
letter in three days’ ‘I will
expect your positive reply’

TABLE 2.3 EXTERNAL REQUEST MODIFICATION DEVICES (ECONOMIDOU-KOGETSIDIS, 2011: 3212)

At this point, it is worth mentioning that the different studies have adapted the
taxonomy proposed by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) for request analysis to the purposes of
their own research goals. The main differences usually regarded the classification of
request head acts (i.e. strategies). Table 2.1 above shows the different categories

67

displayed on a scale of directness by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989). Biesenbach-Lucas (2007)
used an adapted version of the CCSARP framework to fit the requests she had gathered
from an academic context. Biesenbach-Lucas had to adapt the framework so that head
act realization strategies which were not originally coded in the CCSARP taxonomy but
appeared in the data could be analyzed. Similarly, subcategories that did not appear in
the data collected by the author, probably because they would have been unusual in the
academic context, namely suggestory formulae and obligation statements (i.e. locution
derivable requests) had to be left out of the instrument. The final taxonomy used by
Biesenbach-Lucas (2007) is shown in Table 2.4 below:
Strategy Category

Direct

Subcategory/ Strategy Type

Example

1.

Imperatives

Please extend the due date.

2.

Elliptic constructions

Any comments?

3.

Performatives

I feel I have to ask for an extension
for a week.

4.

Direct questions

When do you have time?

5.

Want statements

I want to set up a meeting with you.
I would like your suggestions.

Conventionally
Indirect

6.

Need statements

I will need an extension.

7.

Expectation statements

I hope you’ll give me the weekend to
finish typing my work.

8.

Query preparatory

Could I meet with you next Tuesday?

(ability, willingness,
permission)

Would you mind to take a look and
give me some suggestion?
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9.

Strong hints/Mild hints

Attached is a draft of my grammar
lesson plan.
I’m having a very difficult time in
figuring out how to put these lesson
materials together.

Hints

TABLE 2.4 FRAMEWORK FOR REQUEST STRATEGY TYPE ON A SCALE OF DIRECTNESS (BIESENBACH-LUCAS, 2007: 67)30

While the study conducted by Biesenbach-Lucas (2007) only focused on what we may
call requests for action (i.e. requests for appointment, requests for feedback and
requests for extension of due date), Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) analyzed both
requests for action and requests for information produced by non-native speakers of
English in an academic setting. As a result, the author decided to use different
taxonomies for head act analysis in requests for action and requests for information.
Table 2.5 displays the categories used in her study for requests for action. The taxonomy
used for requests for information is illustrated in Table 2.6.
Category

Subcategory

Example

1.

Imperatives/mood
derivable

Please note what changes should be
made.

2.

Elliptical requests

Any comments?

3.

Performatives

I have to ask for an extension for a
week.

I would like your suggestion.

Most direct

30

4.

Want statements

I want to have an extension

5.

Need statements

I will need a little more time.

6.

Expectation statements

I hope you’ll give me the weekend to
finish my assignment.

Changes from Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) are indicated in bold.
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I look forward to hearing from you.

Conventionally
Indirect

7.

Reminder requests

I would like to remind you of my
reference letter.

8.

Pre-decided statements

I will hand my assignment in
tomorrow.

9.

Query preparatory

Can/Could/Would you mind…

(ability, willingness,
permission)

I would appreciate it if…

Attached is a draft of my work.

Hints

10. Strong hints/Mild hints

I have some trouble understanding
the essay question.

TABLE 2.5 FRAMEWORK FOR REQUEST STRATEGY TYPE FOR REQUESTS FOR ACTION ON A SCALE OF DIRECTNESS
(ECONOMIDOU-KOGETSIDIS, 2011: 3210)31

As can be seen from Table 2.5 above and Table 2.6 below, the main difference consists in
the analysis of direct requests for action and direct requests for information. Whereas
the former were divided by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) in eight subcategories, the
latter only included six subcategories.
Category

Subcategory

Example

1.

Direct questions

Did you get my project?

2.

Elliptical

Any news?

3.

Mood derivable

Please let me know if you have to
withdraw me from class.

4.

Performative

I would like to ask if…

Most direct

5.

31

Want statements

I would like to know what your policy
is on grading students for the Degree
Equivalence Program.

Changes from Biesenbach-Lucas (2007) are indicated in bold.
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6.

Need statements

7.

Query preparatory

Conventionally
Indirect

8.

I will need to know…

(ability, willingness,
permission)

Could you tell me…

Strong hints/Mild hints

I tried very hard to find your office
but couldn’t find it.

Hints
TABLE 2.6 FRAMEWORK FOR REQUEST STRATEGY TYPE FOR REQUESTS FOR INFORMATION ON A SCALE OF DIRECTNESS
(ECONOMIDOU-KOGETSIDIS, 2011: 3211)32

Before concluding this section, it should be noticed that the categories described above
are descriptive rather than prescriptive. That is to say, as argued by Blum-Kulka et al.
(1989: 274-275) the taxonomy for requests analysis is flexible:
While the main categories (capitalized) can be considered as universals, the
subcategories may vary in availability and relevance cross-linguistically and crossculturally. They should be supplemented, refined, conflated, or left out according to
the structure of the language(s) and culture(s) under study and the research goal
pursued.

To summarize, this section has provided a description of the speech act of requesting in
terms of its linguistic realizations as analyzed in previous studies on cross-cultural and
interlanguage request production. After distinguishing between compulsory and
optional elements of requests, requests realizations have been characterized in terms
of directness, perspective and internal and external modification moves. The reader has
therefore been exposed to the wide range of strategies that speakers have at their
disposal when crafting their requests in English as shown by previous literature. The
following section will delve into request production by L2 speakers of English.

32

Changes from Biesenbach-Lucas (2007) are indicated in bold.
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2.7 L2 pragmatic performance: Studies on speech acts using
different data collection methods in multiple settings
L2 pragmatic competence in a target language has an effect on learner’s speech act
realization patterns. Given its inherent face-threatening nature (Brown and Levinson,
1987), requesting has been one of the most studied speech acts. Requests occurring in
instructional settings have attracted researchers’ attention for several reasons. For
example, Dalton-Puffer and Nikula (2006: 242) state that requests (or directives, as they
call them) are ‘very common in classroom discourse and provide, therefore, rich
opportunities for exploring how teachers and students manage interaction’. In a similar
vein, Nashaat-Sobhy (2014: 15) argues that “making requests is an inevitable frequent
routine”. Moreover, the student-teacher relationship is by definition a status
incongruent one (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007:63), i.e. in the educational setting teachers
have more power and status, and as a result they would expect mitigated requests from
their students (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011).
In L2 settings, research has shown that users of English tend to utilize a high degree
of directness in their performance of requests (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; EconomidouKogetsidis, 2011). While such preference for directness might sometimes be interpreted
as a lack of politeness, studies on cross-cultural pragmatics have shown that different
cultures may convey politeness in very different ways (see Le Pair, 1996; Ballesteros,
2001; Díaz-Pérez, 2003; Pinto and Raschio, 2007). L1 speakers of Spanish, for example,
tend to be more direct in their realizations of requests. In this respect, Le Pair (1996)
carried out a comparison study on requests in Spanish by native speakers and Dutch
second language speakers of Spanish, collected through the use of a written discourse
completion tasks (DCTs). Le Pair attributed his interest in this study to his claim that “in
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every communication situation, especially in intercultural interaction, the interpersonal
function of the language is of great importance” (Le Pair, 1996: 652). Following BlumKulka et al. (1989), Le Pair (1996: 658-9) categorized request head acts in three different
levels of directness (i.e. direct, conventionally indirect and non-conventionally indirect).
The results of the study showed that conventional indirect strategies (e.g. ¿podrías
ayudarme?/Could you help me?) were the most recurrent in requests produced by both
Spanish and Dutch speakers. Le Pair concluded that this was a consequence of shared
conventions among the two cultures and further argued that the use of this type of
strategy by non-native speakers (NNSs) could point to a preference for ‘safer’ attempts
to sound less offensive. In his study, while neither the Spanish L1 speakers nor the Dutch
L1 speakers used non-conventional indirect strategies (e.g. “I forgot my pencil case at
home” as a request for a pen). The former displayed considerably more direct strategies
(e.g. Dame tu bolígrafo/ Give me your pen) than the latter. Le Pair suggests that in the
Spanish setting the imperative has a different pragmatic force than in the Dutch context
(Le Pair, 1996: 661).
In agreement with Le Pair, Ballesteros (2001) showed that Spaniards and British
formulate requests and commands in different ways. Drawing on a data completion task
(DCT) compiled by 180 Spanish undergraduate students and 180 British undergraduate
students, the analysis indicated that the Spanish L1 speakers opted for more direct
strategies syntactically-speaking, whereas the British L1 speakers relied more frequently
on conventionally indirect strategies. In addition, the former seemed to show a
preference for positive politeness strategies to mitigate their requests, whereas the
latter participants had a tendency to display negative politeness strategies (Brown and
Levinson, 1987). In other words, whereas the Spanish L1 participants seemed to
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prioritize group membership as more important, the English L1 speakers tended to
emphasize individual freedom or their desire of not being unimpeded. Ballesteros
concluded that there is no objective proof for deeming speakers from a certain society
as more or less polite than speakers from another society, but rather that differences in
request realizations show how speakers from different linguistic and cultural
backgrounds convey politeness in different linguistic ways.
Another cross-cultural example with data collected through DCTs was carried out
by Pinto and Raschio (2007). Pinto and Raschio analyzed requests produced by heritage
speakers of Spanish, L1 speakers of Spanish and L1 speakers of English. The aim of the
research was to examine the use of the level of directness and the frequency of
downgraders (mitigating devices, e.g. ‘please’). Pinto and Raschio found that the Spanish
L1 speakers relied on direct strategies with one downgrader (e.g. por favor limpia el
cuarto/please clean the room) in 7% of the cases, while the English L1 speakers never
displayed this combination; in contrast, the English L1 speakers showed a preference for
indirect strategies with two downgraders (e.g. “Do you think that you could clean the
apartment this week?”) in 31% of the cases, whereas the Spanish L1 speakers only
displayed this combination in 8.5% of their request realizations (Pinto and Raschio, 2007:
143). Regarding the heritage speakers of Spanish that participated in the study, similarly
to the L1 English speakers, they tended to avoid directness. Still, curiously enough, they
showed some features that are typical of neither Spanish L1 speakers nor English L1
speakers, such as the non-canonical ‘if’ conditional instead of the subjunctive (which
would be the grammatically correct form) in the following context: ‘si podrías limpiar el
apartamento por mí me ayudarías mucho/ If you could clean the apartment for me, you
would help me a lot’; An additional example is the use of ‘es possible que’ in instances
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where neither the L1 Spanish speakers nor the L1 English speakers used it in the study:
“es posible que me prestes tus apuntes de clase?/Is it possible for you to lend me your
class notes?”. Moreover, Pinto and Raschio sustained that ‘findings indicate that for
requests, heritage speakers (HS) and L2 learners [of Spanish] share certain
characteristics when they attempt to communicate in Spanish’ (Pinto and Raschio, 2007:
149). In view of this interesting similarity between HS and L2 learners of Spanish
regarding request realization patterns, as well as the differences between native
speakers of Spanish and native speakers of English, further research would benefit from
examining which of the groups display more common features with Spanish learners of
English.
Using a different data-collection method, namely role-plays, Taguchi (2006)
examined the production of requests in a role play by Japanese college students of
English with higher and lower proficiency levels. The requests thus produced were
analyzed in terms of appropriateness and linguistic structures used in formulating them.
The results showed that requests produced by learners at the higher proficiency level
were perceived as more appropriate by native speakers of English who were ESL
instructors. Taguchi concludes that pragmatic performance involves more than just the
use of formulaic sequences. Pragmatic performance encompasses efficient discourse
and grammatical management (Taguchi, 2006: 530). She further argues that speech acts
should be analyzed as embedded in a communicative context, as they constitute
creative discourse that relies on grammar, appropriateness and smoothness of
communication:
The present findings also suggest that, for an effective speech act performance, one
should avoid being imposing or face-threatening, but at the same time, one needs
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to be clear in his/her illocutionary intent in order to reduce the interpretation
demands on the hearer. For PDR33-high requests, L2 learners used ineffectively
inexplicit, ambiguous expressions (e.g., non-conventional indirect expressions or
hinting), and consequently failed to convey illocutionary intent. The lack of clarity in
intention seemed to have resulted in the lower appropriateness scores of PDR-high
speech acts, compared with those of PDR-low speech acts. Therefore, the degree of
clarity in illocutionary intent should be emphasized when analyzing appropriateness
of L2 speech acts. (Taguchi, 2006: 531)

In study abroad settings and also considering proficiency as a variable affecting L2
pragmatic performance, Li (2014) focused on the production of requests in L2 Chinese
by learners at intermediate and advanced level. Li’s study focused on both knowledge
of pragmatics and control of processing, as the study also took into account speech rate.
The study showed that study abroad had a positive impact on L2 production and
appropriateness rating both at the intermediate and advanced level, in the sense that
learners scored significantly higher after the study abroad than at the pre-test. As a
result, L2 proficiency did not seem to impact pragmatic gains. The study abroad period
also seemed to lead to significant outcomes in terms of head act request strategy type
and external modification at both proficiency levels. More specifically, in the post-test,
learners displayed a higher amount of conventionally indirect strategies and a lower
number of direct realizations of requests. In a similar vein, learners increased their use
of external modification moves, especially grounders, after the study abroad period.
However, learners continued to display limited amounts of internal downgraders in their
requests in the post-test.
Also in study abroad contexts, another study on proficiency in L2 pragmatic
performance was conducted by Al-Gathani and Roever (2015). Al-Gathani and Roever
studied the impact of proficiency on Saudi Arabian ESL learners in Australia. Using role-
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PDR refers to P (power distance), D (social distance) and R (degree of imposition of the request).
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plays to elicit requests in three different social and power distance situations, they
gathered data from 26 participants divided into four different proficiency groups. The
results of the study showed that students’ linguistic repertoire in terms of request
strategies increased with proficiency. For example, whereas lower proficiency learners
mainly realized their requests through imperatives and want statements, intermediate
students used conditionals and interrogative structures to soften their requests.
Advanced proficiency students displayed, in turn, formulaic expressions such as ‘Would
you mind’ and ‘I’m wondering if’. Nonetheless, Al-Gathani and Roever found that
participants did not display linguistic variation according to the three different social
situations involved in the role plays, indicating that proficiency may have a positive
impact on the linguistic resources at learners’ disposal, but not on their ability to adapt
to different social situations. In this aspect, Al-Gathani and Roever’s (2015) findings
display more similarities to studies carried out in EFL settings rather than ESL settings.
The authors however explain that this result could be a consequence of the fact that the
learners performed the role-plays with the same interlocutor, namely one of the
researchers, which may have made it difficult for them to imagine themselves in
different situations with different interlocutors. Al-Gathani and Roever emphasize the
importance of pragmatic instruction and provide practical examples for teaching
purposes.
From a different perspective, Alcón-Soler (2015) conducted a study on the
influence of study abroad length of stay and instruction on learners’ mitigation of
requests by email. The participants were 60 Spanish learners of English enrolled in
international schools in the South of England during one academic year. Students were
divided into an experimental and a control group. 30 students in the experimental group
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received instruction in email pragmatics. Emails sent by students to their teachers were
gathered at four stages of the academic year. The analysis showed that instruction had
an immediate effect on the use of request mitigators, but this effect was not maintained
in time, in that there was no difference observed at the end of the academic year
between the control and the experimental group. Alcón-Soler suggests that length of
stay interacts with instruction. Qualitative data collected in the study also showed that
exposure to the target language in the study abroad context alone is not sufficient to
acquire target language pragmatics. Nevertheless, instruction does seem to have a
positive impact on pragmatic learning in terms of students’ ability to mitigate requests
and so Alcón-Soler (2015: 72) concludes that “the explicit knowledge gained from
instruction is used to make informed decisions to choose when and how to use request
mitigators according to the level of imposition of the email request”.
A more recent study by Sánchez-Hernandez (2018) inquired into the potential of
acculturation 34to influence L2 pragmatic competence development in a study abroad
context. Her study reported on data gathered through a pre-posttest design DCT
administration and interviews with 12 students of three different nationalities in a onesemester study abroad stay in the US. The results of the study showed that after four
months of stay abroad, learners improved their formulation of requests and refusals.
However, these positive outcomes were influenced by the degree of imposition involved
in the situation that learners were asked to respond to. Thus, in terms of
appropriateness, learners displayed more considerable improvements in low imposition

34

Following Schumann’s (1978) Acculturation Theory, Dörnyei et al. (2004: 88) refer to acculturation as
“the extent to which learners succeed in settling and in engaging with the host community, thereby taking
advantage of the social contact opportunities available.”

78

situations involving friends than in high imposition scenarios focused on conversations
with lecturers. As a result, the study confirmed previous findings from longitudinal
studies (e.g. Taguchi, 2013) sustaining that pragmatic development in high-imposition
L2 English speech acts occurs at later stages of the stay abroad period.
Turning now to the influence of the type of instruction on pragmatic performance,
the study carried out by Eslami et al. (2015) explored the effect of implicit and explicit
instruction and asynchronous CMC on Iranian upper-intermediate EFL students’ request
production in English. Following a pre-posttest design, the researchers divided the 74
participants in their study in three groups, namely explicit, implicit and control group.
Students belonging to the explicit and implicit group took part in a 12 week
asynchronous telecollaboration with native and non-native highly proficient ESL
Education graduate students at a US university. Two data sets were collected, namely
the pre-posttest DCTs and 94 authentic emails collected at the beginning of the
telecollaboration (weeks 1-3) and towards the end of the period (weeks 10-12).
Requests elicited through the DCT were marked for appropriateness, whereas authentic
requests found in students’ emails were analyzed following the taxonomy by Blum-Kulka
et al. (1989). The results of the study showed that both groups benefited from
instruction in the sense that during the post-test students’ pragmatic performance had
improved. Moreover, in their naturally occurring requests, students used more nonconventionally indirect strategies and displayed more supportive moves towards the
end of the telecollaboration period. Although Eslami et al. (2015) argue for caution in
interpreting the findings of their study due to the limited corpus, this study shows that
instruction, and particularly explicit instruction is beneficial for L2 pragmatics in EFL
contexts. The study also indicates that students in EFL settings, typically characterized
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by reduced exposure to the target language outside the classroom, can nevertheless
greatly benefit from CMC with highly proficient English speakers, in terms of pragmatic
development.
As stated in Section 2.3, L2 pragmatics research is being re-conceptualized in view
of the changes brought by globalization. Recent studies have focused for example on
the learning of L2 pragmatics in different contexts, including study abroad, instructional
settings, online environments and workplace (Alcón-Soler and Yates, 2015). Taguchi
(2015) for example synthesizes research on L2 pragmatics in study abroad, formal
classroom environment and virtual settings. Regarding study abroad settings, the author
reviews cross-sectional studies and longitudinal studies and concludes that the
construct of ‘context’ interacts with several factors, such as the opportunities for
pragmatic practice that learners have in a certain study abroad context or the structure
of the learning objective. In terms of instructional contexts, Taguchi claims that they are
often thought of as poor in terms of pragmatic input and opportunities for output. As
already mentioned in section 2.4, this is also maintained to be true for textbooks. The
author further explains that in instructional contexts, politeness, appropriateness and
formality reflect knowledge of pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics, as well as
individual preferences (how users of the language want to present themselves in a
certain situation (Taguchi, 2015: 8). Taguchi further argues that the face-threatening
nature of feedback on pragmatic behavior leads teachers to refrain from its use. In turn,
this may mislead students to believe that inappropriate pragmatic behaviors are in fact
appropriate. This tendency is also observed in study abroad contexts, as host community
members often refrain from providing feedback on learners’ pragmatic performance
(Taguchi, 2015:9). Taguchi however explains that there is opportunity for implicit
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pragmatic learning in classroom contexts where the focus is not directly on pragmatics
such as CLIL settings (e.g. Nikula, 2008). Taguchi therefore suggests that L2 pragmatics
research could benefit from studies conducted in settings where the L2 is the medium
of instruction and communication, as these contexts are rich in input (Taguchi, 2015:
11). Taguchi also points to the difficulty in studying sociopragmatics in instructional
settings, as learners tend to interact with the same interlocutors, either the teacher or
peers.
Instructional studies have also shown the link between classroom settings and
real-life use of L2 pragmatics in the workplace (e.g. Riddiford and Joe, 2010; in Taguchi,
2015: 12). As a result, Taguchi points to the need to investigate pragmatic performance
“after the posttest”, in real-life situations.
Regarding digital environments, Taguchi refers to the potential that these contexts
have to enhance pragmatic performance. In a way, virtual environments are presented
as bridging the gap between formal instruction settings and study abroad experiences.
However, the author only reports one study (Sykes, 2009; 2013) that actually reported
the effect of a virtual environment on pragmatic performance, calling for a need to
conduct further studies in this area. In the conclusion of her article, Taguchi (2015)
argues for the need to understand context as a dynamic construct and view it in
interaction with learner agency and subjectivity.
Also from the perspective of learner agency and subjectivity, Takahashi (2015)
investigated the effect of learner profiles and implicit instruction on awareness and
learning of the bi-clausal forms (i.e. I was wondering if…) on Japanese EFL university
students. Gathering data from 154 participants, Takahashi designed a pre-posttest
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study, using oral DCTs as elicitation methods. The construct of learner profile was based
on a combination of individual differences that had been investigated separately in
previous research by the same author, namely listening proficiency and motivation
(more specifically, communication-oriented motivational disposition). The participants
were thus grouped according to three different learner profiles. The results of the study
showed a link between learner profile and awareness, but not between learner profile
and actual pragmatic learning. Takahashi concluded that pragmalinguisitc learning
requires more elaborate input processing. Furthermore, the author stressed the
complexity of bi-clausal requests in English, which require high grammatical knowledge.
Takahashi further indicated that, among the elements that may affect pragmalinguistic
development, “probably the most crucial factors include learners' interest in
implementing the tasks or cognitive comparison as their immediate communicative
needs (Gonzalez-Lloret, 2008; Takahashi, 2010b)” (Takahashi, 2015:58).
To sum up, this chapter has framed this study into the field of Interlanguage
Pragmatics. It started with a review of different models of Communicative Competence
and Pragmatic Competence to then focus on different approaches that have helped to
understand L2 pragmatics acquisition. It then reviewed some essential variables that
may affect L2 pragmatic learning and performance. The second part of the chapter has
dealt with the speech act of requesting and has reported findings from previous research
in the field that is paramount for the purposes of our study. Chapter 3 will focus on two
other crucial variables for the present research, namely Computer-mediated
Communication and English-Medium Education.
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3 Requests in Computer-Mediated Communication and
English-Medium Education
This chapter is concerned with describing further two vital variables for this thesis,
namely the language mode studied in our investigation, that is, computer-mediated
communication, and the English-Medium Education (EME) setting where the data was
gathered. As argued in the literature review that follows, the mode (CMC) and the
setting (EME) can affect the realization patterns and the perlocutionary effect of
requests, as both CMC and EME are characterized by specific features. To inquire into
the range of these characteristics and their potential influence on communicative
behavior, the chapter will start by describing the email genre as part of computermediated discourse. This general overview will be followed by a more fine-grained look
at the use of email in academic settings and the cyberpragmatics (Yus, 2011) of the email
genre as unfolded in previous literature. The chapter will subsequently focus on lecturer
perception of student emails containing requests. Finally, Chapter 3 will review some
basic notions on English-Medium Education and outline some studies carried out in EME
instruction settings that are of particular relevance for our study.

3.1 The complexities involved in email as a hybrid genre
This section aims at casting some light on the intricacies of the email genre as one type
of computer-mediated communication. It starts with an outline of seminal work on the
linguistic features of emails and moves on to illustrate the different factors that come
into play when crafting email messages across various settings.
Electronic mail is part of computer-mediated communication, defined by Herring
(2007:1) as “predominantly text-based human-human interaction mediated by network
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computers or mobile telephony”. In one of the chapters in his book on electronic
discourse, Language and the Internet, Crystal (2001) focused on a specific type of
‘netspeak’, namely email, defined as “the use of computer systems to transfer messages
between users” (ibid: 10). Electronic mail is considered by some researchers to have
derived from telephone communication and therefore to share more characteristics of
the spoken than the written mode (Gimenez, 2000: 238). Crystal (2001: 29-30) however
argued that email features characteristics of both speech and writing: in spite of the
tendency towards an informal style, email lacks characteristics of speech such as
spontaneity, immediate feedback and the kinesics and proxemics or the spontaneity of
aural conversation.
As a result, rather than following the traditional dichotomous model spoken vs.
written mode, email should be understood as a hybrid medium, a continuum between
speech and writing (Nistorescu, 2009). Baron (1998, 2002) referred to email as ‘letters
by phone or speech by other means’ and paralleled the linguistic evolution of email to
that of letter writing, the telegram or the telephone. In addition, email exchanges are
not only influenced by the genre itself, but also by contextual issues such as power
distance and relationship between the participants (Bou-Franch, 2011; Chejnová, 2014;
Ho, 2014), as well as cultural aspects (Bjorge, 2007; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011). The
former refers for example to the fact that writing to a lecturer would usually involve
more hedging than writing to a peer, whereas the latter point for example to the effect
of transfer from L1 language and culture on the use of L2. The combination of these
different elements will undoubtedly have an impact on the linguistic characteristics that
the user chooses for a given email, that is, on the extent to which the email will resemble
standard written or spoken language.
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To measure the extent to which the linguistic forms used by French adolescents in
electronic mail are different from those of standard written French, Volckaert-Legrier et
al. (2009) carried out a study with 80 adolescents aged from 12 to 15. They collected
data from a natural situation in which the students had to introduce themselves to two
addressees, namely a peer and a teacher. The authors found that the emails displayed
a significant number of orthographic deviations that were not linked to the participants’
standard writing ability. In addition, the students showed pragmatic awareness in their
emails, by using the familiar form “tu” of the personal pronoun to address the peer and
the unfamiliar form “vous” to address the teacher. The findings therefore showed that
“email indeed constitutes a specific language register. Moreover, communication in this
register was found to follow the pragmatic rules of interaction in terms of addressee
adaptation (use of personal pronouns)” (Volckaert-Legrier, 2009:179).
Given that emails can be an efficient means of communication for a wide range of
purposes and in a variety of settings, researchers have generally argued against the myth
of the homogeneity of email communication (e.g. Androutsopoulos, 2006; Bou-Franch,
2011). Rather, different subgenres such as academic or business emails (Giménez, 2006)
seem to have found their place in the literature. Due to the variety of email genres and
styles, researchers have claimed that there is a pressing need to teach students how to
write appropriate and status-congruent emails, both for smooth communication in the
academic setting and for their future professional careers (Bjorge, 2007; Smejkalová and
Janovec, 2011 in Chejnová, 2014; Haugh, 2010). Despite different cultures having
different perceptions regarding the student-teacher relationship, as a recommendation,
it seems that when uncertain about the degree of formality, students should choose
“safe” options in their academic emails and consequently they should be rather formal
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in style, keeping their linguistic choices more on the written part of the continuum than
on the spoken part (Bjorge 2007: 76).
Structurally, and in spite of the differences that may be displayed in email subgenres, there seems, however, to be some agreement in terms of the expectations
regarding the different elements contained in an email. Emails are usually composed by
three different structural elements, namely header/heading, body/message and
attachment (Crystal, 2001: 97). Crystal (2001: 99-100) explains that the inclusion or the
omission of a greeting and a closing can make a true difference to the body of the
message, an observation that will be revisited in Chapter 6 when lecturers’ perceptions
of emails are examined in detail.
Concerning style, email users seem to find little help in handbooks, as the authors’
views on the formality and length of the messages may vary (Baron, 2002: 410). Rather
than specific norms, individual user preferences seem to make a difference in the
linguistic style employed when writing an email, so some users may choose a more
casual style while others may prefer to display formality in their emails. Nevertheless,
Baron (2002: 412) argued that in some contexts, such as academia, a more formal style
seems to be preferred. Similarly, Ford (2003b) sustained that emails in academic settings
should share the style of formal letters. More recent research also sustains this claim,
pointing to the fact that an informal style may negatively affect lecturers’ perceptions
of the emails they receive from their students (e.g. Stephens et al. 2009; Knupsky and
Nagy-Bell, 2011). Stephens et al. (2011: 217) however point at the need to study the
context before providing specific guidelines on email use:
An alternative approach to making broad sweeping claims and recommendations
concerning email use is to examine the organizational context, norms, and
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expectations surrounding email use. Perhaps the advice books and conflicting
research findings are all correct and it is the context that determines
appropriateness.

All in all, this section has shown that while some features of email might remain constant
among different settings, such as its structural components, others depend on context
of use. The following section focuses on the use of email as a means of communication
in the specific institutional setting under scrutiny, namely the university.

3.2 The use and features of emails in academic settings
In the academic setting, email seems to have, to some extent, modified the studentteacher relationship, since students no longer have to wait for advising sessions at the
professor’s office or breaks between lectures to have their queries and requests solved
(Bjorge, 2007; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011). In fact, email communication is currently
a main part of out-of–class communication (OCC) between students and teachers
(Stephens et al., 2009). In this respect, students write emails to lecturers for many
different purposes, which may include the following:
to ask for information about tricky points in their course curriculum, for help
concerning written assignments, deadlines and exam dates; they complain when
they are unhappy about their marks, and also write thank-you emails when their
requests have been accommodated (Bjorge, 2007: 63).

Therefore, a variety of speech acts may be found in student-teacher emails, since email
is used in the academic setting not only for transactional exchanges regarding course
subjects, but also for what Spencer-Oatey (2000:3) refers to as rapport management,
that is, for building and maintaining social relationships. In this regard, electronic mail
seems to have opened the way to a new kind of rapport between students and teachers,
which has been referred to by as the ´third space´ (Bhabha, 1994; in Bretag, 2006).
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Email’s potential for re-conceptualizing the traditional student-teacher
relationship was analyzed by Bretag (2006), who designed an email communication task
for 10 international students enrolled in a Master’s of Business at the University of South
Australia in 2002. The results of her study showed that email communication made
possible a shift in the relationship between most of the students and their teacher,
which was also echoed in the fact that ‘subjectivity (emotions, personal reactions, daily
anecdotes, dreams, and longings), not usually valued in academia, was given a new
status and value via the email communication’ (Bretag, 2006:1004). Nevertheless,
Bretag also found that this change towards the ‘third space’ depended substantially on
the students’ individual motivation, and on the lecturer’s role in modeling this type of
relationship. In addition, the author explained that the type of task that she designed
could only be carried out in contexts where the small number of students in the
classroom allowed enough time for them and the teacher to interact through email at
least on a weekly basis.
Focusing specifically on the speech act of requests in university settings, as stated
earlier, writing appropriate emails to lecturers is a demanding task, since the studentteacher relationship is generally an unequal one, with teachers having more power and
status than students (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Bou-Franch, 2011; Chejnová, 2014;
Codina-Espurz and Salazar-Campillo, 2019). Despite the fact that even L1 speaking
students can sometimes write rather inappropriate emails to their lecturers (see
Jessmer and Anderson, 2011), this activity usually becomes more complicated for
students writing in a language that is not their mother tongue (Economidou-Kogetsidis,
2011; Haugh, 2010).
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In this vein, a study on the use of email in university settings was conducted by
Biesenbach-Lucas (2005), who focused on the different purposes that lead students to
write emails to their professors. She collected a corpus of 125 authentic studentinitiated emails which she had received during a semester from American and
international students (from Korea, Japan, Taiwan and Thailand) enrolled at an
American university. Biesenbach-Lucas analyzed the different communication topics
and communication strategies used in the emails. She examined the three different
communication strategies that were contained in the emails, namely requesting,
negotiating and reporting. In view of the queries students may have when writing to an
instructor, she recommended that student-initiated emails should be clear, explicit, and
contain a request for reply, as the following quote illustrates:
Due to the lack of face-to-face context and lack of interactional coherence in email,
students need to be more explicit and concise (Atamian & DeMoville 1998; Condon
&Cech, 1996a; Herring, 1999a) in order to make the topic as well as the purpose of
their message transparent to their professor, especially in initiated, not responsive,
messages. If the message is not explicit enough, the professor may not be able to
provide an optimal response, or the message may turn into a lengthy sequenced
exchange before a desired response is obtained (Collins, 1998). In addition, since it
can be assumed that in a face-to-face consultation, students' goals would be to
obtain an immediate response from their instructor, students need to communicate
this goal quite clearly, yet politely, and in status-congruent manner (Bardovi-Harlig&
Hartford, 1990, 1993a, b) (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005: 30).

The results of her study showed that the majority of the emails written by both American
and international students did contain a request for response. In terms of the linguistic
realization of requests, both in requests for reply and other types of requests, it was
found that whereas American students tended to display more explicit and direct
requests, international students used more non-explicit and ambiguous forms
(Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005: 38). Biesenbach-Lucas (2005: 41) concluded that “as nonnative speakers of English, the sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic resources of
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international students are more limited than those of native-speaking peers”. From a
pedagogical perspective, she argued for the need to include direct instruction in email
pragmatics into pre-academic ESL (and thus also EFL) writing courses.
Biesenbach-Lucas (2007) further expanded her study of the differences in the
linguistic characteristics of emails written by native English speakers (American
students) and non-native speakers (international students) by analyzing the linguistic
realizations of requests by emails sent by both sets of students to one of their
professors. More specifically, drawing on the CCSARP framework (Blum-Kulka et al.
1989), she analyzed the requests found in a corpus of 533 email messages, in terms of
strategy type, perspective and modification in order to see how they differed according
to three different degrees of imposition. Such degrees of imposition were requests for
face-to-face appointments with the professor, requests for feedback on work in
progress sent in an attachment, and requests for an extension of the due date for
submission of an assignment (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007: 65).
The results indicated that for lower imposition requests (i.e., appointment and
feedback), American students tended to rely on direct strategies, while for the highest
imposition situation (i.e. extension) they displayed more conventionally indirect
requests, as well as a considerable number of non-conventionally indirect strategies.
Similarly, the international students (non-native speakers of English), used more direct
realization in less imposing requests (appointment and feedback). Nonetheless, the use
of politeness devices (i.e. request modification patterns) was different in the two
groups. While both groups displayed syntactic modifiers (e.g. the use of ´could´ instead
of ´can´) in at least half of their requests, American students tended to display more on
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syntactic politeness devices for all request types than international students. Contrarily,
the international students used more lexical modifiers (e.g. marker ´please´) than the
American students for two of the request types examined (feedback and extension)
(Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007: 68).
In addition, the analysis indicated that the two groups of participants differed in
their preferences regarding specific modification devices. For example, while the
American students tended to display a higher amount of subjetivizers (e.g. ‘I was
wondering’) in their requests, ‘please’ was the most frequent lexical mitigator in the
requests written by the international students. Moreover, the analysis also showed
differences in terms of request perspective. American students preferred impersonal
forms when writing requests that involved a higher degree of imposition (i.e.
extensions); in contrast, impersonal perspective was only found in the emails from
international students who only used it with the lowest imposition request for
appointment. Therefore, this suggests that international students “may not have
realized that requests are often formed impersonally, especially in business writing”
(Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007: 72).
Regarding the different degrees of imposition of the three types of requests, the
results indicated that by far, requests for deadline extension are the ones that require
more mitigation strategies. This is possibly connected to the fact that, in contrast to
scheduling appointments and giving feedback on students’ work, which are typically
considered part of professors’ tasks, granting extensions is by no means an obligation.
Thus, Biesenbach-Lucas claimed that pedagogical intervention is paramount in order to
provide non-native speakers with the necessary tools to be aligned with native speakers:
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“NSs are demonstrating a developing awareness of e-politeness in institutional emails
despite the lack of available models, whereas NNSs might run the risk of not being
perceived as appropriately e-polite.” (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007: 74).
More recently, Bella and Sifianou (2012) have focused on requests in Greek
produced by Greek L1 students in emails addressed to their lecturers. The authors found
that overall, the analysis indicated a preference for formality, exemplified in the terms
of address used and a tendency to display v-form rather than t-form personal pronouns,
as in the study by Volckaert-Legrier (2009) reviewed in Section 3.1. The study also
showed that the overall length of each email was determined by the amounts of
grounders35 used. The results also showed an inclination to use a combination of preposed (before the head act) and post-posed grounders (after the head act) in requests
for recommendation letters. This finding was interpreted by the authors as probably
pointing to some pragmatic awareness on the part of students, as they may have
perceived requests for recommendation letters as more imposing on the teacher than
requests with other purposes, and therefore they may have felt the need to mitigate
them more.
In a US university setting, Félix-Brasdefer (2012) analyzed student requests
produced by the same group (L2 speakers of Spanish and L1 English) in their emails to
lecturers. Adopting the framework by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) for request analysis and
drawing on previous research on emails sent by students to lecturers (Biesenbach-Lucas,
2005, 2007), the study examined request realizations in terms of directness and internal
modification. He grouped the data into requests for information, requests for validation,

35

Grounders refer to reasons that justify the request (e.g. I will not be able to attend tomorrow morning’s
class due to medical reasons. Could I please join tomorrow afternoon’s class?).
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requests for feedback and requests for action. The analysis showed that the linguistic
realization of the requests was influenced by the degree of imposition involved, so that
direct questions were the preferred strategy in requests for validation both in English
and in Spanish, whereas indirect realizations were associated with higher imposition
requests such as requests for action. The results also showed a more reduced use of
syntactic and lexical downgraders in L2 Spanish than in L1 English. In both languages,
downgraders were employed more in higher imposition requests. Furthermore,
requests for action were more recurrent in L2 Spanish, a finding that Félix-Brasdefer
interpreted as an indication of students’ lower concern with face values when writing to
the lecturers in the L2.
With a focus on interlanguage pragmatics, Chen (2015) focused on email
pragmatics to analyze the cognitive processes involved in Chinese EFL students’ email
task including two requests addressed to faculty. Chen stresses the need for students to
formulate status-congruent emails and deal appropriately with the unequal studentteacher relationship in order to achieve their communicative purpose, but argues that
the netiquette for institutional emails lacks clear indications and students often rely on
their own devices when writing to their teachers. Chen’s study was based on concurrent
(i.e. at the time of the task) and retrospective (i.e. after the task) verbal protocols
collected from 15 pairs of students at intermediate level proficiency in English. The data
were analyzed in terms of intention, cognition, planning and evaluation. The results
showed that learners used different politeness strategies to formulate their requests
and that they paid attention to lexical, grammatical and situational task characteristics.
The analysis also indicated that participants structured their emails into greeting,
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message and closing and that students assessed their performance with regards to the
level of politeness and persuasiveness.
The majority of the studies on the use of email in academic settings have analyzed
the linguistic patterns displayed in the formulation of e-requests by students who had
received no previous explicit instruction on pragmatics (Ford, 2003a; Chen, 2006;
Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011). In fact, despite the constant
increase of English as a Medium of Education in tertiary settings, similarly to EFL settings,
instruction of the pragmatics of email communication is frequently absent from the
curriculum (Ford, 2003a: 147).
Although most of the studies on email requests in academic settings have argued
for the need of explicit instruction in email pragmatics, to our knowledge, only a few
studies showed its efficiency (Ford, 2003a; Lazarescu, 2015a). During the academic year
2002-2003, Ford conducted a study to contrast the performance of email requests by
second language students of English before and after receiving explicit instruction on
‘netiquette’. He found that the emails written by the students after the period of
instruction had improved significantly in terms of the perlocutionary effect of the
request, as shown through the decrease in their original overuse of external mitigators.
However, the results of the study also pointed to the fact that this progress needed
reinforcement in order to be maintained over time (Ford, 2003a: 155). Consequently,
Ford claimed that more instruction on pragmatics is necessary both to increase the
positive outcomes and to keep them constant over time. In spite of the fact that Ford’s
study was rather limited in scope, since his participants were 15 NNS students and 29
English NSs, Ford emphasized that ‘teachers must devote more attention to helping
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students learn pragmatic skills necessary to communicate effectively in this genre’ (Ford,
2003b: 40).
The subsequent section further delves into the perlocutionary effects of email
message on the receiver.

3.3 Politeness in emails: findings from previous research
Some of the studies conducted on email communication and the speech act of
requesting have conceptualized verbal behavior in emails as a means to explore more
specifically the politeness strategies displayed by speakers (e.g. Betti, 2013; Chejnová,
2014; 2015; Freytag, 2020; Salazar-Campillo and Codina-Espurz, 2018; Savic, 201836).
While politeness can be seen as an aspect of pragmatics and therefore the studies
reviewed in the following paragraphs could fit the previous section, it might be pertinent
to devote a specific section to studies that explicitly mention politeness in their title, as
politeness is also one of the criteria for pragmatic judgment in the present thesis (see
Chapter 4). From this perspective, research has been conducted on emails written in
Czech (Chejnová, 2014; 2015), English (Freytag, 2020; Salazar-Campillo and CodinaEspurz, 2018; Savic, 201837) and Spanish (Betti, 2013; Freytag, 2020). In spite of the fact
that a discussion of politeness theories is beyond the scope of this project, some
fundamental notions that might inform the interpretations of the findings of the present
study need to be mentioned.
Although politeness has been established as a field of research for more than four
decades, it seems that an agreement on what constitutes (im)politeness has not been
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For an exploration of politeness strategies used in speaking, see also Savic’s (2014) study on Serbian EFL
university students’ requests, apologies and refusals.
37
For a review of the study by Savic (2018), please see section 3.4 below.
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reached yet (Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Sifianou, 2019). Starting in the 1970s, several
approaches to the study of politeness have been constructed, which frequently implied
diverging understandings of politeness and different methodologies (Freytag, 2020, Ch.
1). Grainger (2011) classifies politeness theories into "the first wave", "the second wave
or postmodern/discursive approaches" and "the third wave". The first wave stands for
"the Gricean approaches" based on "the paradigm of universality" (Freytag, 2020, Ch.
1.) and encompasses the work of Lakoff (1973), Leech (1983) and Brown and Levinson
(1978/89). The second and third wave constitute the "paradigm of diversity" (ibid),
stressing the importance of context and "lay perceptions". According to Garcés-Conejos
Blitvich and Sifianou (2019), the first wave of politeness studies focused on the utterance
as the unit of pragmatic analysis and on the researcher’s view of politeness; the second
wave criticized this approach and argued for a discursive one with units of analysis
constituted by longer stretches of discourse and for the need to take into account
participants’ view of politeness in interaction; finally, third wave studies have tried to
combine first and second wave approaches.
While the first wave of politeness studies referred to politeness rules, such as
“don’t impose” (Lakoff, 1973: 298), Watts (2003:59) claims that utterances should not
be assessed according to pragmatic well-formedness, but rather according to pragmatic
appropriateness; Watts (2003) also sustains that pragmatic rules should not be viewed
as normative rules.
Apart from the role of context as understood in terms of cross-cultural and crosslinguistic variation, recent research has also emphasized the influence of individual
variability on views of (im)politeness (Haugh and Chang, 2019). In terms of politeness
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strategies in email writing, despite the criticism it has received, most studies have relied
on interpretations according to the politeness model proposed by Brown and Levinson
(1978/89), as it remains one of the most influential ones (Freytag, 2020, Ch.1). Brown
and Levinson's (1978/87) politeness model involves a "model person" who relies on
"rationality" to deduce from one's communicative aims the most suitable way to reach
these aims. The model by Brown and Levinson also adopts Goffman's (1967) notion of
"face" (i.e. an individual's public self-image which can be enhanced, maintained or lost
and therefore is in continuous evaluation during interaction). Brown and Levinson
(1978/87) refer to two types of face, namely positive face and negative face. Whereas
positive face is related to people's desire to be approved by others, negative face is seen
as people's wish to be unimpeded. This distinction therefore leads to positive politeness
(strategies aimed at maintaining the addressee's positive face) and negative politeness
(oriented to the addressee's negative face needs) that speakers can resort to in their
attempt to come across as polite. Another notion which is of paramount importance in
Brown and Levinson's (1978/87) conceptualization of politeness refers to "facethreatening acts" (FTAs). These are speech acts with an intrinsically face-threatening
nature that goes against the speaker's or the addressee's face wants. For example,
requests are speech acts which threaten the addressee's negative face as they involve a
limitation to his/her freedom of action.
With the aim to explore politeness strategies used by a group of students when
communication to their lecturer by means of email in a Czech academic setting,
Chejnová (2014) analyzed 260 emails containing a high imposition request for action.
The analysis took into account email openings and closings, the directness of request
head acts (drawing on Blum-Kulka et al., 1989 and Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007) and internal
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and external modification. The results showed a preference for direct strategies (53.7%
of the requests), mostly realized through hedged performatives38 or performatives,
followed by conventionally indirect strategies39 (39.6% of the requests). Many syntactic
downgraders (i.e. negative politeness strategies expressed through conditional and
modal verbs) were used and more than 50% of the emails included a greeting, which
was considered to be a more informal type of opening (i.e. positive politeness
strategies), as Chejnová (2014: 188) argued that lecturers in this context might prefer
the use of the academic title. While closings were omitted from some of the emails,
openings were displayed in all the emails under study. Thanking sequences were also
displayed in 85.8% of the emails. Chejnová (2014) concluded that the amount of positive
politeness strategies was higher than originally expected, which might indicate a
decrease in the power-distance index and a reduction of the power asymmetry in
between students and lecturers in the Czech university setting.
Also in the Czech academic setting, but with a focus on requests for information,
Chejnová (2015) set out to explore politeness as displayed in the choice of linguistic
strategies employed by students in their realization of requests for information. More
specifically, the participants in the study were students of the Faculty of Education at
Charles University in Prague. The study drew on two corpora, namely a corpus of 240
emails addressed to the researcher and a corpus of 260 forum posts addressed to
academic staff, students’ affairs department administrators and central schedule
planers. Chejnová analized the data for opening and closing sequences, directness of the
head act, internal modification (i.e. lexical and syntactic modifiers) and external
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e.g. I would like to ask you to enroll me in the course. (translation to English by Chejnová).
e.g. Could you enroll me in the course? (translation to English by Chejnová).
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modification (supportive moves). The instrument used for analysis was based on the
CCSARP (Blum-Kulka and Olhstain, 1984; Blum-Kulka et al., 1989).
The findings indicated students’ preference for epistolary features, in the sense
that openings and closings were displayed in all emails and forum posts. Nonetheless,
honorific forms of address that include academic titles were frequently substituted by a
greeting, which according to Chejnová (2015: 105) may show an attempt to balance
asymmetry between students and faculty. The corpus of emails was characterized
mainly by direct strategies, especially regarding hedged performatives. Some examples
of conventionally indirect strategies were also present in the data. Regarding internal
modification, syntactic modifiers were employed substantially more frequently than
lexical modifiers. The most recurrent external modifiers were thanking formulas,
orientation moves, grounders and apologies.
In the forum posts, students employed direct strategies (i.e. mainly direct
questions and hedged performatives), as well as non-conventionally indirect strategies
(i.e. hints) and, to a small extent, conventionally indirect strategies. In terms of request
modification, internal and external modifiers were employed to a smaller extent in
comparison to emails, although thanking formulas were recurrent. Chejnová (2015: 106)
concluded that students relied on both positive and negative politeness strategies in
their emails and forum posts and suggests that in the academic setting, positive
politeness features may be viewed as marked verbal behavior.
Another study that targeted students’ use of politeness strategies in the academic
setting was conducted by Betti (2013), who compared emails written in L1 Italian and L1
Spanish. 76 email messages on each of the aforementioned languages were included in
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the study and most of them included requests for action. Betti (2013) found that the
majority of the emails written in Italian displayed negative politeness strategies, such as
formal openings and closings and the use of apologies to redress the force of the
request. Positive politeness strategies (i.e. informal greetings, informal thanking
sequences, and an overall informal register) were predominant in 49 out of the 76 emails
written in Spanish, although negative politeness strategies were also displayed in the
same emails, but to a lower extent. Moreover, 27 of the emails from the Spanish corpus
showed a preference for negative politeness strategies (i.e. formal greetings and
thanking sequences, the use of the conditional tense and apologies). Betti (2013)
stresses that her study does not aim at generalizations, but insists on the need to teach
L2 learners how to write an email to a teacher.
Also relevant for this thesis is the study carried out by Salazar-Campillo and
Codina-Espurz (2018) in the Spanish academic setting. With a focus on email openings
and closings, the study aimed at identifying similarities and differences between
student-initiated and follow-up emails written in English to two lecturers. The findings
showed that all the student-initiated emails included an opening, whereas these moves
were absent from 32% of the follow-up emails. Greetings with “Dear” were the most
used ones (52% in student-initiated and 28% in follow-up emails), followed by “Hi” and
“Hello” (24% in student-initiated and 12% in follow-up emails). Closings (i.e. signatures)
were used in 84% of the student-initiated and in 72% of the follow-up emails. In addition,
52% of the student-initiated emails and 40% of the follow-up emails included a preclosing40 and the majority of the emails that contained a closing also displayed a

40

e.g. Thank you for your help.
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complimentary close, such as “Regards”. Salazar-Campillo and Codina-Espurz (2018:
103) therefore stated that there is a tendency towards a reduction of “polite elements”
in follow-up emails. The authors further explained that according to their findings
“students do not seem to follow the expected pragmatic behavior when writing to a
higher up (i.e. addressing the professor by using a title and a last name)” (ibid: 104) and
call for further research in this area.
Although not focused on a university setting, the study by Freytag (2020) is
interesting for the purpose of this thesis as it examined politeness in business emails
containing directives. Drawing on a corpus of 600 emails, written by 72 L1 Peninsular
Spanish and 69 L1 British English speakers in a business context in Spain, and on a pilot
study aimed at triggering perceptions of directness and politeness, the study showed
that both L1 Spanish and L1 English directives were realized mainly through direct
strategies. This high level of directness was redressed through the use of mainly positive
politeness strategies (oriented to the positive face wants of the addressee) including
recurrent and varied internal and external downgraders. The choice of the linguistic
strategies displayed in the emails was shown to depend on different contextual
variables, such as for example social distance between the interlocutors and purpose of
the email. In addition, the pilot perception study pointed to cross-cultural and
situational differences regarding (im)politeness and (in)directness, so the same linguistic
feature may be perceived as polite by some participants and as impolite by others.
Freytag (2020: Ch. 5) concludes that the use of direct strategies seems to be appropriate
in the workplace context, but might be viewed as impolite in other settings. Moreover,
it should be noted that the majority of directives in Freytag’s study were sent between
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peers rather than upwards or downwards, which might further justify the use of direct
strategies.

3.4 The effect of the emails on the receiver: perception studies in
the university context
Regarding the perception native speakers may have of the email requests produced by
non-native speakers of English, several studies have foregrounded the importance of
using the appropriate language. Hendrix (2010), for instance, examined the relationship
between the extent of request modifiers and the evaluation of the personality of the
email sender. To do so, Hendrix distributed a DCT to Dutch L2 speakers of English, which
asked them to produce a request by email on the basis of contextual information they
had received. Using an online questionnaire, L1 speakers of English had to evaluate a
selection of the requests produced through the DCT. Hendrix analyzed the effect of the
amount of modification and the effect of the different types of request modifiers. For
this purpose, the researcher kept unaltered the original strategy type (i.e.
conventionally indirect) originally used by the participants, but modified the requests
for request mitigation. Hendrix found that the underuse of elaborated request
modification through a combination of subjectivizers, tense and aspect may lead to a
negative evaluation of the personality of the email sender. In contrast, the use of single
modifiers, such as a past tense modal or the downtoner ‘possibly’, did not make a
difference on the perception of the native-speakers of English (Hendrix, 2010: 238). Yet,
the author further explained that the participants in the evaluation of questionnaires
had been informed that the emails were produced by non-native speakers of English.
This may suggest that the lack of single request modifiers and the non-native status may
have been valued by the English native-speakers.
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The study by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) was based on a corpus of 200
authentic emails containing requests sent by Greek-Cypriot university students to 11
professors in an English-Medium Education setting. The taxonomy used for analyzing
emails in terms of request strategy type and modification was based on an adaptation
of the CCSARP framework (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989). In addition, this study also analyzed
the different forms of address employed by the students, such as “Dear professor” or
“Hello, María”. A set of representative emails from the corpus and an evaluation
questionnaire was designed and distributed to 24 university lecturers from 12
universities in the UK. The study findings indicated that L2 speakers of English tend to
be too direct in their realization of requests to their lecturers. Furthermore, their emails
were characterized by an underuse of lexical and syntactic mitigators. Another feature
was a significant amount of aggravators (i.e. “as soon as possible”). Moreover, greetings
and closings were only displayed in some of the emails and students used a variety of
terms of address that were not deemed appropriate in the academic setting. Similarly,
the perception questionnaires showed that these characteristics can lead to pragmatic
failure, that is, to the inability to appropriately express intended meaning, leading to a
communication breakdown. The results of the study pointed to the difficulties L2
speakers may face when writing status-congruent (i.e. appropriate) emails. The study
underscored the need to incorporate pragmatics into ESL/ESL courses and textbooks:
This study has confirmed that writing emails to authority figures appropriately
remains a demanding task. This is especially so for non-native speakers who often
struggle with language use in order to achieve their communicative purposes while
demonstrating politeness as well. This study’s results suggest that these NNS
students could benefit from explicit email instruction ‘‘as well as activities that
involve discovery and raising of meta-pragmatic awareness’’ (Biesenbach-Lucas,
2007:75). As pedagogical intervention with respect to status-congruent email
interaction rests presently with individual EFL/ESL teachers, it also seems necessary
that EFL/ESL books and curricula should also make room for explicit email instruction
(Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011: 3209-3210).
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In the academic setting, the impact of the use of email on the student-teacher
relationship has been studied by Stephens et al. (2009). They applied Interaction
Adaptation Theory (IAT, Burgoon et al., 1995) in order to explain the perceptions that
instructors may have of the emails they receive from their students. According to IAT,
there are three conditions that determine how individuals respond to an interaction,
namely requirements, expectations and desires (Stephens et al., 2009:305). Whereas
requirements refer to the items that individuals consider to be indispensable in a given
interaction (e.g. a response from the student to a teacher’s request), expectations are
social norms or prescriptions which may be based on past experiences and the degree
of familiarity between interlocutors (e.g. students are usually expected to raise their
hand before speaking in class), and desires are individual preferences (e.g. different
communication preferences according to the age of the instructor, for example
addressing the teacher by his/her first name). The combination of these three elements
forms an interaction position (IP). The difference between the IP and the actual behavior
in communication (A) may result in either a matching response (low discrepancy) or a
complementary response (high discrepancy) on the part of the receiver of the message.
IP is dynamic and may therefore change during interaction (Stephens et al., 2009: 305).
In this regard, lecturers are more likely to respond positively to a student’s message
when it meets their pre-IP41.
In their study, Stephens et al. (2009) focused on four different variables which
lecturers may take into account when assessing students’ messages: interpersonal
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(Pre-IP) Pre-Interaction Position; consider, for example, the case of a lecturer who receives an email
from a student and expects it to contain a formal greeting; if the email actually includes it, it meets the
lecturer pre-IP.
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affect (i.e. the extent to which the lecturer may like or dislike the student in view of
his/her classroom behavior), credibility (i.e. the perception of the student’s level of
honesty and ethics on the one hand, and the extent to which the lecturer perceives the
student as competent and intelligent), message attitude (i.e. lecturers’ attitude towards
a casual or formal email style, as shown by their use of adjectives such as
appropriate/inappropriate or acceptable/unacceptable) and willingness to comply with
students’ requests. The participants in the first stage of their study were 152 instructors
42who

were asked to assess emails written by students according to the criteria

described above. The emails contained requests for an appointment with the
instructors. The results showed that formality had a big impact on the instructors’
evaluation. At a second stage, 183 students from a Southwestern university in the US
were also asked to assess a casual email message. Subsequently, both students and
instructors were asked to complete a perception questionnaire which further inquired
into the reasons that may lead students into writing overly casual emails, as well as to
what extent such overly casual messages may be viewed negatively by instructors and
students. The results of the study showed that instructors believe that students are not
aware of the negative impression they give as this is the usual register used in their
emails. In contrast, students seem to attribute this overly casual style to their frequent
use of text messaging and instant messaging. Overall, instructors rated the items higher
than students themselves and pointed to the need of instructing students into properly
writing emails messages. The items that troubled both groups of participants the most
were the absence of the writer’s name in the email message and the use of shortcuts
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Given that ´instructors´ is the original term used in Stephens et al.’s (2009) study, the terms ´lecturers´
and ´instructors´ will be used interchangeably in the text.
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(such as ´Can U´ instead of ´Can you´). Stephens et al. (2009) concluded that when
writing overly casual emails to instructors, students cause a negative impression, which
in turn leads the instructor to view the students as less credible and therefore less likely
to comply with their requests. More specifically, regarding the extent to which each of
the variables were affected by email quality (i.e. casual vs. formal), the findings indicated
that message attitude (e.g. appropriate/inappropriate) was the most affected variable
and willingness to comply with the request was the least affected one.43 The authors
concluded that
(…) sending casual email messages is not advisable regardless of whether the
instructor knows the student or not. Ultimately, results suggest that the norms for
written work in higher education might be spilling over to email communication in
the instructional context. Instructors judged students who violated their RED 44 of
formal email communication quite harshly. This study also found that message
quality (formal/casual email) had the smallest effect on compliance. One
explanation for this finding is that the request was quite benign (meeting with the
instructor). A reasonable instructor would likely grant this request if the student still
did not understand some of the material. (Stephens et al., 2009: 318)

Two years later, Stephens et al. (2011) published further results which examined the
same set of emails written by students to instructors taking into account a 2 (normincongruent, norm-congruent emails) x 2 (high and low familiarity between email sender
and email receiver) experimental design. The norm-congruent email messages were
those which resembled formal letters in style, with proper openings and closings,
grammar and punctuation, whereas the norm-incongruent emails were those that
omitted the aforementioned elements and were written in an informal style. The
authors modified familiarity by mentioning in the questionnaire whether the email was
written by a student whom the instructor knew well or not, as well as the point at which
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Message quality (casual vs. formal) influenced 64% of the variance in message attitude and 21% of the
variance in willingness to comply with the request.
44
RED refers to requirements, expectations and desires, as explained on p.100.
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the email had been written, i.e. early or late in the semester. The participants in their
study were randomly assigned to view one of the email messages: norm-congruent/high
familiarity, norm-congruent/low familiarity, norm-incongruent/high familiarity and
norm-incongruent/low familiarity. Instructors were asked to evaluate the credibility of
the writer of the message, their attitude towards the message, and their likely
compliance with the request. Students were asked to evaluate the credibility of the
writer of the message, their attitude towards the message and their opinion on the
instructor’s likeliness to comply with the request. Findings revealed that both instructors
and students favored norm-congruent emails, in that writers of norm-congruent email
messages were seen as more credible by the participants in the perception
questionnaires. Furthermore, instructors were more willing to comply with students’
requests if the email was written in a norm-congruent, that is, formal manner. On their
part, student participants also believed that instructors would be more willing to comply
with norm-congruent email requests. In terms of the variable regarding familiarity, there
were discrepancies between instructors and students. While students considered normcongruent style to be important especially when there was a low degree of familiarity
between students and instructors, familiarity had no effect on the degree of instructor’s
willingness to comply with the requests. Another difference between lecturers and
students was that overall lecturers were more likely than students believed to comply
with requests for a meeting outside or inside office hours. Stephens et al. (2011),
generally concluded that when instructors and students operate under different
assumptions regarding email conventions, some misunderstandings may arise.
In an attempt to minimize the impact of the different assumptions that students
and instructors may have regarding email writing, Chen (2016) relied on exploratory
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practice in one of her English Writing courses taught at a university of technology in
Taiwan. This study responded to the high number of inappropriate emails received from
her students on different occasions. Chen focused on one of her classes, with 28 Chinese
students (4 male, 24 female) and designed a DCT with four request situations (paper
extension, leave of absence, favor for final scores and invitation), in which students had
to write requests to a teacher, previous to instruction. This was followed by a
questionnaire on students’ perception of authentic student-teacher email requests,
with the purpose of assessing students’ sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic
competence in English. The results of the questionnaires showed that students deemed
emails to be appropriate or inappropriate according to the type of greetings and closings
(e.g. formal greeting such as ‘Dear+ title+ last name’ as an indicator of appropriateness).
According to the author, this first step helped raise students’ pragmatic awareness.
At a second stage, through presentation, practice and reflection, Chen instructed
her students into writing status-congruent requests to faculty by email, drawing on her
own materials based on previous research on email pragmatics in the academia
(Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007). She paid special attention to four essential email components
(Crystal, 2001), namely Subject, Greeting, Message and Closing. The participants in the
study reported that the most difficult part to learn was the message (i.e. the part of the
email in which they verbalize the request), given that the range of pragmalinguistic
resources they mastered (e.g. different strategy types) was probably limited. At the third
stage of the study, the 28 students were asked to jointly construct an email request for
a leave of absence to a teacher. At the fourth stage, students were asked to individually
write four email requests in response to the DCT they had completed before instruction.
The results showed that students had improved their email writing competence in
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English, with the biggest differences found in the message, namely in the types of
requests and supportive moves. After instruction, students relied on a higher use of
conventionally indirect strategies, on a higher amount of mitigators and on more specific
grounders (i.e. justifications) for their requests.
Chen further pointed at Hofstede’s (2001) high and low power distance dichotomy
as an instrument to initiate students into cross-cultural differences in the studentteacher relationship and therefore into the different email styles that may be
appropriate in different teaching and learning contexts. Moreover, Chen stressed the
importance of providing students with a range of linguistic strategies for writing formal
and informal emails, as well as the need to use explicit instruction.
Another study which was carried out as a result of inappropriate emails received
from students is Kuehl et al. (2014). The authors selected four emails previously received
from their students for class discussion, in order to illustrate different communicative
strategies, from most ineffective to most effective. Kuehl et al. (2014: 23) had set the
following goals: “(1) to understand the impact of email communication on credibility
and relationship development; (2) to be able to think critically about the construct of
message development through self-presentation and message impact on receivers; and
(3) to understand how to balance task and relationship dimensions of communication.”
The authors proposed a 40 minute class activity, with the following steps: after having
read at home a chapter on email communication dealing with the different purposes
and forms of emails, in the classroom the students discuss some common questions
regarding the use of email. Subsequently, the instructor shows students the four emails
and asks them to discuss the perception they have regarding each email, in terms of
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sender’s credibility and the impact of the email on the relationship between sender and
receiver. In the next phase, students reflect on email communication and its significance
in daily life. The authors propose questions for discussion for each of the different parts
of the lesson. To assess the impact of the activity on students’ communicative strategies,
Kuehl et al. (2014) propose a DCT that should be carried out at the end of the semester
as a request by email to one of their instructors. The authors concluded that in their
class, the lesson on email did have positive outcomes in terms of more congruent emails,
as well as positive responses from their students.
More recently, Savic (2018) carried out a study on lecturers’ perception of student
requests by email written in English at a Norwegian university. The study relied on
naturally-occurring requests, a questionnaire and interviews with lecturers to identify
factors that affect lecturer perception, such as framing moves (i.e. email openings and
closings), content moves (i.e. the degree of directness involved in the request and
request modifiers) and other contextual elements. In terms of framing moves, the
results of the study showed that openings had a higher impact on the perceived
politeness and appropriateness involved in the request than closings. With regard to
content moves, lecturer perceptions were affected by the level of directness and
internal modification involved in the request head acts and the content of the grounders
displayed by students in their emails. Finally, contextual elements affecting lecturer
perception mainly consisted of the complex characteristics of the email genre45, the

45

Lecturers pointed out that the distinction between features of written text and features of spoken text
become blurry in emails. Thus they took this consideration into account when evaluating emails that may
have otherwise been perceived as impolite.
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challenges involved in institutional communication in L2 and the Norwegian university
context.
Also from an L2 perspective but relying on data gathered through a DCT, Gesuato
(2018) set out to investigate the linguistic features of emails containing requests and
invitations written by Italian EFL students. She also analyzed lecturer views of some of
these emails through a perception questionnaire. The results of the study pointed to the
influence of openings and closings, as well as the use and content of grounders in
requests on lecturer perception. Positive perceptions were therefore triggered by the
use of appropriate formal email openings and closings and by the display of grounders
(i.e. justifications for performing the requests) that were based on academic rather than
personal reasons. In contrast, lecturers tended to view negatively emails that did not
display the expected amount of formality and that included mainly personal
information, such as justifying class absence as due to a family trip.
Overall, this section foregrounds the importance of crafting appropriate email
messages in the academic setting. The next section will focus on request speech acts in
EME contexts.
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3.5 L2 request performance in English-Medium Education
This section reviews the analysis of requests produced by L2 learners in a particular
teaching and learning setting: English-Medium Education46 that is, it focuses “beyond
traditional contexts” (Sánchez-Hernández and Herráiz-Martínez, 2018). However,
before delving into a description of some of the specific studies based on EME contexts,
it is paramount to provide a brief description this setting and its features.
Some research on pragmatics in EME/EMI settings has suggested that these
contexts can be beneficial for L2 pragmatic performance if students’ pragmatic
awareness is raised (Taguchi, 2014; Codina-Espurz and Salazar-Campillo, 2019). An
example of an acquisitional study is the one conducted by Taguchi (2014) on the
development of pragmatic competence in a tertiary education setting in Japan, where
English was used as the language of instruction. Using oral DCTs as data collection
method, EMI students’ pragmatic performance was evaluated regarding their ability to
express opinions in an appropriate fashion in formal and informal situations at three
stages of an academic year. The results showed that generally, students improved

46

Rather than English-Medium Instruction (EMI), this thesis follows the work by Dafouz and Smit (2016,
2020), Dafouz (2018) and Smit (2019) in the conceptual alignment with the term English-Medium
Education in Multilingual University Settings (EMEMUS). As explained by Dafouz and Smit (2020:3),
EMEMUS is a more comprehensive term as it encompasses both instruction and learning rather than
prioritizing any of the two. Furthermore, it includes a variety of research agendas, pedagogical methods
and types of education. Moreover, it acknowledges the multilingualism involved in contexts in which
English is used as the medium of education (Dafouz and Smit, 2020). The context of the present study is
described as EME due to the fact that, in the particular setting that is the focus of this thesis, education
(rather than “instruction”) is conceptualized as a relational, dialogic process. Nevertheless, as explained
in Chapter 1, section 1.3, the term EMI is used in this thesis when referring to studies in which this was
the term employed originally by the researchers (and which do not necessarily refer to “instruction” in a
more “traditional” sense as a less dialogic approach). Readers should also notice that EME is used instead
of EMEMUS due to the fact that at the time of the data collection in the context under study, the majority
of the students and lecturers shared Spanish as their L1 and English as their L2 and the medium of
education. The data and context at the present moment (i.e. 2020) would arguably allow the use of the
label EMEMUS, as the context of study nowadays includes considerably more international students and
staff.
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significantly during the second and the third test for the informal scenarios. However,
no improvements were observed for the formal ones. Class observations, students’ diary
entries and interviews with teachers and students further showed that in this context,
teachers corrected grammatical but not politeness/appropriateness inconsistencies.
Taguchi therefore concluded that this EMI setting can lead to opportunities for students’
pragmatic proficiency development only if students’ attention is drawn to pragmatic
failure.

3.5.1 The expansion of English-Medium Education: the case of Europe
As stated in Chapter 1, the teaching and learning of subject content through the use of
English in higher education is typically referred to as English-Medium Education (EME)
or English-Medium Instruction (EMI). In the European context, the term EMI is generally
used to refer to university settings in which English is not a national language, therefore
becoming a “marked practice” (Hultgren, 2018: 702). Valke and Wilkinson refer to EMI
programs in higher education as “a minor but growing practice” (Valke and Wilkinson,
2017: 15). An increasing number of universities are offering EMI courses both at the
undergraduate and at the graduate level as a strategy to face globalization and attract
more students (Wächter and Maiworm, 2014). Internationalization is therefore one of
the main reasons why tertiary education institutions offer EMI courses (Smit and Dafouz,
2012: 3). In this respect, the European Commission has been gradually enhancing the
internationalization of higher education in Europe over the last three decades, through
initiatives such as the Erasmus program and the European Higher Education Area (EHEA)
(Dafouz et al., 2013). Furthermore, the role of English as the language of international
research and academic publications has contributed to the spread of EMI across Europe
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(Smit and Dafouz, 2012: 3). Nonetheless, in spite of common trends, each institution
may have different needs and therefore implement different policies and practices
regarding EMI courses as “there is no such thing as a prototypical EMI environment”
(Coleman, 2018: 703).
EMI in Europe started around 1998 (Wächter & Mainworm, 2014, 2014). In most
cases, the first EMI courses were launched in Engineering and Business studies, mainly
at the postgraduate level and these programs were mostly implemented in northern
European countries (i.e. Finland and the Netherlands) (ibid., 2014). Pérez-Cañado (2012:
320) pointed to the need to carry out further research on EMI (CLIL) programs in higher
education. More recent research has shown that investigations on EMI have
experienced an important increase from 2011 to 2015 (Macaro et al., 2018).
Significantly, in the 83 studies on EMI (in higher education) examined by Macaro et al.
2018), Spain was the European country where more research had been conducted on
this topic.
According to Dafouz and Núñez (2009:102), one of the driving forces behind the
increase in EMI programs in Spain is differentiation. That is, given the high number of
universities in this country EME courses have become an added value. As well as in other
countries, EMI in tertiary education in Spain was also mainly launched in postgraduate
programs (Núñez and Dafouz, 2007). The spread of EMI programs in higher education in
Spain can also be said to be a consequence of the CLIL programs previously implemented
in primary and secondary education settings by central and regional governments.
Unlike in Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) or the Integration of
Content and Language Learning in Higher Education (ICLHE), where the focus is both on
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content and language outcomes which are made explicit, in EME the focus of instruction
is mainly on content (Dafouz, 2017; Dafouz et al., 2013). Nevertheless, proficiency in
English is typically one of the expected learning outcomes in EMI programs (Dafouz,
2017). In this respect, the need for university students to develop advanced academic
language skills in both their first language and in English and other foreign languages
seems to be of paramount importance for the fast growth of EMI worldwide.
The main focus on content in EME/EMI, however, prevents institutions from
devoting enough resources to English language courses for EMI students, since, at the
tertiary level, students are already expected to have a high level of English proficiency
(Smit and Dafouz, 2012: 3; Dafouz et al., 2013; Arnó-Maciá and Mancho-Barés, 2015)
and therefore to be able to meet the literacy demands of these programs (cf. Valcke and
Wilkinson, 2017; Evans and Morrison, 2011; Lueg and Lueg, 2015).
It is a common practice among universities to require students to certify a certain
level of English on standardized tests or local tests before entering EMI programs.
Regarding this issue, Cogo and Westerholm (2013) point out that these tests may not
reflect the actual skills involved in and necessary for working in an academic context. In
fact, proficiency seems to remain a concern for students and teachers in EMI settings.
Whereas lecturers tend to report that students’ level of English proficiency in terms of
informal use of language is adequate, their academic skills are not fully developed. In
contrast, students generally report that lecturers count on adequate academic language
but less “informal and colloquial L2 instruction” (Cogo and Westerholm, 2013: 2).
Among the variety of research topics in this field, most studies seems to focus on
student and teacher beliefs regarding the implementation of EMI (Macaro et al., 2018)
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and student and lecturer proficiency in English seems to be one of the most reported
concerns. In Spain, studies on English-Medium Education/English-Medium Instruction
have also dealt with stakeholders’ beliefs (e.g. Lasagabaster, 2013), content acquisition
(Dafouz et al., 2013), linguistic gains (Aguilar and Muñoz, 2014; Ament and Pérez-Vidal,
2015), disciplinary reasoning in classroom interaction (Dafouz et al., 2018), codeswitching in lecturer discourse (Sánchez García, 2018) and lecturer professional
development (Sánchez-Pérez, 2020), among other topics. More recently, a limited
amount of research has also dealt with the effect of EMI on pragmatic performance
(Ament et al., 2020; Codina-Espurz and Salazar-Campillo, 2019), as the next section will
examine further.

3.5.2 Requests in EME settings: findings from secondary and tertiary
education contexts
In spite of the rather considerable amount of research on requests in EFL and ESL
settings, less attention has been paid, up to now, to request production by students in
CLIL (but see Dalton-Puffer and Nikula, 2006; Dalton-Puffer, 2007; Nikula, 2012 and
Nashaat-Sobhy, 2013; 2014) and English-Medium Education settings (but see
Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011 and Taguchi, 2014b ). The majority of the studies in this
area has centered on secondary settings (Dalton-Puffer and Nikula, 2006; Nikula, 2012;
Nashaat-Sobhy, 2013; 2014) and on the spoken mode in classroom interaction (DaltonPuffer and Nikula, 2006; Dalton-Puffer, 2007; Nikula, 2012).
Although focused on a secondary education setting, Nashaat-Sobhy’s (2013; 2014)
work on L2 requests production is also particularly relevant for the present thesis, as it
relied on data gathered from L1 speakers of Spanish in a CLIL setting. Nashaat-Sobhy
(2013) used a discourse completion task (DCT) as a data collection method. The DCT
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contained two parts, but it is the first one the one that will be reviewed here, as it
focused on eliciting a student-teacher request. Nashaat-Sobhy’s aim in this study was to
examine the linguistic resources used by students as internal and external request
modifiers, which she classified according to the CCSARP framework (Blum-Kulka et al.,
1989). The findings of the study supported previous research (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007;
Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2008; 2011) in that the requests analyzed displayed a rather
small number of internal mitigators, and more occurrences of external mitigators, which
were mostly represented by grounders or explanations). Moreover, there were some
cases of aggravators which were considered not to be totally appropriate in a classroom
setting, for example criticism displayed by representing the teacher’s behavior as a
source of annoyance for the student (external aggravating moves referred to by
Economidou-Kogetisids, 2011 as complaint/criticism moves).
However, to our knowledge, only one study to date has focused on the production
of speech acts by email in an EME European context, a study that has already been
reviewed in Section 3.2 (see Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011)47. Such study analyzed
requests produced by Greek Cypriot students of Business in their emails to their lecturer.
The research found that the emails displayed a higher amount of directness and
aggravators than would be expected in a context of an unequal power relationship such
as the student-teacher one. Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) explained that writing
status-congruent (i.e. appropriate) emails to their lecturers might be more difficult for
students writing in a language that is not their native one. Furthermore, the lack of
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While Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) does not specifically use the terms ‘EME’ or ‘EMI’, English is the
language used as the medium of education in the setting she focuses on and that she refers to as an
“English-medium university in Cyprus” (ibid., 2011:3193). The special status of English in Cyprus, rooted
in historical circumstances and the overall high English proficiency of Cypriots, should however be
acknowledged as a distinguishing feature of this context.

117

instruction in the pragmatics of the email genre may mislead students into choosing an
informal style that is not appropriate in the academic setting. For example, the data
displayed forms of address which are acceptable in the Greek-Cypriot context, such as
‘Hello Maria’, but which were perceived as rather impolite by L1 speakers of English who
belong to a culture where negative politeness is preferred.
As stated in the previous section, some recent research has also focused on
pragmatics in EMI settings (Ament et al., 2020; Codina-Espurz and Salazar-Campillo,
2019). Focusing on a comparison between pragmatic markers used by English L1
speakers and Business Administration L2 English speakers in an EMI context in spoken
tasks, Ament et al. (2020) showed that the EMI setting might be suitable for the
acquisition of (at least some of) these markers. Also in an EMI university setting48,
Codina-Espurz and Salazar Campillo (2019) examined student emails in terms of
openings and closings. Additionally, they proposed a pedagogical model for the teaching
of these features in order to avoid “pragmatic deficiencies” (ibid: 64).
Although the aforementioned studies contributed to the field of EME in which
language aspects are often characterized by “invisibility” (Dafouz and Smit, 2020: 31),
they focus on aspects of pragmatics other than requesting. As a result, more research is
needed to explore request speech act performance in these settings where there is no
explicit focus on form.

48

For this study, Codina-Espurz and Salazar-Campillo (2019:59) gathered data from students of Primary
education and English Studies majors.
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PART II: EMPIRICAL STUDY

4 Context of the study, data, methods and procedures
This chapter gives an account of the data, context, methods and procedures used for
the study, as well as providing a rationale for the data collection. After describing the
context of the study, the first part of the chapter deals with the data, participants,
taxonomy and procedure for the first stage of the study (Corpus 1), namely the analysis
of naturally-occurring requests in student initiated emails to lecturers. The second part
of the chapter then focuses on the data, participants, the instrument and procedures
used in the second stage of the study (Corpus 2), to research lecturer perception of
emails written by students including requests for action.

4.1 Context of study: EME at a School of Economics and Business
Administration
The EME program at the School of Economics and Business Administration where the
data for the first stage of the study was collected started as a bottom-up teaching
practice, implemented on an experimental level by individual teachers who began to use
English as the Medium of Education for some specific topics or modules in the year 2005
as a result of the inception of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) (see Dafouz
et al., 2013; Sánchez, 2016). In 2009, the official EME strand of the degree in Business
Administration was designed by the Dean’s team, on a more systematic and
institutionalized basis (Dafouz et. al., 2013), including whole subjects taught in English
and following the same curriculum as the non-EME courses. Generally speaking, the EME
and the non-EME programmes are usually taught by the same teachers and follow
similar assessment criteria. To teach in the EME strand, lecturers are required to hold a
C1 level of English (CEFR) and are encouraged to take part in teacher development
courses to improve their pedagogical skills.
119

Regarding students, to enroll in the EME program, these need to provide
certification of a B2 level of English as described by the Common European Framework
of Reference for languages (CEFR). After completing their studies, students receive an
official ‘bilingual certificate’.

4.2 Corpus 1: Naturally-occurring requests in emails
Given that the aim of this study is to research pragmatic production and judgment
(Bardovi-Harlig, 2018:13), the corpus for this thesis consists of two sets of data. Due to
the fact that the research project is focused on real language use in the EME context
under study, the type of data considered appropriate to reach the objectives was
naturally occurring data for Corpus 1, concretely emails written by students to their
Business Administration lecturers. The second data set (Corpus 2) comprises perception
questionnaires with the purpose of determining the perlocutionary effect of the email
requests on the receivers.
The use of naturally-occurring data for Corpus 1 is the result of the limited
amount

of

research

conducted

on

pragmatics

using

Computer-Mediated-

Communication (Bardovi-Harlig, 2018; Freytag, 2020) and of the need for “the study of
authentic and consequential talk in interlanguage pragmatics” (Bardovi-Harlig, 2018:
13). According to Bardovi-Harlig (2018: 16), this type of data can provide an accurate
understanding of speakers’ “pragmatic competence in action”, and as such it is suitable
for the study of request speech acts.
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Following previous research on requests (e.g. Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007;
Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Ford, 2003a; Ho, 2014; among others), in this study, the
term ‘request’ is also used in its broader sense, to include both requests conveyed
through indirect forms and requests implying a high degree of directness, that could be
considered as other types of directives in other studies.

4.2.1 Corpus 1: Emails. Data gathering procedures
Gathering the data for the present study involved several challenges. As explained by
Taguchi and Roever (2017), collecting naturally-occurring data can be challenging as
researchers cannot set a number of required samples before data collection, but rather
need to rely on the actual occurrences of the speech act under study. The type of data
implied the impossibility to predict the number of request occurrences in the data,
including the awareness of the fact that the speech act under study may not occur in the
emails written by students to their lecturers. In spite of the fact that previous research
and a pilot study had shown that requests were a particularly abundant speech act in
students’ emails to lecturers, this was one of the potential challenges. Furthermore,
unlike in previous research conducted on request speech acts by email (e.g. BiesenbachLucas, 2007; Chejnová, 2014; 2015; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Félix-Brasdefer,
2012; Savic, 2018), in this thesis, the researcher was not the original receiver of the
emails. Kubota (2017:22-25) emphasizes the difficulties researchers may encounter
when “studying up” or when they are in a position of less power than the participants
in their study. These challenges include limited access to data, a limited range of type of
data that can be collected and difficulties in establishing rapport with participants.
Kubota (2017:22-23, my emphasis) further argues that
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People with powerful status are prone to say no to researchers’ requests for
participation. (…) Even if they have agreed to participate, they may not favor
conventional methods of data collection for research-they tend to disapprove the
gathering of information that appears intrusive, such as participant observation or
audio recording naturally occurring interactions.

Indeed, the type of data collected for Corpus 1 was initially seen as slightly intrusive by
some of the potential lecturer and student participants, which limited the amount of
emails that were eventually gathered, as explained below.
The first step in this data collection process was to establish contact with the
stakeholders taking part in the EME Business and Economics degrees at the university
where the data was gathered. Two of the lecturers from the EME degrees had already
collaborated in a previous pilot study (Lazarescu, 2013), so their help was invaluable at
this stage. The fact that the data were gathered within the research project INTE-R-LICA
was also of great support49. Meetings were held during the first term of the academic
year 2014-15 with a team of teachers involved in the EME degrees of the Faculty of
Economics, including the Dean50. The major aim of the meetings was to explain the
overall objectives of the project and to identify lecturers who would collaborate,
allowing the researcher to briefly introduce the project to their students and to ask them
to take part in it. The second main aim was to tackle issues of research ethics and to
come up with an informed consent form (Rallis and Rossman, 2009: 276) that student
participants would sign prior to the data collection. Three lecturers out of the nine who
were contacted finally provided email data for the study. As a result, the number of
emails collected for the purpose of the study was limited.

49

I would like to thank the members of the INTE-R-LICA project, the Dean of the Faculty of Business and
Economics at the time of data collection and the lecturers who participated in the meetings for their
support.
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Student emails were collected over the span of an academic year, with prior
permission from the Institution. As mentioned earlier, students taking part in the study
were asked to sign an informed consent form which allowed the researcher to collect
the emails written and sent to their lecturers. A copy of the consent form is included in
Appendix 1. Most of the emails were sent to lecturers through the email application of
the university’s Virtual learning platform. For ethical purposes, all emails were
anonymized before the analysis and in order to preserve the authenticity of the emails,
they were not edited in any way.
Data were gathered at the end of the second term of the academic year by
lecturers themselves and stored. During that period, meetings were also held with the
lecturers to clarify any queries that would have an impact on the data collection phase
and analysis. For example, lecturers were asked to place the Erasmus students’ emails
in a separate folder, so that the results of the study would be comparable to other
studies conducted with L1 Spanish speakers.

4.2.2 Data and participants
The data set contains only emails written in English, as this is the language used for
communication inside and generally also outside the classroom. A small number of
emails (i.e. 20) written in Spanish were stored in a separate folder for future analysis
and excluded from the present study. The choice of English as the language of the emails
was optional for the students, though the lecturers did seem to prefer it, as they usually
replied in English to all messages, even the ones written in Spanish (according to
personal communications from the instructors) .
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The writers of the emails were first and second year students from the Business
Degree. They were 66 students, 44 female students and 21 male students, whose first
language was Spanish. The students in this degree did not receive explicit instruction in
the use of English, nor specific guidelines for writing status-congruent (i.e. appropriate)
emails to their course instructors.
The receivers of the emails were three female lecturers, who were also L1
speakers of Spanish. Some of the emails were addressed to more than one lecturer,
since they jointly taught some of the course subjects. Most of the students did not know
the professors previously, though some of them were more familiar with these
instructors either from courses taken in the previous semester or from having to re-take
a specific course. The student-teacher relationship in this context could be described as
friendly but formal (as explained through personal communications by the professors).
As in previous research (e.g. Chejnová, 2014; 2015; Economidou-Kogetsidis,
2011; Félix-Brasdefer, 2012; Freytag, 2020), there was a difference between the number
of emails and the number of requests found in the data. There were a total of 141 emails
which accounted for 181 requests, since in some cases, one email contained several
requests or, on the contrary, two emails served the purpose of performing the same
request, the first one being the request proper and the second one serving as a
supportive move. Following previous research on email requests in EME settings
(Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011), which considered emails including only an attachment
to be requests for feedback and therefore requests for action (Economidou-Kogetsidis,
2011), the corpus of the present study also included this type of emails. Table 4.1 below
summarizes the data used in the present study.
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Course
subject

Year of
study

Email
receiver

Email
writers

N of requests

Course 1

1

Lecturer 1

29 students (14
male,
15
female)

93

Course 2

1

Lecturer 2

21 students (10
male,
11
female)

38

Course 3

2

Lecturer 3

31 students (16
male,
15
female)
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TABLE 4.1 SUMMARY OF THE DATA FOR CORPUS 1: NATURALLY OCCURRING REQUESTS

4.3 Taxonomy for requests analysis, Instruments and Procedures
After the description of participants and data gathered for the first stage of this study
provided above, this section focuses on the taxonomy, instruments and procedures
involved in the analysis of the data collected for Corpus 1. More specifically, it deals with
the categories of request analysis, as well as the software and processes involved in the
analysis.

4.3.1 Taxonomy for requests analysis
Following closely the research by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011), on requests in EnglishMedium Education settings, the requests found in the data were grouped according to
the speakers’ goals into requests for action (RA) and requests for information (RI). Other
studies on request production in student emails have also researched requests for
action and/or requests for information (Betti, 2013; Chejnová, 2014; 2015). Moreover,
in view of the major communication topics identified in student emails by previous
studies (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005), namely substantive, facilitative and relational, the
choice of two categories for request type also seemed the most obvious one, as
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substantive topics tend to coincide with requests for information and facilitative topics
with requests for action.
Requests that implied some kind of action on the part of the lecturer (e.g.
sending course materials, giving feedback or setting time for an advising session) were
labeled under the former category, whereas questions about subject content or
procedural questions (i.e. queries about how or when to carry out an academic
project/exam) fell within the latter category. The analysis combined a quantitative and
a qualitative approach, therefore resulting in a mixed-method approach (Litosseliti,
2010).

Mixed methods allow to gain a deeper understanding of the different

phenomena that are studied as they give a voice to study participants and
ensure that study findings are grounded in participants' experiences – teachers and
students in this particular case. Moreover, recent publications have further emphasized
the strength of mixed-method approaches in L2 pragmatics research (see e.g. AlcónSoler and Safont, 2018; House, 2018).
The taxonomy adopted was the one proposed by Blum-Kulka et al, (1989) and
adapted more specifically to email requests by Biesenbach-Lucas, (2007) and
Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011). Though it dates from 1989, the CCSARP framework has
been proved by recent studies to still be suitable for analyzing requests (e.g.
Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2013; Nashaat-Sobhy, 2013; 2014; 2018; Taguchi, 2014b;
Padilla Foster, 2016; Savic, 2018; Freytag, 2020; ), since “it allows a more thorough
analysis of politeness devices at the syntactic and lexical level” (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007:
63). In fact, it allows requests to be analyzed for strategy type, perspective and
modification (both internal and external).
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Among the different adaptations of the CCSARP framework for request analysis
(e.g. Alcón-Soler, 2008; Merrison et al., 2012; Nashaat-Sobhy, 2014), the most relevant
for the purpose of the present study was the one used by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011)
for the following reasons:
-it specifically focused on requests embedded in student emails
-it was designed to analyze requests written by L2 English speakers in a higher
education setting
-it allowed to analyze both requests for action and requests for information.
A pilot study (Lazarescu, 2013) showed that the most suitable means to carry out
the analysis was a combination of the framework proposed by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989)
for request strategy type, perspective and internal syntactic downgraders and the one
adapted by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) to email requests for internal lexical and
phrasal modifiers and for external modifiers. Unclear cases and queries which showed
up during the analysis were discussed with the help of the thesis supervisor and a
consensus for classification was reached.
For the purpose of the present study, it was decided to analyze requests for
action and requests for information using the same taxonomy, so that the results would
be comparable. As a result, mood derivable requests included direct questions.
The taxonomy was adapted to the context of the present study, to allow for the
possible inclusion of data-driven categories. Consequently, the categories of analysis
that did not show up in the data under study, such as elliptical requests or need
statements were not included in the instrument. Moreover, as the present data
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displayed both performative and hedged performative requests, it was necessary to
include both subcategories in the instrument, following the CCSARP project. Finally,
going back to the definition by Blum-Kulka et al. of want statements (1989: 279), this
subcategory was reconsidered. The authors of the CCSARP coding manual stated that in
want statements “the utterance expresses the speaker’s desire that the event denoted
in the proposition come about” (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989: 279). Accordingly, head acts
containing the verb ‘hope’ were categorized as want statements. This also allowed an
easier comparison between requests for action and requests for information, since head
acts containing the string ‘I hope’ were eventually only found in requests for action.
Table 4.2 displays the final taxonomy for head act analysis used in the present study:
Strategy
Type/Category

Subcategory

1.

Mood derivable (and
direct questions in
requests for
information)

Please let me know when we can
meet.

2.

Performative

I’m asking for an extension.

3.

Hedged performative

I would like to ask for an extension.

4.

Want statement

I would like to meet you tomorrow
at 11 to talk about my paper.

5.

Query preparatory

Could you tell me…

Direct

Conventionally
Indirect

Example

Are you going to be in your office
tomorrow at 10?

(ability, willingness,
permission)
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Non-conventionally
indirect

6.

Strong hints/Mild hints

I tried very hard to find your office
but couldn’t find it.

TABLE 4.2 FINAL TAXONOMY FOR HEAD ACT ANALYSIS

The taxonomy used for request perspective is shown in Table 4.3 below and was based
on Blum-Kulka et al. (1989).
Request Perspective
Category

Example

Hearer Oriented

Could you send me the handout for lesson 3?

Speaker Oriented

Could I have the handout for lesson 3?

Inclusive

Could we correct the exercise in class?

Impersonal

Would it be possible to postpone the exam?

TABLE 4.3 FRAMEWORK FOR REQUEST PERSPECTIVE (BLUM-KULKA ET AL., 1989)51

To offer a more detailed account, a complementary taxonomy was used to examine
which internal and external downgraders students use to mitigate their requests and
which internal and external upgraders, if any, were included to make their requests
seem more urgent. As mentioned before, the part of the framework dealing with
internal syntactic downgraders drew on Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) since EconomidouKogetsidis (2011) focused only on lexical and phrasal internal downgraders.
Furthermore, as some of the categories into which Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) divided
syntactic downgraders (i.e. interrogative and conditional clause) were difficult to apply
given their ambiguity and vagueness, this study focused on the classification of negation

51

Examples from Lazarescu (2013).
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of a preparatory condition, subjunctive, conditional, tense and aspect. The classification
for internal modifiers is summarized in Table 4.4 below.
Internal modifier
Category

Syntactic
Downgraders

Lexical/phrasal
downgraders

Subcategory

Example

negation of a preparatory
condition

Can’t you/ I don’t suppose you’d like to…

Subjunctive

Might be better if you were to…

Conditional

I would suggest you …

Tense

I wanted to ask you to present your paper a
week earlier

Aspect

I’m wondering if …

Marker “please”

please

Consultative devices

would you mind, do you think, is it/ would it
be possible…

Downtoners

possibly, perhaps, just

Understaters/

a bit, a little, sort of

Hedges

Internal upgraders

Subjectivisers

I’m afraid, I think, I suppose

Cajolers

You know, You see

Appealers

…will you?, ok/right?

(Adverbial) intensifiers

I truly/really need this extension

Time intensifiers

as soon as possible

TABLE 4.4 FRAMEWORK FOR INTERNAL MODIFICATION OF REQUESTS (BLUM-KULKA ET AL., 1989; ECONOMIDOUKOGETSIDIS, 2011)52

Regarding external modification, the present analysis followed the framework by
Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011), since it was considered to be particularly suitable for

52

Examples from Lazarescu (2013).
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email requests. The classification of external downgraders and upgraders is shown in
Table 4.5.
External modifier
Category

External
downgraders

External upgraders

Subcategory

Examples

Greeting/Opening

Good morning, How are you?

Self-Introduction

I’m Maria K. from your LAL -141 class

Grounders
(explanations)

I would like an assignment extension because I
could not deal with the typing time

Disarmers

I know that this assignment is important, but…

Preparators

I really need a favor

Getting a
precommitment

Could you do me a favor?

Promises

Could you give me an extension? I promise I’ll
have it ready for tomorrow

Imposition minimizers

I would like to ask for an extension, just for a
few days

Apologies

I’m very sorry but I need an extension on this
project

Orientation moves

I have a question about the essay

Compliments or
sweeteners

I hope you feel better

Pre-closing/Thanks

I look forward to hearing from you, Thanks for
your time

Email closings

Best, Sincerely

Complaint/Criticisms

I sent you and email 3 days ago and you
haven’t replied

Emphasis on
urgency/positive
outcome

I need to have the reference letter in three
days, I will expect your positive reply

TABLE 4.5 FRAMEWORK FOR EXTERNAL MODIFICATION (BASED ON ECONOMIDOU-KOGETSIDIS, 2011)
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4.3.2 Corpus 1: Procedure for data treatment and analysis
After anonymizing the data, the first step was to read the emails in order to identify the
ones that included request speech acts. Each request was therefore stored on a .txt file,
to make the corpus available for analysis using two complementary softwares: AntConc
and UAM Corpus Tool. AntConc is a free software created by Laurence Anthony that
allows concordance and text analysis. UAM Corpus Tool is a free software created by
Mick O’Donnel for corpus annotation and exploration.
Emails that did not contain requests were therefore discarded at this point,
whereas emails containing more than one request were stored on different .txt files, so
that each .txt file included one request. The next step in the data analysis was to conduct
a preliminary quantitative meta-analysis using AntConc with the purpose of getting a
glimpse of the data. More specifically, AntConc 3.2.4 was used to check the total number
of requests and words contained in the corpus. A Word List search was also carried out
to identify content words that would give clues about the most frequent purposes of
the requests written by students in the context of the study, with the aim of comparing
email topics to those found in previous research (Bjorge, 2007; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005;
Bou-Franch, 2011).
Subsequently, the version 2.8.14 of the software UAM Corpus Tool was used to
examine and analyze the data. This decision was taken as this software allows the
creation of customized coding schemes that then facilitate coding. While UAM Corpus
Tool was originally designed for Systemic Functional Linguistic analyses (SFL) (Halliday,
1961), it is sufficiently flexible and adaptable to be used to analyse different
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communicative functions. In addition, UAM Corpus Tool has already been used in
previous studies on L2 pragmatics effectively (e.g. Maíz, 2013; 2014).
As a result, the final taxonomy for request analysis based on a combination of
Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) and Economidou-Kogetsidis’ (2011) models was made available
on the software and therefore included five schema, namely:


Request Type (i.e. Action/Information)



Head Act (i.e. directness)



Perspective



Internal Modifiers



External Modifiers.

The taxonomies were constructed in a way that allowed document coding for
Request Type and segment coding for the remaining of the categories. Figure 4.1
below displays the layout of the project in UAM CorpusTool.

Figure 4.1 Layout of the project in UAM Corpus Tool

Each scheme on the software contained the different categories and subcategories that
could apply, as well as examples for each of them. This was done so that the researcher
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could quickly check examples in case of doubt during the analysis. Nevertheless, during
the actual process of analysis, doubtful cases were checked for inter-rater reliability with
the thesis supervisor and, after discussion, an agreement was reached. Figure 4.2 below
shows the scheme representation for Head Acts.

Figure 4.2 Scheme for Head Acts in UAM Corpus Tool

The next step in the procedure was to store the .txt files in UAM Corpus Tool and to code
them according to the different layers of analysis. Requests were therefore coded for
each of the layers in the following order: 1) Request Type, 2) Head Act, 3) Perspective,
4) Internal Modifiers and 5) External Modifiers. Afterwards, the quantitative analysis
consisting of descriptive statistics was conducted, to determine the frequency of use of
the different subcategories. The example below illustrates an instance of request
analysis from the present study:
ENG/BS1253:
[ST13f : exam]
<external modifier/greeting_opening>Dear FNLN:

53

Coding scheme: ENG/BS12: corpus of requests written in English, number of request; ST13f: student 13,
female; FNLN: first name, last name.
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<<head act/direct/hedged performative>I write this email because I <internal
modifier/internal downgrader/syntactic downgrader/conditional>would like to request
an appointment for seeing the exam>>.
<external modifier/email closing>Regards
FNLN.

4.3.3 Corpus 1: Decisions involved in the analysis of requests
One of the main challenges that came up during the analysis was how to code external
request modification in emails that contained several requests. It was therefore
established that external request modifiers that made explicit reference to one of the
requests included in the email were categorized as belonging to that particular request.
Other external modifiers with no reference to a particular request, such as for example
openings or closings, were assigned to one of the requests included in the email and,
following similar decisions in other research (Economidou-Kogetsidis,2011; BiesenbachLucas, 2005;2007), were only counted once in the analysis.
Regarding request analysis in terms of external modifiers, it was also necessary
to consider the extent to which email openings and closings could have a mitigation
force. In spite of the fact that these two elements may be considered, to some extent,
inherent features of email communication54, it was decided to eventually maintain these
categories in the taxonomy for the present study, for different reasons. Firstly, email
openings and closings were classified as external downgraders subcategories in previous
studies on requests in academic settings (e.g. Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011;
Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007). Secondly, some studies on pragmatics in the academic setting

54

I would like to thank the feedback received on a paper that I presented at the AESLA 2016 Conference,
especially to the Director of the AESLA Panel for Pragmatics, Dr. Eva Mestre from Universidad Politécnica
de Valencia (UPV).
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have shown the impact of email openings and closings (e.g. Betti, 2013; Gesuato, 2018),
clearly indicating that they can function as mitigators or aggravators of the request. In
this vein, Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) also showed that the specific type of email
opening (i.e. address term) or closing may have an impact on the receiver’s perception
of the email sender, a finding supported by Savic (2018). Thirdly, as advocated by
Salazar-Campillo and Codina-Espurz (2018: 88) openings and closings fulfill a
downgrading function in emails containing requests and this idea has been sustained by
recent studies on the lecturer perception of student requests (Lazarescu, 2013; Gesuato,
2018).
In addition to request head act and internal and external modification, following
previous studies on L2 pragmatic performance (Pinto and Raschio, 2007), it was decided
to also classify requests in terms of their overall structure as regards the number of
modifiers that preceded or followed the head act. In a similar vein, drawing on research
on email use in institutional settings (Bjorge, 2007; Lindgren, 2014), emails were further
analyzed for opening and closing moves.
A second challenge encountered during data analysis concerned research validity
and reliability (Dörnyei, 2007). The issue of validity does not refer to the instrument per
se, but rather to how the instrument is used to achieve the aims of the research. Given
that the aim of this study is to explore L2 pragmatic performance of requests and their
judgment, the instrument based on Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) and previously used in a
significant number of studies (e.g. le Pair, 1996; Alcón-Soler et al., 2005; Su, 2010;
Woodfield and Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2010; Lee and Park, 2011; Padilla-Foster, 2016;
Freytag, 2018; among others) was deemed valid for the purpose of this study. One of
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the issues Dörnyei (2007) particularly underlines is the importance of the reliability of
the study. According to Woodrow (2014: 25), “reliability refers to the consistency of the
results and how sure readers can be of the replicability of the research”. To ensure
reliability, inter-rater or “inter-coder reliability” tests (Félix-Brasdefer, 2012:100) were
carried out for each of the stages involved in the analysis of requests. As explained
before, the data was coded by the researcher and ambiguous cases were discussed with
the thesis supervisor until an agreement was reached. In addition, 10% of the data was
coded by another PhD researcher, an English linguist who had carried out previous
research on pragmatics and who was trained to code the requests in the email data.
To select the data for inclusion in this inter-rater reliability test, a random
generator was used to choose the data from the three subsets (Course 1, Course 2 and
Course 3) taking into account the overall distribution of requests among the three
subsets. As a result, 51% of the requests were randomly chosen from Course 1, 21%
from Course 2 and 28% from Course 3. The results of the inter-rater reliability tests
showed agreement for 94% of the data.

4.4 Corpus 2: Perception Questionnaires
Stage 2 of the study (Requests perception) was concerned with the potential
perlocutionary effect of these requests. According to Bardovi-Harlig (2018: 17), this can
be analyzed either internally (i.e. by focusing on interlocutors’ conversational turns, for
example in studies on spoken interaction) or externally (i.e. using judgment tasks). For
the purpose of this project, analysis was done externally. More specifically, some of the
requests from Stage 1 that were bound to result in ‘pragmatic dissonance’ were selected
and incorporated in a perception questionnaire that was distributed to lecturers who
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were language experts and content experts, inside and outside the institution where the
data was collected. Stage 2 of the analysis was partially based on a pilot study carried
out in the same EME context in 2013 (Lazarescu. 2013). To overcome some of the
limitations of the questionnaire used in Lazarescu, (2013), the present thesis
incorporated two different questionnaire versions. A final version was chosen which is
included in Appendix 2. The following sections provide details about the data collection,
instruments and procedure for Stage 2 of the study.
4.4.1 Corpus 2: Rationale for the lecturer perception questionnaire
After analyzing the linguistic realization of requests produced by EME students of BA in
emails sent to their lecturers, the study was expanded to explore the perlocutionary
effect that these emails may have on lecturers. For the present thesis, the instrument
was refined and changes were made in the wording of items and types of questions
included, according to the comments collected from the participants in Lazarescu
(2013). The new design of the questionnaire allowed linking the qualitative data
gathered from lecturers’ comments to specific dimensions measured in the
questionnaire (i.e. directness, politeness). In addition, the new instrument also included
a section where participants could write open comments regarding the questionnaire.
This decision is in line with the suggestions made by Rose and McKinley (2017) whereby
methodological implications are as important as implications derived from data analysis
and findings. Two different versions of the perception questionnaire were designed,
both containing requests for action, namely arranging a meeting with the lecturer and
requesting a revision of the exam/course mark. These questionnaires were based on the
out of class communication studies described in Chapter 2 (Stephens et al., 2009, 2011)
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and on previous research on interlanguage pragmatics (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011;
Alcón-Soler, 2015).
4.4.2 Corpus 2: Procedure for questionnaire design
As mentioned above, the first step in designing the perception questionnaire was to
analyze in detail the limitations of the Pilot Study 1 questionnaire in order to come up
with a new version that would give more insight into the discursive practices of students
in the EME context under study and lecturers’ perception of student email discourse.
The second step was then to identify requests for action which were frequent
and therefore particularly relevant in the context under study. Therefore, to design the
new version of the questionnaire, the first step was to conduct a KeyWord analysis with
the software AntConc on the corpus of naturally occurring requests (Corpus 1). This
would allow us to identify the most common set of requests made by students, which
aimed at similar goals but were realized through different linguistic strategies (for
example, different requests for feedback realized through direct questions, want
statements or query preparatory strategies). The KeyWord analysis showed that “grade”
and “mark”, were among the most frequents content words in the corpus. In addition,
many emails dealt with appointments with the lecturers.
Consequently, two different questionnaire versions were created, one including
requests for appointment with the lecturer and another containing requests for action
related to the course marks. The strong and weak points of both versions were discussed
with the thesis supervisor and a final decision was made to eventually maintain the
version dealing with revising exam/course marks (Version A). This was based on several
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reasons. Firstly, as can be seen in Figure 4.3 below, “mark” and “grade” occurred more
frequently in the corpus of requests gathered for Stage 1 of the study. Secondly, the
type of requests included in this version of the questionnaire also involved a higher
degree of imposition than the requests developed for arranging a meeting (Version B).
Thirdly, the questions in Version A focused only on the given request, whereas Version
B, following Stephens et al. (2011), also asked for information about the extent to which
participants (i.e. lecturers) would possibly grant another request to the writer of the
email (i.e. student) if they were asked sometime the future. This second option (version
B) was not considered to be suitable for our study, given that this research focuses
principally on the discursive aspects of the emails rather than on the extralinguistic
student-teacher relationship. In addition, Version A was designed taking into account
the three criteria argued by Taguchi (2015) to illustrate learners’ pragmalinguistics and
sociopragmatics in L2, namely formality, appropriateness and politeness.

Figure 4.3 Worlist analysis in AntConc 3.2.4w
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Following Cohen et al. (2007), Version A of the questionnaire was therefore piloted with
a focus on matters of coverage and data to ensure that the data gathered with the help
of this instrument would be relevant for the aims of Stage 2 of the study. A preliminary
analysis, based on 5 answers from lecturers from the area of English language and
linguistics gathered in August-September 2017 showed that, in spite of the fact that the
questionnaire may have been quite lengthy, it allowed to correlate the four criteria
taken into account (i.e. formality, appropriateness, politeness and willingness to comply
with the request) with specific linguistic elements. Regarding the length of the
questionnaire, Dawson (2009) observes that although conciseness is a desirable feature,
due to the nature of the research, in some cases the instrument has to be longer. In the
case of the present study, all the email requests included were considered relevant given
that they were realized through different linguistic strategies. As a result, the instrument
was deemed valid for the purpose of this thesis. Moreover, this preliminary analysis
made it possible to test the coding system for data analysis which was later used in the
actual analysis (Cohen et al., 2007: 341). In addition, the results collected at this first
stage of data collection showed that participants often referred to specific discourse
features used by the students in their requests to justify their answers to the questions.
The final version of the questionnaire was posted through a Google Form and
self-administered (Cohen et al., 2007; Dawson, 2009) via the Internet. The questionnaire
was available for completion from August 1, 2017 to February 28, 2018.
The data gathered through this Google form was saved in a .pdf format and the
answers were exported to an Excel format. An additional Excel file was later created for
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analyzing the results. Descriptive and basic inferential statistics were used to examine
the findings (see chapter 5).
Structurally, the sequencing of the questionnaire followed the guidelines
provided in Cohen et al. (2007). The questionnaire contains four main parts (see
Appendix 2 for a sample questionnaire), namely contextualization, demographics,
questions and additional comments. The first part is a description of the main aims of
the study, with the purpose of contextualizing the questionnaire for potential
participants (Cohen et al., 2007). It includes essential information about the study, such
as the context in which the naturally occurring requests included in the questionnaire
took place. Additionally, it provides an overview of the questionnaire, stating the
number of emails included and the approximate amount of time that would require.
Finally, this part explicitly states that the participants’ responses would be maintained
anonymous and that its main objective is to collect information based on respondents’
perception as it does not involve any pre-conceived correct or incorrect answer. The
second part of the instrument is meant to collect demographic information about the
participants, such as area of expertise, level of English and years of teaching experience
in academic settings. Following Dawson (2009: 98), this part was meant to collect “only
personal information which is completely relevant” to the present study.
The third part of the questionnaire is the core of the instrument, aimed at
eliciting responses for subsequent quantitative and qualitative analysis. This part is
divided into eight different sections, since grouping questions into specific topics
renders the questionnaire easier to follow (Dawson, 2009: 97). As explained in the
instructions for respondents, in each email, the focus was on one particular request,
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which was underlined in each email message. Each of these sections contained three
different parts, namely email request, four questions aimed at eliciting scores for each
of the four criteria (i.e. formality, appropriateness, politeness and willingness to comply
with the request) and four questions eliciting reasons for assigning each score. The
questionnaire was semi-structured (Cohen et al., 2007), combining closed questions
asked through the use of a rating scale, and open ended questions. Regarding the
ranking, each request was valued on Likert scale from 1 (I totally disagree) to 5 (I totally
agree) for the following criteria: (in)formality, appropriateness, politeness and
willingness to comply with the request. The rationale for choosing these criteria was
based on previous research on lecturer perception in the fields of interlanguage
pragmatics (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Alcón-Soler, 2013) and out of class
communication studies (Stephens et al., 2009; 2011). A recent study by Savic (2018) also
assessed L2 request performance in terms of politeness and appropriateness.
Regarding the option of including a Likert scale, Cohen et al. (2007: 327) mention
that rating scales allow a combination of flexible responses (in contrast for example with
dichotomous questions) with the ability to carry out quantitative analysis. This flexibility
and the ability for “rendering data more sensitive and responsive to respondents” make
rating scales particularly suitable for perception studies (Cohen et al., 2007: 328).
Nonetheless, the use of a rating scale still forces the respondents to select an answer
from a fixed set of choices, which concurrently limits the usefulness of rating scales. To
overcome this drawback, they propose to tailor the questionnaire to respondents by
including open-ended questions, as these enable respondents to “speak their mind” and
to raise new issues that the researcher may have not considered (Dawson, 2009).
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Following Cohen et al.’s advice (2007), the questionnaire used for the present study also
incorporated open-ended questions.
After giving a score for each of the items, participants were asked to justify the
scores given and include additional comments in the questionnaire. The main aim of this
part was to gain insight into the potential limitations of the questionnaire and
suggestions for improvement in the future.

4.4.3 Corpus 2: Participants in the perception questionnaire
The perception questionnaire was distributed to lecturers from three universities in
Spain, following a convenience sampling procedure. A link to the questionnaire was
forwarded to the potential participants by email, therefore matching pragmatic
modality as viewed by Bardovi-Harlig (2018). The questionnaire was firstly distributed
to lecturers from the same university setting in which the original student requests were
written, including the lecturers who collaborated in Stage 1 of the study, so that request
performance was assessed in its specific context to the utmost extent. To widen the
amount of responses, the questionnaire was further distributed to lecturers in two other
Spanish university settings. Both inside and outside the institution under study, the
questionnaire was distributed to two sets of lecturers: language experts and content
experts from different disciplinary areas. As a result, students’ pragmatic performance
was not measured exclusively against L1 English speaker norms (González-Lloret, 2018),
following Taguchi and Roever’s (2017) call to move beyond the (English) L1 speaker
target. That is, the criteria for inclusion in the second stage of the study was not L1
English but rather familiarity with the Spanish academic setting. In addition, the two
groups (i.e. lecturers from the area of language and linguistics and lecturers from other
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disciplinary areas) were chosen as it was thought that they might focus on different
issues when assessing email/request appropriateness, politeness and formality
(Lazarescu, 2013).

4.4.4 Corpus 2: Data analysis procedure
The first step in the analysis was to download the data gathered from the Google forms
and store it in a spreadsheet. Subsequently, the data was organized by participants and
emails (from email 1 to email 8) into the different criteria and corresponding comments.
Then, each participant was assigned to either the “language” or “content” category to
make it possible to distinguish between data gathered from experts in language and
linguistics and data gathered from experts in other disciplinary areas. After formatting
the spreadsheet, each comment provided by the participants was stored in a .txt file
with a title that illustrated the participant code, the email, the comment referred to and
the criteria of assessment. For example, the first file was named as follows:
E1_P01_INFORMAL. The resulting 208 .txt files were stored in folders organized by the
four criteria of email/request assessment included in the questionnaire. Storing the data
in .txt files allowed for easy processing with the software used for the qualitative
analysis.
For the quantitative analysis, averages of scores received by each email/request
for each of the criteria were analyzed. Regarding the qualitative analysis, this was carried
out through categorical content analysis, defined by Heigham and Croker (2009: 307) as
“a method of data analysis that identifies categories by selecting utterances from a text,
which are then classified and grouped together”. For this purpose, the software NVivo11
was used. As argued by Rivera and Trigueros (2020), this software allows to explore data
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qualitatively and to reach robust conclusions. Suitable for both qualitative and mixed
methods, it helps to reveal detailed results and “produce clearly articulated, defensible
findings backed by rigorous evidence”55. Figure 4.4 below illustrates the layout of the
project in NVivo 11 for one of the analyzed criteria, namely politeness. At the first stage
of the analysis, the tool “auto-code” for “content analysis” was used to identify the main
themes in the lecturer comments. The data was then read and analyzed iteratively to
identify themes and sub-themes until a consistent taxonomy was reached. The results
gathered from the quantitative analysis were compared to the results of the qualitative
analysis, therefore resulting in triangulation design (Ivankova and Creswell, 2009).

Figure 4.4 Layout of the project in NVivo 11

55

https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/home. Accessed on June
8, 2020.
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5 Results and Discussion. Corpus 1-Naturally occurring
request
This chapter displays the results related to the analysis of Corpus 1, that is, to the
requests examined in emails sent by students to their lecturers. More specifically, the
analysis sets out to explore the amount of requests for action (RA) and requests for
information (RI) contained in the emails, as well as their features in terms of directness,
perspective and modifiers. As explained in Chapter 2, in the academic setting, students
frequently write to their lecturers to ask for an extension or an appointment (requests
for action) or to request information related to course contents or to course
management (requests for information).
Structurally, section 5.1 below reports on the frequency of these two types of
requests in the corpus used in the study, as well as gives an overview of the main
contents or topics dealt with in the emails. The subsequent section, 5.2, presents the
strategies and sub-strategies of request realization chosen by the students to formulate
their requests on a scale of directness. It therefore illustrates with examples each of the
strategies and sub-strategies. Section 5.3 focuses on the type of perspective selected by
students when formulating their requests. In other words, it explains the different points
of view preferred by students to formulate their requests, namely speaker perspective,
hearer perspective, inclusive and/or impersonal. Section 5.4 deals with the type of
supportive moves displayed in students’ requests, that is, those modifiers used to either
soften or reinforce the strength of the request. Then, sections 5.5 and 5.6 focus on the
structure of the emails in terms of openings and closings (i.e. email framing) and overall
structure (i.e. the amount of modifiers used in each request). Subsequently, section 5.7
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compares the results obtained from Corpus 1 with the textual models of requests
provided in a recent English language teaching textbook and finally, section 5.8 provides
a summary of the main findings in this chapter.

5.1 Requests for action and requests for information
Previous research on naturally-occurring requests in student-lecturer emails has shown
that these can be classified into requests for action (RA) and requests for information
(RI) (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Chejnová, 2014; Chejnová, 2015). The results
displayed below aim at answering the first overarching research question, already
introduced in Chapter 1, namely:
RQ1: What kinds of requests (i.e. for action and/or for information) do EME
students display in their emails addressed to lecturers?
As shown in Figure 5.1 below, most of the requests found in the data were requests for
action, that is, they involve some kind of act on the part of the lecturer, and therefore
usually require more than replying to the student’s email. This type of requests
represented 69.61% of the total amount of requests, which accounts for 126 out of the
181 requests written in English. The remaining 30.39% were requests for information
with 55 occurrences in the corpus, which, as a rule, can be seen as equivalent to
questions (Gagne, 2018: 1). In some cases, requests for action and requests for
information coexisted in the same email. When examining the average segment length,
it was found that the overall length of the emails was around seventy words (68.88) and
that requests for information tended to be longer and more complex than requests for
action (see Table 5.1), probably because students need to provide several details about
the specific course topic before formulating their requests for information.
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Figure 5.1 Request type in student emails

General text statistics
Length

Text complexity

Action

Information

Number of segments

126

55

Words in segments

7736

4695

Average segment length
(tokens)

61.4

85.36

TABLE 5.1 CORPUS TOOL GENERAL TEXT STATISTICS FOR REQUESTS TYPE

Examples 1 and 2 below illustrate the structure and resources used in some requests for
action found in the corpus, whereas Examples 3 and 4 show requests for information.

Example 1 [request for action]: [ENG/BS03] 56[ST01m: Revision appointment]
Hello, if there isn´t any inconvenient I´d wish to review my final exam,
Thank you for your attention

56

Coding system: ENG=request written in English; BS=course from which the data were gathered;
03=number of request within a given course; ST01m=participant code referring to student number and
student gender in the group of participants; Revision appointment: subject line of the email.
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Example 2 [request for action]: [ENG/FA19] [ST39f: essay]
Good afternoon FN57,
I´m communicating to you because I haven´t received any email about the accounting essay.
Thank you. Kind regards,
FNLN

Example 3 [request for information]: [ENG/MA39] [ST53f: Management accounting seminar]
Professor FN ,
I wanted to ask you if tomorrow we have seminar, because last week professor FN said we will
have seminars this week, Tuesday and Friday and in the campus virtual it is scheduled only for
Friday .
Regards,
FNLN

Example 4 [request for information]: [ENG/BS 72] [ST20m: Seminar]
ST20m 20 febrero
Dear FN,
I was thrown out today of the seminar because I arrived 7 minutes late. I would like to know
please how much of the final grade have I lost for this absence...
Thank you
FN

To gain a deeper understanding of the requests for action and requests for information
found in the corpus, WordList analyses were conducted with the use of the software
Ant.Conc 3.2.4. These analyses carried out at the lexical level had the purpose of
gathering information about the most frequent content words in the two types of
requests. The analysis conducted on the subcorpus of requests for action (RA) showed

57

With the purpose of anonymizing the data, strings containing first names were substituted by ‘FN’ and
strings containing first names and last names by ‘FNLN’.
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that, among this type of requests, some of the most recurring content words were
“group”, “exam”, “seminar” and “grade”, as can be seen in Figure 5.2 below:

Figure 5.2 WorList analysis in AntConc 3.2.4 (I)

At a first glance, these findings seemed to indicate that, in their requests for action (RA),
students were particularly concerned about group work, exams and marks. Class
organization and functioning also seemed to be tackled often in RAs, as shown by the
words “seminar”, displayed in Figure 5.2 and “class”, in Figure 5.3. Another topic that
students wrote about often was setting up office hours with the lecturers, as shown by
the occurrence of the words “time” in Figure 5.3 and “office” in Figure 5.5 used to
arrange a particular time and place with their lecturer.
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Figure 5.3 WorList analysis in AntConc 3.2.4 (II)

The WordList analysis for requests for action further showed that students wrote emails
either to send course work or ask the lecturers to send them course materials, as shown
by the frequent use of the verbs “send” in Figure 5.4 , “upload” and “report” in Figure
5.5 as well as the noun “project” in Figure 5.3 above.

Figure 5.4 WorList analysis for RA in AntConc 3.2.4 (I)
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Figure 5.5 WorList analysis for RA in AntConc 3.2.4 (II)

Given that the use of these words could have occurred in different parts of the requests
by email, such as for example in the email subject or as an email closing, there was no
clear indication that they were used by students to formulate their requests. As a result,
Concordance Analyses were conducted to check whether the actual use of the
aforementioned content words in the corpus occurred in request head acts, that is, in
the main part of the request. The analysis confirmed that in many cases students used
the words reported in the WordList analysis to formulate requests for action concerned
with a wide range of issues, such as arranging group work, discussing final exam issues,
the organization and functioning of classes, course work, materials and office hours with
the lecturers. Figure 5.6 below provides a summary of the Concordance analysis for RA.
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Figure 5.6 Concordance analysis for RA in AntConc 3.2.4

Regarding requests for information (RI), the WordList analysis indicated that some of
the most frequently used content words by the students in this type of requests were
“know”, “what” and “class”, as illustrated in Figure 5.7 below. To a lesser extent, but still
quite often, students also used the words ‘grade’ and ‘tell’. The analysis therefore seems
to suggest that students’ requests for information mainly dealt with questions about
class content and organization, as well as course marks. To formulate their requests,
students tended to use verbs related to cognition and communication, such as “know”
and “tell”, displayed in Figure 5.7 and Figure 5.8 respectively. Also the interrogative
pronoun

“what”

is

frequently

used

together

with

the

noun
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“class” which suggests that students request information about the type of content
covered during class time.

Figure 5.7 WorList analysis for RI in AntConc 3.2.4 (I)

Figure 5.8 WorList analysis for RI in AntConc 3.2.4 (II)

The analysis further shows that students sometimes used business content specific
vocabulary, such as “scatter”, “distribution” and “Lambda”, as can be seen in Figure 5.9
and Figure 5.10 below. The use of each of these terms was however less frequent, as
students may have been interested in asking questions about different topics related to
the course content covered in class.
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Figure 5.9 WorList analysis for RI in AntConc 3.2.4 (III)

Figure 5.10 WorList analysis for RI in AntConc 3.2.4 (IV)

As in the case of requests for action, Concordance analyses were also carried out on
requests for information, to check whether the content words from the WordList
analysis were actually used by the students in their formulation of requests. The analysis
seemed to confirm that many of the content words from the WordList analysis were
used by the students in the actual request head act when writing their requests for
information. However, in most of the cases of the word ‘class’, this was not the case, as
this word was mainly used to provide a context for the request, rather than in the
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request proper (head act). An example in which “class” is used in the request head act
is displayed in Figure 5.11 below (i.e. BS49).

Figure 5.11 Concordance analysis for RI in AntConc 3.2.4

To sum up, the first level of analysis – the lexical level- showed that, in this context,
students mainly relied on the email genre to address requests for action to their
lecturers. As stated earlier, requests for action accounted for 69.61% of the total amount
of requests written in English within the corpus of emails collected for this study,
whereas the remaining 30.39% were requests for information. This finding supports
Merrison et al.’s (2012: 1077) argument that students frequently write emails “asking
lecturers to do things for them”. It therefore seems that in this EME context, students
probably preferred to deal with requests for information mostly during class time or
immediately after class but face to face with the teacher. Similarly, a higher amount of
requests for action than requests for information was also reported in the study by
Merrison et al. (2012), who found that 48.7% of the requests in the British corpus
examined were requests for action and 35.5% were requests for information. These
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results match the Australian corpus, in which requests for action represented 48.2% and
requests for information 36.6% of the total amount of requests58. Moreover, the
findings of the present study are nearly identical to the distribution of requests in the
study conducted by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011), who identified 67.72% requests for
action and 32.28% requests for information in her study59. WorList and Concordance
analyses carried out with the help of the software AntConc further revealed that
students’ requests mostly dealt with their marks, group work organization, office hours
and information about course work and class schedule. By and large, the findings seem
to mirror previous studies on requests in university settings (Bjorge, 2007; Lorenzo-Dus
and Bou-Franch, 2013; Salazar-Campillo and Codina-Espurz, 2018).
Generally, the main topics involved in students’ emails in the context of the
present study could be classified into two of the categories identified by BiesenbachLucas (2005), namely facilitative (e.g. requests for appointments, course work
submission and class attendance in our study) and substantive topics (i.e. related to
assignment clarification, coursework content and assessment in our study). In this
respect, around 70% of the emails written by L2 speakers of English in the study by
Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) included facilitative topics and approximately 30% included
substantive topics60, similarly to the present study. After this first look at the overall

58

Apart from requests for action and requests for information, in the 264 requests found in 100 emails
gathered at a British university and 90 emails gathered at an Australian university, Merrison et al. (2012:
1085) also included a third category of requests in their study, namely requests for affirmation, which
they describe as “merely affirmation-seeking”.
59
These percentages refer to 172 requests for action and 82 requests for information found in the corpus
of 200 emails analyzed by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011).
60
These percentages refer to 55 email messages written by International students at an American
University, which were compared to 71 messages written by American students.
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content of the requests, the following subsections will answer the second research
question:
RQ2: How are these speech acts realized linguistically, in terms of request
structure and overall email structure?
To start answering this overarching question, section 5.2 below reviews the main
strategies and sub-strategies chosen by the students to formulate request head acts in
their emails to lecturers.

5.2 Strategy type: level of directness displayed in students’ requests
This section of the results focuses on the main part of the request speech act, namely
the head act. As explained in Section 2.7, the head act is the only compulsory part of the
request, the one that can realize the speech act independently of other components
(such as, for example, internal and external modifiers). The head act can be realized
through different strategy types on a scale of directness, namely direct, conventionally
indirect and non-conventionally indirect. Section 2.7 provides a review of the different
types of request strategy types, but in short, direct are those strategies in which the
intention of the speaker to perform a request is fairly explicit, such as mood derivable
strategies that display the use of the imperative or performative verbs such as “ask” or
“request”. Conventionally indirect strategies are expressions that are conventionalized
in the language and are usually understood by the hearer to convey a request, such as
“Can you” + “VP”. Lastly, non-conventionally indirect strategies are hints and they
therefore involve more guesswork on the part of the hearer to interpret the request as
such. In this section, the focus is on answering the following research question:
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RQ 2.1 What strategy type do students display in their requests in the context under
study?

45,00%
40,00%
35,00%
30,00%
Direct

25,00%

Conventionally indirect
20,00%

Non-conventionally indirect

15,00%

Opting out the FTA

10,00%
5,00%
0,00%
Strategy
Type

Figure 5.12 Request strategy type

The analysis showed that overall, in the corpus collected students seemed to show a
preference for the use of the different strategy types in the following order: direct, nonconventionally indirect and conventionally indirect realization (see Figure 5.12 above).
Direct requests were found in (41.99%) of the requests. However, within this category,
most requests were realized through the least direct subtype, namely want statements
(56.58%), as can be seen in Example 5 below. The second most common subtype was
mood derivable, mainly represented by occurrences of direct questions in the case of
requests for information. The analysis further showed that, when opting for using a
performative verb in their requests, students relied more frequently on hedged
performatives, such as “I wanted to ask you X” displayed in 17.11% of the requests, than
on performatives, like “I’m asking X” which only occurred minimally in the corpus (i.e.
2.63%).
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Conventional formulas (i.e. conventionally indirect) were only displayed in
20.99% of the requests, whereas requests realized through non-conventionally indirect
head acts accounted for 30.39% of the total number of requests. Example 6 below
illustrates a request realized through a conventionally indirect strategy, more specifically
query preparatory. One of the non-conventionally indirect head acts (i.e. hint) is shown
in Example 7 below. All conventionally indirect request strategy types found in the
corpus were realized through the subtype query preparatory. As regards nonconventionally indirect strategy types, they were mostly formulated through strong
hints, that is, hints with partial reference to the request goal. Finally, there were 12
requests for feedback in the corpus that contained no text. Following EconomidouKogetsidis (2011), these requests were classified under the category “opting out the
FTA”61 and they accounted for 6.63% of the total amount of requests in our data.
Example 5 [direct-want statement]:
I would like to make an appointment with you, in order to see the mistakes that I did in the exam.

Example 6 [conventionally indirect-query preparatory]:
Can I join someones group?

Example 7 [non-conventionally indirect-strong hint]:
We cannot upload the video neither in the mail nor in the draft

A closer look at the data shows that in requests for action, student opted for nonconventionally indirect strategies in 40.48% of the requests, whereas direct strategy
types were displayed in 34.13% of the requests (see Figure 5.13). The remaining 15.87%
of the requests for action were realized through conventionally indirect, namely query

61

FTA= face-threatening act

161

preparatory strategies and 9.52% were represented by requests that opted out the FTA.
Examples 8 to 10 below illustrate the linguistic realization of each of these strategies in
requests for action.

Figure 5.13 Request strategy type in Requests for Action

Example 8 [RA, non-conventionally indirect-strong hint]:
Just for you to know, we can not see the marks yet.

Example 9 [RA, direct-want statement]:
My group [GROUP ID] for the seminar 5 would like to talk to you if possible

Example 10: [RA, conventionally indirect-query preparatory]
Could you please send me my assignment?

Within the category of direct strategy type, most of the requests for action (67.44%)
were realized through the least direct subtype, namely want statements, as in Example
9 above. This could be a possible indication of the fact that the students wanted to be
clear in the formulation of their requests for action, while at the same time avoiding to
sound to imposing on the lecturers. This idea could be supported by the fact that the
second most common direct strategy subtype used by students to formulate their
requests for action was the hedge performative, which is illustrated in Example 11
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below. That is to say, when using a performative verb, students in general preferred to
hedge it, therefore lowering the force of the request. Concurrently, some of the
requests for action were realized through less common substrategies, such as a
performative with ‘beg’ as in Example 12 and mood derivable requests, as in Example
13.
Example 11 [RA, direct-want statement]:
I write this email because I would like to request an appointment for seeing the exam.

Example 12 [RA, direct-performative]:
I beg you 5 minutes to talk to you in in person.

Example 13 [RA, direct-mood derivable]:
please let us know as soon as posible that you switched FN [another student] and I of groups so
that both of us can attend to the computer lab seminar.

In contrast with requests for action, Figure 5.14 shows that requests for information
were mainly realized through direct strategy types (60.00%), namely through want
statements and mood derivable head acts. Examples 14 and 15 illustrate instances of
requests for information realized through want statements and mood derivable
strategies. As can be seen in Example 15, most of the requests for information realized
through mood derivable strategies were direct questions. More specifically, there were
14 occurrences of direct questions out of the 16 mood derivable requests for
information. Example 16 illustrates one of the two mood derivable requests for
information realized through the imperative. Other direct requests for information were
realized through hedged performatives, such as in Example 17. Overall, these findings
may point to the fact that students may have been aware of the fact that in the academic
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context, requests for information are less intrusive than requests for action (Biesenbach
Lucas, 2007; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011).

Figure 5.14 Request strategy type in Requests for Information

Example 14 [RI, direct-want statement]:
I would like to know when and for how long can we go visit your tutorship.

Example 15 [RI, direct-mood derivable-interrogative]:
What exactly do you mean by a practical case?

Example 16 [RI, direct-mood derivable-imperative]:
Please give me a confirmation that I have also uploaded the exercise in the right place, and
that you have got it.

Example 17 [RI, direct-hedged performative]: [
I wanted to ask you if tomorrow we have seminar

Students also used conventionally indirect strategies in 32.73% of the requests for
information, as can be seen in Example 18 below. As could be probably expected in this
context, there were only three instances of non-conventionally indirect strategies (i.e.
hints), which accounted for only 7.27% of the requests for information. One of these is
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illustrated in Example 19 below. In the academic context, hints may be considered to be
less appropriate, as they require more guesswork on the part of the receiver of the email
and could therefore lead to confusion. Indeed, as mentioned by Ballesteros (2001:183),
and Chejnová (2015:58) among others, non-conventionally indirect strategies require a
greater processing effort on the part of the hearer and, consequently, there are lower
chances of the request being fulfilled.
Example 18 [RI, conventionally indirect-query preparatory]:
can you remind me please how was the integral of a division solved?

Example 19 [RI, non-conventionally indirect-strong hint]:
I don't understand the correction: "Your Y is diet per hours".

To sum up, the results of the analysis regarding head act strategy types showed that,
generally, students opted for direct strategy types in their request realizations. This
finding is in line with previous studies on requests written by students who are using a
language different from their L1 when emailing their lecturers (e.g. EconomidouKogetsidis, 2011; 2016). Also, this result may suggest that in most cases, when writing
their emails, students are concerned mainly with making their requests clear and explicit
to their addressees. Students thus seem to prioritize message clarity over
appropriateness and politeness. These results are consistent with the study on
pragmatic socialization carried out by Taguchi (2014b) in an EMI context in Japan, and
also with the work of Chejnová (2014; 2015) in a Czech academic setting where there is
a high degree of directness in terms of head act realization in student emails.
In contrast to L1 English students who used conventionally indirect realizations
as the preferred option (see Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Merrison et al., 2012), for the
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students surveyed this was the least preferred strategy. Overall, these findings seem to
suggest that in this particular EME setting, students prefer message clarity over rapport
management. Our findings also seem to match Ballesteros’ (2001) suggestion that L1
Spanish speakers show a preference for direct strategy to an extent that could be
interpreted as too demanding by L1 British English speakers62. This overall inclination
towards directness by L1 Spanish speakers was also pointed out to by Pinto and Raschio
(2007: 138). Although their study eventually showed a preference for indirectness, as
most of the requests that they collected through a DCT from L1 speakers of Spanish, L1
speakers of English and heritage speakers of Spanish were realized through indirect
strategies, which indicates that context and data collection methods can also have an
impact on the results.
Given that requests for action outnumbered requests for information in the
corpus gathered, the overall head act realization type resembled the distribution of
requests for action more than the distribution of requests for information into the
different types of head acts. However, requests for action were formulated mainly
through the use of non-conventionally indirect strategies or hints. This finding could
indicate some degree of pragmatic awareness on the part of students, in the sense that
they may have considered requests for action to be quite demanding on the lecturer
and therefore they may have wanted to avoid sounding too direct. This also seems to
be confirmed by the fact that, among the request for action realized through the use of
direct strategies, which accounted for 34.13% of the RAs, the most frequent sub-strategy

62

Although Ballesteros (2001) found in his data gathered trough a DCT that both Spanish and British
speakers tended to prefer Conventionally Indirect strategies in their overall formulation of directives, the
former used Direct strategies nearly double in 32.22% of the 180 directive Speech Acts whereas the latter
only displayed these strategies in 18.33% of the cases.
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was the least direct one, namely want statements (67.44%). This may point to the fact
that students using this sub-strategy may have sought a balance between clarity and
abruptness. At the same time, some of the requests for action displayed features which
may seem to show a degree of emotional content that would probably not be expected
in an academic setting, such as the performative with ‘beg’ shown in Example 12 above.
Unlike requests for action, requests for information were mainly realized
through direct strategies. These were represented in most cases by direct questions and
in some cases by hedged performatives. These findings seem to suggest that students
may have considered requests for information to be less imposing on the lecturers than
requests for action. As a result, students may have felt less need to hedge this type of
requests. In fact, requests for information in the academic context are considered to be
part of the usual discourse and to a certain extent, answering these requests may be
seen as part of the lecturers’ job (Félix-Brasdefer, 2012: 112). Furthermore, the analysis
showed that non-conventionally indirect requests for information, such as the one
displayed in Example 19 occurred with a very low frequency. This finding may be
expected in this context, given that requests for information about subject-matter
content may be difficult to formulate in a clear way through a hint. In other words,
clarifying their queries about course content may have pushed the students to be as
direct as possible in their use of language. In addition, this also allowed the students to
follow the email principle of writing clear and straightforward messages.
In conclusion, the findings in this section could indicate that in general, students
in this EME context under study tend to rely more on direct and non-conventionally
indirect formulations of requests, rather than on strategies conventionalized in the

167

target language. The level of directness found in the requests analyzed in our data is in
accordance with the preference for directness found by Bou-Franch (2013) in her corpus
of student emails written in L1 Peninsular Spanish. Moreover, our data matches the
findings in the study by Lorenzo-Dus and Bou-Franch (2013) who found that, in the 50
emails analyzed, L1 Peninsular Spanish speakers chose want statements in 41.51% of
their requests, mood derivable in 22.64% of the requests and query preparatory in
32.07% of the requests. Students’ orientation towards directness was also shown by
Félix-Brasdefer (2012), who found that 43% of the requests written in L2 Spanish and
48.4% of the requests written in L1 English in his study were realized through direct
questions63. Nevertheless, data gathered through the use of elicitation techniques (DCT)
generally shows a preference for conventionally indirect strategies (Ballesteros, 2001;
Pinto and Raschio, 2007; Padilla Foster, 2016; but see Baron and Ortega, 201864). For
example, in the study carried out by Padilla Foster (2016), 75.9% of the requests for
deadline extension formulated by 29 Spanish respondents though a DCT corresponded
to query preparatory strategies, whereas only around 20% of the requests were realized
through direct strategies. Students’ preference for indirectness was even higher in
another DCT situation (i.e. borrowing a book from the teacher), where query
preparatory strategies accounted for 85.7% of the requests written by 28 Spanish
respondents.

63

These percentages refer to 128 requests in L2 Spanish and 128 requests in L1 English found in a corpus
of 240 emails.
64
In the study carried out by Baron and Ortega (2018), 50% of the requests written by L1 Catalan/Spanish
EFL participants were realized through direct strategies (i.e. 25% explicit performatives and 25% hedged
performatives) and 45% were realized through query preparatories (which Baron and Ortega referred to
as “reference to preparatory conditions).

168

In contrast, and similarly to our study, the preference for directness in requests
written by L1 Peninsular Spanish speakers was also found in a recent study by Freytag
(2020) on business emails. While the requests written in L1 British English in the corpus
gathered by Freytag showed that the query preparatory was the most recurrent strategy
(44.4% of the requests), followed by the mood derivable strategy (25.7% of the
requests), the requests written in L1 Peninsular Spanish showed a more varied
distribution, with mood derivable used in 15.9% of the requests, query preparatory used
in 21.2% of the requests and the remaining strategies used at around 10%. When adding
up the 4 categories placed at the most direct end of the scale, we find that 45.6% of the
requests found in the L1 Peninsular Spanish corpus were realized through direct
strategies65. Keeping in mind these findings, as well as the ones on naturally occurring
requests in emails written by students in L1 Peninsular Spanish in the academic setting
(Bou-Franch, 2013; Lorenzo-Dus and Bou-Franch, 2013), we might conclude that the
students in our EME setting may transfer their L1 pragmatic strategies when writing in
English to their lecturers. As users of English, the EME students in this context therefore
display specific pragmatic features (Cenoz and Valencia, 1996; in Nashaat-Sobhy, 2015:
25) when compared to English L1 users.
In terms of the different types of request head act realization both in requests
for action and request for information, the results suggest that students may have been
aware of the different degrees of imposition involved in these two types of requests.

65

Although Freytag (2020) displays the result of her study into the 9 categories found in the study, without
further grouping them into the main categories according to Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) into direct,
conventionally indirect and non-conventionally indirect, the percentage of direct strategies reported here
is obtained by adding the following strategies: mood derivable, locution derivable, performative and
need/want statement. According to Blum-Kulka et al. (1989), these four strategies belong to the “direct”
category.
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Further research would therefore be needed to inquire into the appropriateness of
these particular pragmatic strategies, as perceived by lecturers.

5.3 Perspective
As explained in Section 5.2 above, request perspective is also a feature of the request
head act. Section 2.7 provides an overview of the different types of request perspective.
These are speaker, hearer, inclusive and impersonal perspective. Language users can
formulate their requests from the point of view of the speaker/writer of the request,
from the point of view of the hearer/receiver of the request, from an inclusive point of
view in which the request is formulated as depending on both the speaker and the
hearer and from an impersonal perspective, where the ‘doer’ of the action expressed in
the request is not explicitly mentioned. The goal of this subsection is to provide an
answer to the research question below:
RQ 2.2 What type of request perspective do students display in their requests in the
context under study?
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Figure 5.15 Request perspective
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In terms of request perspective, most student requests were realized through speakeroriented perspective. Request perspective was analyzed in 167 of the 181 requests, as
the remaining 14 requests were requests for feedback which only included an
attachment or a signature, and therefore no text could be examined. As can be seen in
Figure 5.15 above, within the 167 requests, 74.25% were realized through speaker
perspective, 13.77% were formulated through hearer perspective, 11.38% trough
impersonal perspective and only 0.6% (i.e. one occurrence) through inclusive
perspective. Examples 20 to 23 below show examples of each of the categories.
Example 20 [speaker perspective]:
I would like to make an appointment with you.

Example 21 [hearer perspective]:
could you tell me the marks tomorrow after class?

Example 22 [impersonal perspective]:
Is it impossible for you to upload my mark today?

Example 23 [inclusive perspective]:
Hopefully we can work something out.

Further analysis was conducted to identify similarities and differences in perspective
between the two types of requests, namely requests for action and requests for
information. As illustrated in Figure 5.16 below, the most common perspective used in
both requests for action and requests for information was speaker perspective.
However, there were slight differences with students using speaker perspective in
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formulating 79.46% of their requests for action, and 63.64% of their requests for
information. According to Blum-Kulka and Levenston (1987; also quoted in Freytag,
2020), speaker perspective can be used to minimize the imposition of a request, so it is
not surprising that students avoided explicitly addressing the actor of the action more
frequently in requests for action, thus appealing to the negative face wants of the
addressee (Freytag, 2020), possibly in an attempt to increase the lecturers’ willingness
to comply with their requests.
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Figure 5.16 Perspective in Requests for Action and Requests for Information

In a similar vein, there were considerably more occurrences of hearer perspective in
requests for information than in requests for action. These accounted for 25.45% of the
requests for information, and only 8.04% of the requests for action. Given that the
lecturer is the content expert and she has more power regarding course management
than the students, the students might have wanted to show their acknowledgement of
power difference by using hearer perspective more frequently in requests for
information.
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Impersonal perspective was used slightly more in requests for action (11.61%)
than in requests for information (10.91%). Although this difference is not very obvious,
it could however imply that students tended to avoid mentioning the ‘doer’ of the action
more in requests for action than in requests for information. In general, students’ use of
this strategy was quite low as compared to speaker perspective. As regards inclusive
perspective, it was displayed only in one request for action, whereas it was totally absent
from requests for information. Indeed, it would be rather odd to use inclusive
perspective (i.e. “we” referring to the lecturer and the student) when asking the lecturer
to clarify course content or when requesting information about course organization.
Overall, these findings show that in our data students preferred the use of
speaker perspective in both requests for action and requests for information. The other
perspective types were either used with a low frequency or not displayed at all in the
corpus. This may indicate that students were either not aware of all the linguistic
strategies available at their disposal for formulating request perspective or not
confident enough to use them. It could also suggest that they overgeneralized the same
strategy, possibly the one that is more frequently taught in EFL textbooks when dealing
with requests, which can be usually found in units about the conditional tense or modal
verbs, taught through query preparatories of the type “Can I + VP”. At the same time,
the frequent use of speaker perspective could also mean that in the academic setting,
students may have explicitly wanted to sound less intrusive on the lecturers.
The differences between perspective in requests for action and requests for
information could also indicate that students are aware of the different degrees of
imposition involved in these types of request. More specifically, this could point to the
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fact that students tended to perceive requests for action as more imposing on the
lecturers than requests for information, which is probably the reason why they relied
more on speaker perspective in RA than in RI and more on hearer perspective in RI than
in RA. This should however be confirmed in further studies on students’ insights into
their emails to lecturers.
In spite of the considerable bulk of research conducted on request speech acts,
the number of studies that have considered perspective in their analysis is, to the best
of our knowledge, fairly low. The general preference for speaker perspective observed
in this study mirrors the findings from Biesenbach-Lucas (2007), who found that L1
American English speakers used speaker perspective in 61.1% of their requests for an
appointment with the lecturer and in 50% of their requests for deadline extension, while
International students (L2 speakers of English) used speaker perspective in 57.1% of
their requests for an appointment and in 62.5% of their requests for deadline extension.
In contrast, the results of our study differ from the ones found by Freytag (2020)
in a business context, where hearer perspective was the most common type, in 58.3%
of the requests found in the British English corpus of emails and 47.1% of the requests
in the Peninsular Spanish corpus. This difference could be explained with respect to the
power asymmetry between participants, and thus, while in the present study the
requests were sent upwards from a student to a lecturer, in the study by Freytag (2020)
most of the requests were addressed to equals with no power asymmetry between the
writer and the addressee of the email.
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5.4 Internal and External modifiers
As explained in section 2.6 above, to soften or to strengthen the force of their requests
speakers can rely on linguistic moves called internal or external modifiers which function
as downgraders or upgraders. These can occur internally, that is, within the request
head act, or externally, either before or after the request proper. This subsection is
concerned with the following research question:
RQ 2.3 What internal and external modifiers do students use to soften or strengthen
the force of their requests in the context under study?

5.4.1 Internal Modifiers
Results showed that students use both internal and external modifiers in their requests.
Quantitatively, there were 142 instances of internal modifiers displayed in the data,
which accounted for an average of 0.78 internal modifiers per request. As expected in
the academic context, given the status-unequal relationship between students and
lecturers in this setting, students displayed mainly internal downgraders when they
modified their requests internally. There were also some instances of internal upgraders
used by students to aggravate the force of their requests, but these were less frequent.
As shown in Table 5.2 below, 130 of the internal modifiers (i.e. 93.53%) were internal
downgraders, used by the students to mitigate the force of their requests, whereas only
9 (i.e. 6.47%) were internal upgraders, used by the students to aggravate the force of
their requests.
Internal modifiers

N=139

%

Internal downgraders

133

93.66

Internal upgraders

9

6.34

TABLE 5.2 INTERNAL MODIFIERS IN THE TOTAL AMOUNT OF REQUESTS
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Internal downgraders

N

per request

Syntactic downgraders

89

0.49

Lexical/phrasal downgraders

44

0.24

Syntactic downgraders

N

per request

Negation of a preparatory condition

1

0.005

Subjunctive

0

0.00

Conditional

46

0.25

Tense

38

0.21

Aspect

4

0.02

Lexical/Phrasal downgraders

N

per request

Marker “please”

15

0.08

Consultative devices

5

0.02

Downtoners

19

0.10

Understaters

0

0.00

Subjectivizers

0

0.00

Cajolers

0

0.00

Appealers

0

0.00

TABLE 5.3 AMOUNT AND DISTRIBUTION OF INTERNAL DOWNGRADERS

A closer look at internal downgraders showed that students tended to rely more on
syntactic than on lexical downgraders in the corpus under study. In this respect, the
corpus displayed the use of the conditional “would” as the most frequent internal
downgrader. The second most used internal modifier was the past tense form “could”
instead of “can”, or “I was wondering” instead of “I am wondering”, as displayed below.
In some cases, the use of tense and aspect co-occurred as internal downgraders, as in
ENG/MA 03 in Figure 5.17 below (i.e. “I was wondering”). However, aspect was only
found in four requests. In the same vein, there was only one example of a negation of a
preparatory condition (e.g. “Probably you wouldn’t”) and there were no examples of the
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use of the subjunctive in the corpus. While the conditional and tense66 were also found
in similar percentages to our data (21.3%) in the requests written in British English
analyzed by Freytag (2020) in a business context, the most frequent type of internal
downgrader used in the requests written in Peninsular Spanish was the subjunctive (e.g.
“From my point of view”).

Figure 5.17 Most frequent syntactic internal downgraders (conditional and tense)

Regarding lexical downgraders, downtoners (e.g. “just”) and the politeness marker
“please” were the most recurrent in the data. Minimal instances of consultative devices
(e.g. “Do you think/Do you mind”) were also found. Figure 5.18 below displays a
summary of the most common lexical downgraders found in the corpus. Understaters,

66

Freytag refers to these downgraders as “conditional or modal past”
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subjectivizers, cajolers and appealers were absent from the present data. Nevertheless,
it should be mentioned that the absence of appealers (e.g. “María, I’m writing about the
final exam”) could be due to the email genre, as these are probably more common in
spoken discourse rather than in written discourse, while in emails the use an email
opening to address the addressee would probably make the use of an appealer later in
the email quite redundant. Furthermore, it could be argued that not all the different
categories of internal downgraders identified by previous studies may apply in academic
contexts as the one that was the focus of this study.

Figure 5.18 Corpus Tool Search of most frequent lexical internal downgraders (downtoners and marker
“please”)

Internal upgraders were found in the present study only in requests for action.
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While the rate of downtoners in the present study is 10%, in the study by Freytag
(2020) these devices were used at a rate below 5% both in the requests written in British
English and those written in Peninsular Spanish. Interestingly, the frequency of use for
the politeness marker ‘please’ found in our study (8.3%) is close to the 7% reported by
Freytag in the directives written in Peninsular Spanish and considerably lower than the
39.3% rate in the requests written in British English. Moreover, our findings also
resemble the ones by Freytag (2020) regarding the low frequency of consultative
devices, found in 2.8% in the requests in the present study and 2.2% of the Peninsular
Spanish requests in her study, which was also substantially lower than the 6.8% in the
British English requests.
The higher use of syntactic than lexical downgraders was also reported in the
study by Felix-Brasdefer (2012) on requests in emails sent by students to lecturers in L1
English and L2 Spanish. In addition, this study also confirmed that the use of the
conditional, the tense, or a combination of at least two syntactic downgraders
(conditional, tense, aspect) are the preferred types of syntactic downgraders chosen by
students.
The preference of syntactic over lexical modifiers in students’ requests to faculty
was reported too by Chejnová (2015) in requests for information in the Czech academic
context. Moreover, similarly to our research, a study on requests for action in the same
Czech academic context (Chejnová, 2014) showed that the most used syntactic
downgraders were the conditional and modals. In addition, the study by Padilla Foster
(2016) on requests in Spanish collected through a DCT also showed that the conditional
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was the most recurrent internal downgrader in both requests for deadline extension and
requests for borrowing a textbook from the lecturer.
Regarding lexical/phrasal downgraders, the findings from the present study
show that in this EME context, students tended to mitigate their requests less than
students in other contexts. For example, whereas in the study by EconomidouKogetsidis (2011) on requests to faculty written by Greek Cypriot L1 students in English
the use of the politeness marker ‘please’ was reported in 31.5% of the requests, in the
present study it was included in only 8.3% of the requests.

5.4.2 Internal modifiers in RAs and RIs
Further analysis was conducted to spot possible similarities and differences between the
distribution of internal downgraders in requests for action and requests for information.
There were 83 instances of internal downgraders in the 126 requests for action, with an
average of 0.66 internal downgraders per request. Regarding requests for information,
50 instances of internal downgraders were found in the 55 requests for information,
with an average of 0.91 internal downgraders per request. As Félix-Brasdefer (2012:90)
suggests, the degree of downgraders included in an email usually depends on the type
of request. The more demanding a request is, the higher the number of internal
downgraders the writer will use to mitigate the force of the request. As a result, in the
case of our study, more downgraders would probably be expected to occur in requests
for action than in requests for information, contrary to our findings. However, in the
context under study, students mitigated the force of their requests internally more in
requests for information than in requests for action. This finding is unlike the findings
reported so far regarding head act strategy type and perspective, which have shown
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more mitigation/indirectness in requests for action. Table 5.4 below summarizes the
distribution of internal downgraders in requests for action and requests for information
found in the corpus. As stated above, both syntactic and lexical downgraders were more
frequently displayed in requests for information (RIs) than in requests for action (RAs).
Internal downgrader Action
Type
N

Information
per request

N

per request

83

0.66

50

0.91

Syntactic downgraders

53

0.42

36

0.65

Lexical/phrasal
downgraders

30

0.24

14

0.25

Syntactic
downgraders

N

per request

N

per request

Negation of a preparatory
condition

1

0.01

0

0.00

Subjunctive

0

0.00

0

0.00

Conditional

31

0.25

15

0.27

Tense

18

0.14

20

0.36

Aspect

3

0.02

1

0.02

Lexical/Phrasal
downgraders

N

per request

N

per request

Marker “please”

6

0.05

9

0.16

Consultative devices

5

0.04

0

0.00

Downtoners

16

0.13

3

0.05

Understaters

0

0.00

0

0.00

Subjectivizers

0

0.00

0

0.00

Cajolers

0

0.00

0

0.00

Appealers

0

0.00

0

0.00

Total N of
downgraders

internal

TABLE 5.4 AMOUNT AND DISTRIBUTION OF INTERNAL DOWNGRADERS IN RAS AND RIS

Findings illustrate that our students tend to rely more on syntactic than on lexical
downgraders to soften the force of their requests. A closer look at the data shows that
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students may lack a wide range of linguistic resources to mitigate their requests
internally, since within each subtype (syntactic and lexical downgraders), students tend
to overuse the same resources: conditional and tense for syntactic downgraders and
marker ‘please’ and downtoners for lexical downgraders, as displayed in Figure 5.19
below.

Figure 5.19 Corpus Tool Search: Common Internal downgraders
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While the most common type of syntactic downgraders in requests for action
was the conditional, as shown in Example 24, students relied more on tense to mitigate
syntactically requests for information, as illustrated in Example 25. Further differences
between the use of internal downgraders in RAs and RIs also concerned lexical/phrasal
downgraders.
Example 24 [RA, internal downgrader-syntactic-conditional]:
I would like to arrange a tutorship or some meeting in order to know my grade

Example 25 [RI, internal downgrader-syntactic-tense]:
I would like to know if you could tell if we are going to start today with chapter 6 in order to
prepare it in my house.

The most common subtype of lexical/phrasal downgraders found in requests for action
were downtoners, whereas in requests for information the most frequent subtype was
the marker ‘please’. Examples 26 and 27 illustrate these findings:
Example 26 [RA, internal downgrader-lexical/phrasal-downtoner]:
Just wanted to know if there is any possibility to give you the exercises you asked us to do next
day.

Example 27 [RI, internal downgrader-lexical/phrasal-maker ‘please’]:
can you please tell me how is the integral of a division?

As has already been mentioned, requests for action could be considered more imposing
on the lecturers than requests for information and their illocutionary force should
therefore be mitigated in order to maintain rapport. However, the analysis showed that
the nine tokens of internal aggravators were found in requests for action (see Table 5.5
below). These consisted of seven adverbial intensifiers and two time intensifiers,
displayed in Example 28 and Example 29 below. Time intensifiers were the most
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frequently used internal upgraders in the business emails analyzed by Freytag (2020),
with a frequency rate of 7.7% in the British English corpus of request and 10.1% in the
Peninsular Spanish corpus of requests. Overall, the percentage of occurrence of internal
upgraders in this study (i.e. 4.97%) is similar to the 5.1% frequency in the study by
Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011).
Action
Internal upgraders

Information

N

per request

N

per request

9

0.07

0

0.00

TABLE 5.5 INTERNAL UPGRADERS

Example 28 [RA, internal upgrader-adverbial intensifier]:
I would really appreciate if you go over my exam again or you could write me an email
explaining why I have this mark.

Example 29 [RA, internal upgrader-time intensifier]:
please let us know as soon as posible that you switched FN [another student] and I of groups so
that both of us can attend to the computer lab seminar.

All in all, the limited display of variety shown in the data could point to the fact that
students may be lacking some of the pragmalinguistic strategies of the target language
to soften the force of their requests internally. The differences between requests for
action and requests for information in terms of the internal modification strategies
displayed further showed that our students tended to mitigate their requests for
information more than their requests for action, which contradicts the findings
regarding head act strategy type and perspective. This could point to the fact that in this
context, students’ attention should probably be drawn more on pragmatic awareness
regarding internal modifiers than request head act type and request perspective. Finally,
findings could also be attributed to these students’ individual preferences. A
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comparative analysis on requests written in Spanish could further clarify this issue. Also,
a study on lecturers’ perception of these emails could reveal if a variety of request
modifiers is viewed as necessary or not in this particular context. Such matters will be
treated in detail in chapter 6.

5.4.3 External modifiers
As explained earlier, external modifiers were counted by the total amount of emails in
the corpus (i.e. 141) rather than by the total amount of requests. This is due to the fact
that at times more than one request was included in each email, so it would have been
rather difficult to deduce what particular request in an email each external modifier was
related to. In addition, greetings/openings and closings can be considered part of the
email structure or frame and pre-closings/thanks sometimes serve the function of email
closings. The number of external modifiers found in the data was 527, with an average
of 3.74 external modifiers per email, as shown in Table 5.6 below. The average for
external downgraders per email was 3.47. Table 5.7 below summarizes the findings
regarding the distribution of external downgraders in the 141 emails found in the
corpus. The most frequent types of external downgraders displayed by students in their
requests by email were greetings/email openings, with 0.83 occurrences per email and
email closings, with 0.78 occurrences per email. At this point, it is considered convenient
to remind the reader that, as explained in Chapter 4, regardless of the number of
requests found in an email, these features were only counted once per each occurrence.
External modifiers

N

N per request

External downgraders

489

3.47

External upgraders

38

0.27

TABLE 5.6 EXTERNAL MODIFIERS
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Pre-closing sequences or ‘thanks’ and grounders or explanations to justify the requests
were also quite frequent in the corpus, with 0.57 and 0.50 occurrences per email.
Finally, orientation moves were also included in students’ requests, with a frequency of
0.33 occurrences per email. The findings also showed that other external downgrading
moves which were found in previous studies occurred only minimally or were absent
from the corpus, such as for example preparators, with 0.10 occurrences per email or
compliments, which were absent from our data.
External downgrader Type

N

per email

Total N of external downgraders

489

3.47

Greeting/opening

117

0.83

Self-introduction

5

0.04

Grounders (explanations)

70

0.50

Disarmers

6

0.02

Preparators

14

0.10

Getting a precommitment

3

0.02

Promises

7

0.05

Imposition minimizers

9

0.06

Apologies

21

0.15

Orientation moves

46

0.33

Compliments

0

0.00

Pre-closing/Thanks

81

0.57

Email closing

110

0.78

TABLE 5.7 EXTERNAL DOWNGRADERS

Overall, as shown in Table 5.7 and in line with previous research on interlanguage
pragmatics (e.g. Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011), the data displays more external than
internal modification. Although the range of external downgraders students have at
their disposal seems to be wider than the range of internal downgraders, the
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distribution of external downgraders clearly shows a preference for some features
which may not even be downgraders as such, but rather part of the email genre (such
as greetings and closings)67. As explained by Crystal (2001), greetings and closings are
components of the email genre together with the body of the message. As such, they
are therefore expected to occur in requests sent by email. Moreover, greetings and
closings are components of the email concerned with rapport management. As a result,
for positive rapport management, they would be expected to be included in emails sent
upwards, as in the case of emails send by students to lecturers.
The results showed that there were 117 instances of greetings and 110 instances
of closings in the total amount of 141 emails gathered in the corpus. All in all, these
numbers seem quite low given that the student-lecturer relationship in the academic
context is a status-unequal one, so students would probably be expected to include a
greeting an a closing each time they write an email to their lecturers (EconomidouKogetsidis, 2011; Gesuato, 2018; Savic, 201868). These findings display certain
differences with regard to the distribution of email openings and closings in emails
written in L1 Spanish by students to lecturers in a Spanish university setting (Bou-Franch,
2011). While our data unfold that email openings were slightly more frequent than
closings (0.83 vs. 0.78 occurrences per email), Bou-Franch found openings in 87% and
closings in 96% of the emails. However, the data in this same study also featured less
lexical density (i.e. less words per move) in opening sequences than in closing
sequences, in line with our study (see Figure 5.20 and Figure 5.21 below). In the case of

67

I would like to thank Dr. Eva María Mestre (Universidad Politécnica de Valencia) for this comment.
In a Norwegian university setting, Savic found that lecturers consistently referred to opening moves as
essential features of student emails, whereas the absence of closings seemed to be to some extent
tolerated.
68
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the present study, this result could partially be explained through the fact that some of
the emails were sent by the students on account of their group mates and, as a result,
their signatures included the complete names of all group members.

Figure 5.20 Corpus Tool Search: Lexical Density in Openings

Figure 5.21 Corpus Tool Search: Lexical Density in Closings

Further analysis on the use of external downgraders showed that orientation moves
were used quite frequently in requests for information. This could partially be due to
students’ need to set a clear context for their subject-matter questions before
formulating their RIs, as in the following cases displayed in Figure 5.22:
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Figure 5.22 Orientation moves in RIs related to subject-matter content

Examples 30 to 41 display in bold the different types of external downgraders found in
the corpus.
Example 30: [greeting/opening]:
Dear FNLN:
I wonder if you are going to be free in your office from 11:30 to 15:00 tomorrow Monday 4th of
May.
Regards,
FNLN

Example 31 [Self-introduction]:
Dear FN,
My name is FNLN. Next friday 27th I am (…)

Example 32 [Grounders]:
I was´t in class when you made the groups, so I don´t have a group. Can I join someones group?
for example FN [CLASSMATE]´s?
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Example 33 [Disarmer]:
I write to notify you that the next Friday 20th of May i will not be able to attend to your class,
since i am on a journey in the north with my parents. I know is no excuse, but i wondered if you
could tell me if there will be something (like homework) which has to be done for the next day.

Example 34 [Preparator]:
I would like to ask you questions before the exam, and I would like to know if you are going to
be tomorrow free in your office, and at what time is it going to be.

Example 35 [Getting a precommitment]:
I would like to ask for one or two tutorships for next week.. would it be possible? Both FN
[another student] and I are interested, mostly we would like to solve some doubts concerning the
last chapters and chapter 5 probability.

Example 36 [Promises]:
Dear Mrs FNLN, we misunderstood the date of the deadline and thought it was for today, i have
already submitted my groups deccission we are truly sorry and will make sure it will not happen
again.
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Example 37 [Imposition minimizer]:
I just have a question regarding class Friday 8th of May. I know it is far in advance, but I have
to book flight tickets to go home to [LOCATION] for a family event. I just want to make sure that
I will not miss anything that will have a special impact on my grade (like a seminar or a mid-term
exam).

Example 38 [Apologies]:
I am really sorry, I do not know what kind of problem do I have with computers but I uploaded
the wrong document for the graph assignment. I did two as in the first one I did not attach the
graph so I repeated it but I sent you the incomplete one.
I attach here the good graph report, if you decide not to grade it I will understand.
Sorry again for my incompetence.

Example 39 [Orientation moves]:
I was trying to upload the power point presentation for seminar 5 but i couldn´t find the link.
Should I email it to you or upload it somewhere else?
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Example 40 [Pre-closing/Thanks]:
When could I go to your tutorship?
Thank you.

Example 41 [Email closing]:
I sent you the seminar first trough mail and after through the platform of seminar 4, as you told
me. Have you received it?
Kind regards,
FN.

Overall, the findings regarding external downgraders showed that, generally, students
made use of external downgraders much more than of internal downgraders. This is in
line with previous research on interlanguage pragmatics (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011)
which has shown that, when writing in a language different from their L1, students tend
to rely more on external downgraders, especially on grounders. As such, their requests
tend to become more verbose. Moreover, these findings also mirror previous research
carried out in the Spanish context, which also showed that grounders were the preferred
external modifier used by CLIL students across secondary education (ESO levels) to
downgrade the force of their requests (Nashaat-Sobhy, 2014: 153-154). Furthermore,
the study by Padilla Foster (2016) on requests in Spanish collected through a DCT also
showed that the grounder was the most recurrent external downgrader in the two types
of requests collected, namely, requests for deadline extension and requests for
borrowing a textbook from the lecturer. In addition, a more fine-grained qualitative
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analysis in our study also showed that in terms of the features of grounders, in some
cases students relied on personal rather than institutional grounders to formulate their
requests. Thus, the level of self-disclosure emails to lecturers seems to be similar to the
one displayed by students in a British university setting (Merrison et al., 2012). In terms
of the frequency of external downgraders, the requests analyzed in the present study
showed a smaller amount of grounders-with occurrences in 49.6% of the emails- than
the one found in the study by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011), namely 70%. In a similar
vein, ´thanks’/pre-closings were found in 57.4% of the emails in our study and in 70% of
the emails analyzed by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011). Furthermore, our study showed
similar results to the study conducted by Chejnová (2014) on requests for action in the
Czech academic context in terms of the frequency of grounders (42.7%), but the
frequency of ´thanks’/pre-closing sequences was considerably higher in the study by
Chejnová (2014), with a frequency rate of 85.8%. Conversely, the rate of ´thanks’/preclosings was slightly higher in our study (i.e. 57.4%) than in the study conducted by
Freytag (2020) in a business context, with 48.8% in the British English emails and 45.7%
in the Peninsular Spanish corpus that she analyzed. Again, this difference could be
explained through the power difference between the email senders and the email
receivers in our study.
External upgrader Type

N

per email

Total N of external downgraders

35

0.25

Complaints/Criticisms

8

0.06

Emphasis on urgency/positive outcome

27

0.19

TABLE 5.8 EXTERNAL UPGRADERS
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As shown in Table 5.8, there were several external upgraders in the present data. More
specifically, then external upgraders used in Corpus 1 were ‘emphasis on
urgency/positive outcome’, displayed in Example 42 below, was used more frequently
than ‘complaints/criticisms’, illustrated in Example 43. The rate of external upgraders
found in our study, namely 24.8% was significantly higher than the 5% found by
Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) and the 8.9%69 reported by Chejnová (2014).
Furthermore, the 5.7% complaints rate in our study is higher than the 4.1% in the British
English corpus and 4.8% in the Peninsular Spanish corpus of requests analyzed by
Freytag (2020) in a business context. Moreover, the frequency of emphasis on
urgency/positive outcomes moves, which were found in 19.1% of the emails in the
present study, triplicates the overall rate displayed in the study by Freytag, who found
5.8% emphasis on urgency moves in the requests in Peninsular Spanish and 7.7% in the
requests written in British English.
Example 42: [Complaint/criticism]:
Dear FN,
I am writing to you because I have just seen that you haven't changed jet my seminar group
(group 2) with FNLN [another student] (of group 1) as you said you will.
We both remember that this is a special situation as I have on friday a job interview and im not
going to be able to go to class con friday, so please let us know as soon as possible that you
switched FN [another student] and I of groups so that both of us can attend to the computer
lab seminar.
Thank you for your time and comprehension
FNLN

69

This percentage was obtained by adding the different types of external upgraders reported by Chejnová
(2014: 186): 3.1% emphasis on urgency, 3.1% emphasis on positive outcome and 2.7%
complaint/criticism.
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Example 43[emphasis on urgency/positive outcome]:
Dear FNLN,
I am writing to you to show my humble disagreement on how you assesed my participation on
the seminar since my grade is just 6,5 out of 10 and is different from those from my collegues.
I put a lot of effort on it, I did a major part of the report, I am in the video most of the time, I
explained step by step how we did the work in the theorical part of the exam so I really don't
understand how my grade can be such.
I really appreciate your attention,
looking forward to hearing from you.
Yours faithfully,
FNLN

To sum up, this section has explored the use of internal and external modifiers included
in student-initiated emails in this study. The results generally show a preference for the
use of external downgraders rather than internal downgraders and the presence of
upgraders or aggravators, which were shown by previous studies to have a negative
impact on lecturer perception (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Gesuato, 2018; Savic´,
2018). The presence of these external upgraders in Corpus 1 may further indicate a need
for instruction in English (email) pragmatics.

5.5 Email framing: Openings and closings
This section sets out to inquire into the formal aspects of the emails and requests
analyzed for the study. As shown in previous studies on pragmatics in academic
contexts, both the content and the structure or framing of emails (e.g. the extent to
which they include openings and closings) may have an impact on lecturers’ perception
of students’ request and may therefore affect the degree of compliance with the request
(Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Savic´, 2018). To ensure that students will achieve their
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communicative purpose, they need to wisely choose the appropriate structure and
linguistic realization of their requests.
Following previous studies on email openings and closings (Lindgren, 2014) and
request structure (Pinto and Raschio, 2007), this section follows up on the results
presented in Chapter 5 so far to further analyze the external modifiers presented above
now from the perspective of how they contribute to the overall structure of the email
requests included in the study. As a result, this section focuses on email openings and
closings and Section 5.6 explores overall the request structure, to answer the following
research question:
RQ 2.4 What is the overall structure of emails in terms of email framing and of
the amount of modifiers included in each request?
Given that, along with the email subject, the opening sequence is the first part
of the email that the receiver is likely to read, this component may have a significant
impact on lecturer perception. Cultural aspects, individual preferences and contextual
cues may lead the writer of an email to select a formal opening with an institutional
form of address, or, on the contrary, an informal one, as speakers’ linguistic choices are
“determined by language-internal rules, as well as by social and cultural considerations”
(Taguchi and Roever, 2017:1). Sometimes the writer may even choose to opt out of
including an opening, especially after several email exchanges.
As explained in Chapter 4, the framework for email framing used in this study,
both regarding openings and closings, was adapted from Lindgren (2014), which, in turn,
was based on Bjorge (2007). Table 5.9 below illustrates the type and amount of email
openings found in the 141 emails gathered for the purposes of the present study.
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Category

Subcategory

N

%

Zero marking

No opening

24

17.02

Informal Greeting

Hi/Hello

8

Hi/Hello + FN/Professor

17

Good morning/afternoon

8

Good morning/afternoon

13

33.33

+ FN
Good morning/afternoon

1

+ Professor/Mrs.LN

Name

Use of ´´Dear´´

FN

5

Professor FN

1

Dear FN

41

Dear FNLN

10

Dear Professor/Dear Mrs.

11

4.26

43.97

FNLN

Other

“Greetings”

2

1.42

TABLE 5.9 EMAIL FRAME: OPENINGS DISPLAYED ON A CONTINUUM OF FORMALITY (GREETINGS; ADAPTED FROM LINDGREN,
2014; BASED ON BJORGE, 2007)

For the purpose of this study, five different categories were used, namely zero marking,
(informal) greeting, name, use of ‘Dear’ and other. As can be seen in Table 5.9, the most
frequently used openings were those that included the deference term ‘Dear’, which
were found in 43.97% of the emails. Among the subtypes found in the study, the term
‘Dear’ followed by the lecturer’s first name occurred the most. To a smaller degree,
students also used less common strategies such as appealers (i.e. lecturer’s first name).
All in all, these results seem to support the findings by Bjorge (2007) regarding Spanish
students’ display of less formal greetings than expected given the high power distance
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index in Spain according to Hofstede (2001). Although Salazar-Campillo and CodinaEspurz (2018) argue that this power difference should be acknowledged and noticeable
in student emails, our data reveals that deference was only marked in part by students
participating in this study.
To end their emails, students may choose to sign using their full name, include a
thanking sequence and a farewell sequence. The way in which they decide to close the
email request may also have a potential impact on the extent to which they achieve their
communicative purpose. Just like in the case of email openings, the analysis conducted
on email closings also followed an adaptation of the categories proposed by Lindgren
(2014). Table 5.10 below displays the results of this section, grouped into formal and
informal closings:
Category

Formal Closing

Subcategory

N

Sincerely + Name

3

Sincerely

3

Best regards/Kind regards

42

%

43.97

+ Name
Best regards/ Kind regards

14

Best wishes/Best wishes +

3

Name

Informal closings

Zero marking

Thanks + Name

4

Name

40

Other “Greetings”

1

No closing

31

34.04

21.99

TABLE 5.10 EMAIL FRAME: CLOSINGS DISPLAYED ON A CONTINUUM OF INFORMALITY (ADAPTED FROM LINDGREN, 2014;
BJORGE, 2007)
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Similarly to the results related to email openings, there was also a balance between the
amount of formal and informal email closings, with a slight preference for formal ones,
which were found in 43.97% of the emails. Informal closings accounted for 34.04% of
the total amount of closings. 21.99% of the emails did not include any closing. Formal
closings were mostly represented by the conventionalized ‘Best regards + Name’
sequence. Less frequently, students also used the more formal closing ‘Sincerely’.
Example 44 below illustrates an email that displays formal framing features,
whereas example 45 shows informal framing features. Nevertheless, it should be noted
that frequently students’ emails in the corpus under study displayed mixed registers,
including for example a formal greeting and an informal farewell.
Example 44:
Dear Professor,
I attach this file with the minutes of all of the meetings of group [GROUP ID] composed by
FNLN, FNLN, FNLN, FNLN, and FNLN.
Thank you,
Best regards.

Example 45:
Hello.
Yes I made a mistake at first, but I eventually managed to find the right place where it
should be uploaded. Please give me a confirmation that I have also uploaded the exercise
in the right place, and that you have got it.
Thank you :)
FN
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As a conclusion, the results of the analysis related to email openings have shown a
balance between students’ preference for formal and informal greetings. Taking into
account that in the academic setting there seems to be a preference for a more formal
style (Baron, 2002; Stephens et al., 2009; Knupsky and Nagy-Bell, 2011), there might be
a need to draw students’ attention to the use of email openings when writing to their
lecturers. Framing moves placed towards the more informal side on a continuum of
formality, could in part be the result of the fact that students are used to rely on instant
messaging for everyday communication. These findings are consistent with Salazar
Campillo (2018) who found that in both L1 Spanish and L2 English students fell short in
displaying the expected amount of politeness and formality in that their openings were
realized through either only a greeting or a greeting followed by the lecturer’s first
name. Our findings also resemble those of Salazar-Campillo and Codina-Espurz (2018),
who identified the use of “Dear” in 52% of the email openings included in their study in
L2 English student-initiated emails and in 28% of follow-up emails. Moreover, these
authors also found “Hi/Hello” in 24% of the email openings in student-initiated emails
and in 12% of the follow-up emails included in their study. In contrast, our findings do
not match the study by Bou-Franch (2013), who found that most of the openings and
closings in L2 English by L1 Spanish speakers were formal. In terms of the stylistic variety
employed, the EME students in the present study seemed to use a variety of greetings,
as compared to the findings by Codina-Espurz and Salazar-Campillo (2019), which show
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that the EME70 students in their study relied on two main patterns: greeting and greeting
followed by name.
Interestingly, 17.02% of the emails did not contain any opening sequence and
21.99% lacked a closing sequence, in contrast with the findings from previous studies
conducted in the Spanish context (Bou-Franch, 2011: 14% of the emails lacked an
opening; and Salazar-Campillo, 2018: 4% of the emails lacked an opening and all the
emails included a closing). As shown in previous studies on student-teacher
communication in the academic setting, zero marking for openings could result in
negative evaluations on the part of lecturers (Gesuato, 2018; Savic, 2018) or even lead
to communication breakdown (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011). Further analysis on
lecturer perception can explore the perlocutionary effect involved in the use of these
email components. Chapter 6 delves into this topic, in terms of the effect of the linguistic
realization of the requests and email framing on lecturer perception.

5.6 Overall request structure
This section provides an analysis of the overall email structure in terms of the amount
of internal and external modifiers included in each request in the corpus of naturallyoccurring requests gathered. As explained in Chapter 3, the framework for the overall
structure in terms of Head Act + internal downgraders was adapted from Pinto and
Raschio (2007), the only study to our knowledge that has also studied the structure of
requests. As regards the categorization of external modifiers in this section, it was based
on the categories that emerged from the study, following a similar structure to the

70

Codina-Espurz and Salazar-Campillo (2019) refer to the context of their study as a CLIL. The participants
in their study were students in the Primary Education Degree and in the English Studies majors.
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analysis of internal modifiers. Table 5.11 and Table 5.12 below display the findings the
overall regarding request structure.
Modifier

Request structure

N

%

Zero marking

86

47.51

HA+1

64

35.36

HA+2

27

14.92

HA+3/4

4

2.21

Zero marking

174

96.13

HA+1/2

6

3.32

HA+2

1

0.55

HA+3/4

0

0.00

Internal downgraders

Internal upgraders

TABLE 5.11 REQUEST STRUCTURE IN TERMS OF INTERNAL DOWNGRADERS CONTAINED (ADAPTED FROM PINTO AND RASCHIO,
2007)

Modifier

Request structure

N

%

Zero marking

28

15.47

HA+1/2

54

29.84

HA+3/4

74

40.88

HA+5 or more

25

13.81

Zero marking

154

85.08

HA+1/2

26

14.37

HA+3/4

1

0.55

HA+5 or more

0

0.00

External downgraders

External upgraders

TABLE 5.12 REQUEST STRUCTURE IN TERMS OF EXTERNAL DOWNGRADERS CONTAINED (LOOSELY ADAPTED FROM PINTO AND
RASCHIO, 2007)

The results showed that nearly half of the emails (47.51%) omitted the use of internal
downgraders, whereas, when they did occur, they tended to be limited to one
occurrence per email (35.36%). These results are in line with Pinto and Raschio (2007)
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who found that 49.1% of the requests produced by L1 Spanish speakers in Spanish were
characterized by zero downgraders and 39% only displayed one downgrader per
request. Furthermore, these findings seem to support previous studies in L2 pragmatics
that have shown a tendency for reduced use of internal modifiers in requests (Pinto and
Raschio, 2007; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Félix-Brasdefer, 2012). In terms of
external dowgraders, 3 or 4 external downgraders were included alongside with the
request Head Act in 40.88% of the emails, which supports previous studies on L2 request
production in academic settings (e.g. Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011). It is hoped that the
findings reported in this section will help to further understand the perlocutionary effect
of the linguistic realization of the requests described in Chapter 6.

5.7 Comparison between Corpus 1 and the textbook model by
Dellar and Walkley (2016)
As stated in Chapter 2, pragmatic input in EFL contexts mainly resides in classroom
interaction, textbooks and audiovisual materials (Alcón-Soler, 2005; 2008). As a result,
a textbook or pedagogical model of requests in emails can provide a baseline for the
results of our study regarding Corpus 1. This section therefore aims at answering the
following research question:
RQ3: To what extent do these student requests resemble the textual models for
email writing and requests writing provided by an EFL textbook?
Among the different English textbooks available for the Intermediate level, the
pedagogical model proposed by Dellar and Walkley (2016) seems suitable for our
purposes for a number of reasons. The aforementioned textbook was published quite
recently, it provides a considerable coverage of the email genre and it specifically
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examines requests as speech acts in emails. Previous research on textbook instruction
in pragmatics has suggested that textbooks do not seem to constitute sufficient sources
of pragmatic input in foreign language contexts (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Nuzzo, 2013).
Nuzzo (2013) further argues that textbooks seem to rely on oversimplified versions of
speech acts. In order to contrast our findings with a baseline and to test this view, the
main features of the student requests included in Corpus 1 will be compared to email
and request characteristics from this EFL textbook that offers four lessons on email
writing (Dellar and Walkley, 2016). Rather than including requests in units dealing with
the conditional tense or modal verbs that teach the query preparatory “Can I + VP”, the
textbook by Dellar and Walkley devotes four writing lessons to the following topics:
1) Keeping in touch (Dellar and Walkley, 2016: 150-151), a lesson focused on an
informal email between friends. The main outcome of this lesson is for students
to write an email to someone whom they haven’t been in touch with for a while
in order to catch up. In terms of vocabulary and grammar, the lesson draws
students’ attention to some discourse markers (too/also/as well as/apart from)
and the use of different verb tenses (past perfect simple/past continuous) to
refer to the last time they spoke to/wrote to/saw someone.
2) Short emails (Dellar and Walkley, 2016: 152-153), on the use of email as a means
of communication using English. In this lesson, the authors use three examples
of emails to stress the importance of including a line that explains the purpose
of the email. The lesson also introduces the difference between informal and
formal emails. The grammatical component of the lesson is the use of ellipsis
when the missing words in a sentence are assumed to be understood by the
reader. Regarding vocabulary, it is aimed at email closings, both formal and
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informal. The final writing task consists of four short emails, two more formal
and two more informal ones.
3) Making requests (Dellar and Walkley, 2016: 156-157) offers four examples of
emails that include requests. In terms of grammar, indirect questions are
introduced and students are advised to use them instead of direct questions in
(email) writing. The vocabulary part of the lesson teaches students to use formal
synonyms for more informal verbs when appropriate (such as inform vs. tell,
request vs. ask for). Additionally, it explains the use of “as” in writing and in the
some common expressions such as “as soon as possible” and “as quickly as you
can”. The writing task involves writing two emails that display requests, a formal
one (to a hotel or company) and an informal one (to a partner), as well as writing
a reply to a partner’s emails.
4) Formal emails (Dellar and Walkley, 2016: 158-159), as suggested by the title,
displays a more extended, formal email written by a student to a trip organizer
in order to request some changes. Students need to follow the model provided
to complete the writing task, which also consists of the same type of email. In
this specific lesson, student’s attention is drawn to five features of formal emails:
a) Using surnames as address forms
b) Avoiding contractions
c) Avoiding direct questions
d) Using formal vocabulary
e) Using formal signatures
Moreover, the lesson also focuses on discourse markers for contrast, namely
“although”, “however” and “but”.
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Given that the textbook by Dellar and Walkley (2016) is aimed at intermediate students
of English (i.e. students who have already achieved a B1 and are progressing towards a
B2 level), comparing their guidelines on emails and requests with the findings from the
present thesis could indicate whether the EME student participants are successful at
achieving their communicative goals.
In terms of the explicit instructions provided in the aforementioned textbook,
the desirable features of a formal email, such as the one addressed to a lecturer, would
be the five features (a to e) mentioned in 4 above, as well as the inclusion of a move
that states the purpose of the email, such as a preparator, an orientation move or
getting a precommitment. Overall, the results of the analysis for Corpus 1 shows that
email openings and closings were not displayed in all the emails from the corpus, with
0.83 instances of email openings and 0.78 email closings per email. The use of last names
as address forms only occurred in 22 of the emails, which accounts for 0.16 per email.
The total amount of moves that stated the purpose of the emails (i.e. preparators,
orientation moves and getting a precommitment) was 63, i.e. 0.45 occurrences per
email. Direct questions were also quite frequent in Corpus 1, especially in the realization
of requests for information, which were mostly expressed through direct strategies
(60%). The participants in the study also used contractions (e.g. don’t, can’t)
persistently. In terms of vocabulary, although the emails did not display verbs that Dellar
and Walkley (2016:157) refer to as “more formal”, such as “enquire” or “inform”, the
analysis at the lexical level did show the use of subject-specific vocabulary, especially in
requests for information. Finally, formal signatures using the expression “Sincerely”
were found in 6 emails, which accounts for 0.04 instances per email. Overall, the email
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requests from Corpus 1 do not seem to share features with the explicit advice provided
in this textbook on writing formal emails.
To uncover the implicit advice on email writing and requesting in the textbook
by Dellar and Walkley (2016), the emails provided as examples were analyzed in terms
of openings and closings, the level of directness, perspective and internal and external
modification, so that they could be compared to the email requests from Corpus 1. In
total, there are 9 emails provided as writing examples in the four lessons from the
textbook (see Appendix 3). 7 of the emails could be placed on the more informal side of
a continuum of formality as they are emails to friends and 2 of the emails on the more
formal one, as they are addressed to a trip organizer and a hotel manager. It is
interesting to notice how, although they are expected to be able to write both formal
and informal emails, learners using this textbook are mainly exposed to informal or
“neutral” Dellar and Walkley (2016:153) emails and their linguistic characteristics.
In terms of the informal/neutral openings, there are 4 emails opened through
the use of “Dear” followed by the first name of the addressee and 3 through the more
informal greeting “Hi” again followed by the first name of the addressee. The formal
emails include the following openings: the generic “Dear Sir/Madam” (possibly as an
example of an opening in the case when the addressee’s last name is unknown) and
“Dear” followed by the title and the addressee’s last name. Regarding email closings,
learners are exposed to more stylistic variation than in openings, as each email provides
one example of closing, as displayed in Table 5.13 below. Importantly, the formal emails
provided as examples follow the explicit advice mentioned above, namely the inclusion
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of a formal signature composed by a formal expression (i.e. Yours faithfully/sincerely)
and the writer’s full name.
Email

Opening

Closing

Email 1

Dear + FN

Lots of love + FN

Email 2

Dear + FN

Many thanks + FN

Email 3

Hi + FN

All the best + FN

Email 4

Hi + FN

Cheers for now + FN

Email 5

Dear Sir/Madam

Yours faithfully + FNLN

Email 6

Hi + FN

FN

Email 7

Dear + FN

Cheers + FN

Email 8

Dear + FN

All the best + FN

Email 9

Dear Ms + LN

Yours sincerely + FNLN

TABLE 5.13 OPENINGS AND CLOSINGS EXAMPLES DELLAR AND WALKLEY (2016: 150-159)

Overall, the email examples provided in the textbook offer learners input of both
requests for action (11 examples) and requests for information (8 examples), as can be
observed in Table 5.14 below. Moreover, Emails 1, 2, 3 and 5 exemplify how several
requests can be formulated in the same email. In terms of head act directness, there
doesn not seem to be a high level of stylistic variation, as most requests are realized
through either conventionally indirect strategies (i.e. query preparatories) or mood
derivable (i.e. direct questions or imperatives, with the exception of a want statement).
In total, there are 11 requests (57.89%) realized through direct strategies and 8 (42.11%)
through conventionally indirect ones. Nonetheless, learners are provided with different
formulations of query preparatories:
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1) “Do you think you could…”
2) “Is there any chance you could…”
3) “I was wondering if you could possibly…”/”We were wondering if we could…”
4) “Would it be possible to…”.
What seems surprising to some extent is that, in spite of the fact that the authors
explicitly mention that direct questions are usually avoided in writing, 3 of the emails
that they offer as examples make use of direct questions. However, it is true that these
belong to informal emails addressed to friends. Similarly, mood derivable strategies in
which the imperative is used along with a time intensifier and with or without the
politeness marker “please” also fall into the category of informal emails.
Concerning request perspective, most of the requests are realized through
hearer perspective (i.e. “Can you…”), with only minimal instances of impersonal (i.e.
“Would it be possible…”) and speaker perspective (i.e. “I hope to…”). No instances of
inclusive perspective (i.e. “we”) are included.
Email

Directness

Email 1

4 requests for information
(mood
derivable:
direct
questions)
3 requests for action (2 mood
derivable: 1 upgrader time
intensifier71;
1
query
preparatory:
1
syntactic
downgrader-conditional72;
1
syntactic downgrader-tense73)

Perspective

6 hearer
1 impersonal74

71

“soon”
“would”
73
“could” instead of “can”
74
When asking about an experience, “How was it?”
72
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Email 2

Email 3

Email 4
Email 5

Email 6

Email 7
Email 8

Email 9

1 request for information (mood
derivable: direct question)
2 request for action (1 query
preparatory:
1
syntactic
downgrader-conditional and 1
syntactic downgrader-tense; 1
direct-want
statement:
1
upgrader time intensifier)75
2 request for information (1
direct-mood derivable: direct
question;
1
direct-mood
derivable: imperative; lexical
downgrader: marker “please”)
1 request for action (directmood
derivable;
lexical
downgrader: hedge76)
1 request for action (query
preparatory;
1
syntactic
downgrader-conditional)
1 request for information (query
preparatory:
1
syntactic
downgrader-tense)
1 request for action (query
preparatory:
1
syntactic
downgrader-tense; 1 lexical
downgrader-hedge)
1 request for action (query
preparatory:
1
syntactic
downgrader-tense)
1 request for action (query
preparatory:
1
syntactic
downgrader-tense; 1 lexical
downgrader-hedge77)
1 request for action (query
preparatory:
2
syntactic
downgraders: aspect78 and
tense; 1 lexical downgraderhedge79)

2 hearer
1 speaker

2 hearer

1 hearer

1 impersonal
1 hearer

1 hearer

1 hearer

1 hearer

1 speaker

TABLE 5.14 LEVEL OF DIRECTNESS, INTERNAL MODIFICATION AND PERSPECTIVE IN EMAIL EXAMPLES BY DELLAR AND WALKLEY
(2016)

In terms of external downgraders, all the emails in the textbook contain orientation
moves or preparators that state the purpose of the email and prepare the addressee for

75

Same examples as in Email 1: “would”, “can” and “soon”.
“when you have a free minute”
77
“if it’s not too much trouble”
78
“We were wondering”
79
“possibly”
76
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the request(s). In addition, they all contain grounders or explanations that justify the
requests.
Going back to Corpus 1 in this thesis, as stated before, in contrast to the examples
provided by Dellar and Walkley (2016), not all the emails contained an opening and a
closing. Although the use of the term “Dear” was displayed in 43.97% of the emails, it
was usually not followed by the academic title or the last name of the addressee, as in
the examples of formal emails provided in the textbook. Regarding closings, the most
frequently used ones in Corpus 1 were “Best regards/Kind regards”, usually followed by
the student’s name. The second most recurrent closing was the students’ name.
Regarding directness, whereas the examples provided in the textbook were
either realized through direct or conventionally indirect strategies, the requests in
Corpus 1 displayed direct, conventionally indirect and non-conventionally indirect
strategies. The overall preference for direct realizations in both the textbook and in
Corpus 1 is especially noticeable in requests for information, with direct strategies in
60% of the requests for information in Corpus 1. Both in the textbook and in Corpus 1
requests for action outnumber requests for information. In contrast, perspective follows
different patterns in the two sets of emails: the examples from the textbook rely mainly
on hearer perspective, while the requests in Corpus 1 mainly employ speaker
perspective.
Interestingly, concerning internal downgraders, Corpus 1 resembles the
examples of requests provided by Dellar and Walkley (2016), as syntactic downgraders
(0.49 instances per request) were more pervasive than lexical/phrasal downgraders
(0.24 per request). Moreover, among syntactic downgraders, conditional and tense
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were the most frequently used ones, followed by aspect. The same pattern applies to
the examples provided in the textbook. Remarkably, the politeness marker “please” only
appears in one of the requests in the textbook, which represents 0.05 instances per
request, a rate which is similar to the 0.08 instances per request found in Corpus 1.
In terms of external downgraders, Corpus 1 generally displayed a lower amount
than the textbook examples. Apart from the already mentioned findings on openings
and closings, there were also significantly less grounders in Corpus 1, with a rate of 0.50
occurrences per email. Additionally, Email 9 in the textbook included compliments, a
type of external downgrader that was not found in Corpus 1. Furthermore, Corpus 1
included external upgraders (i.e. complaints/criticisms) that were not displayed in any
of the emails provided in the textbook, either formal or informal.
On the whole, these findings seem to show more differences than similarities
between the guidelines provided in an EFL textbook on request and email writing and
the actual findings from Corpus 1. In order to further examine such differences, Chapter
6 will also explore whether the textual models provided in the textbook by Dellar and
Walkley (2016) match the expectations of lecturers surveyed in the Spanish academic
context Corpus 1 were produced, after detailing lecturers’ perception of student
emails/requests.
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5.8 Chapter summary and conclusions
This chapter has presented the findings related to Corpus 1, namely the type and
linguistic features of naturally-occurring requests in students’ emails to lecturers in the
EME context under study. Overall, the results show that requests for action were nearly
twice as recurrent as requests for information in Corpus 1. Part 1 of the chapter
(sections 5.1 to 5.4.2) focused on the nucleus of the requests and reported the following
findings: firstly, in terms of the linguistic realizations of the requests, the students
showed a preference for the different type of strategies in the following order: direct,
non-conventionally indirect and conventionally indirect; secondly, the most frequently
used type of perspective was speaker perspective; thirdly, students tended to rely more
on syntactic downgraders (i.e. conditional and tense) than on lexical/phrasal
downgraders (i.e. downtoners and the politeness marker ‘please’; finally, some
instances of internal upgraders were also found in the data.
The second part of the chapter (sections 5.4.3 and 5.5) has dealt with the
linguistic features of the emails beyond the request proper or head act. The following
results were found: in the EME context examined, students used external modifiers in
their requests much more often than internal modifiers; the most frequently displayed
external mitigators were email openings, email closings, grounders that justified the
requests and ´thanks´/pre-closing sequences; email openings and closings showed a
balance between formal and informal realizations.
The third part of the chapter focused on the structural sequencing of the
requests in Corpus 1 and on a comparison with textual models from a textbook. The
findings revealed that while internal mitigators were absent from nearly half of the
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request, when they were displayed, their use was usually limited to one downgrader per
request. In contrast, external downgraders were found in most of the request and more
than one third of the requests displayed three or four external downgraders. In terms
of the comparison between the requests in Corpus 1 and the pedagogical model
provided in the textbook, overall, there were more differences than similarities.
In terms of the politeness features displayed in the requests in our study,
similarly to previous research on requests in English (Nashaat-Sobhy, 2014; Freytag,
2020) and in Spanish (Freytag, 2020) the requests in Corpus 1 displayed both positive
and negative politeness features. Typical positive politeness features identified by
Freytag (2020) that were also found in the present study were the inclusion of thanking
sequences, the use of the politeness marker ‘please’, grounders, and preparators.
Negative politeness features identified by Freytag (2020) and found in the present study
were speaker perspective, the use of the conditional as an internal mitigator, as well as
apologies and disarmers.
The comparisons with previous studies revealed both similarities and
differences, thus indicating that the requests used in this EME Spanish university setting
present specific features which make this context quite unique. In this regard, it should
be mentioned that, although beyond the scope or the original research focus, the vast
majority of the emails written by the students in this context were in English, which
suggests that unlike for example80 in the Danish context, students perceived English not
only as the language of instruction but also as the language of out-of-class
communication.

80

I would like to thank Dr. Slobodanka Dimová from the University of Copenhagen for this comment.
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6 Results and Discussion. Corpus 2-lecturer perception
of student requests
This chapter reports the results related to the second stage of the study which aimed at
answering the following research questions introduced in Chapter 1:
RQ4: How are these EME student emails perceived by the corresponding
lecturers? More specifically, what particular pragmatic features (e.g. inclusion of
openings, level of directness) do lecturers give more weight to when evaluating
these student emails?
RQ5: Are there differences in the way lecturers perceive the student emails,
depending on the different disciplinary areas they belong to?
RQ 6: To what extend do the pragmatic features valued positively by the
surveyed lecturers match those displayed in an EFL textbook?
As stated in chapter 5, the first stage of the study was concerned with naturally occurring
requests in emails written by students to their lecturers. As 70% of the requests in the
data gathered were requests for action, in this second stage, the focus was placed on
requests for action. In terms of the strategy types found in the request for action in the
corpus gathered for the present study, these were formulated as follows: nonconventionally indirect strategies (47.93%), direct strategies (35.54%), and
conventionally indirect strategies (16.53%).

In terms of internal and external

modification, there were 0.64 internal and 2.69 external downgraders per request and
0.07 internal and 0.19 external upgraders per request. Overall, the average request
would therefore contain between three and four mitigators or downgraders, and one
out of five requests would include an aggravator or upgrader.
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Table 6.1 below provides an overview of the structure of each request from the
questionnaire. These were all requests for action concerned specifically with student
grades, realized through the most recurrent Head Act strategy types, namely nonconventionally indirect and direct strategies (of which the most frequently used ones
were want statements), but with different level and types of modification.

Email/Request Structure

HA strategy

Email 1

HA+6mit

Direct-want statement

Email 2

HA+3mit

Nonc indirect-strong hint

Email 3

HA+3mit

Direct-performative

Email 4

HA+8mit

Direct-want statement

Email 5

HA+4mit+2agg

Direct-want statement

Email 6

HA+5mit

Direct-want statement

Email 7

HA+1mit+6agg

Nonc indirect-strong hint

Email 8

HA+4mit+1agg

Nonc indirect-strong hint

TABLE 6.1 STRUCTURE OF THE REQUESTS INCLUDED IN THE PERCEPTION QUESTIONNAIRE

Having summarized the structure of the emails that will be examined more closely here,
the structure of the chapter will be as follows: section 6.1 provides the answer to the
RQ4 mentioned above. The first part of the section provides an overview of the pleasant
or comfortable aspects versus the annoying or uncomfortable aspects (Gesuato, 2018:
5) that lecturers identified in the eight emails; these were labeled under the categories
preferred and dispreferred features. The second part of the section, namely subsections
6.1.2 to 6.1.5, focuses on the lecturers’ perceptions regarding each of the criteria taken
into account in the analysis: (in)formality, appropriateness, politeness and lecturers’
willingness to comply with the students’ requests. Subsequently, section 6.2 aims at
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answering RQ5 and pinpoints similarities and differences in email/request perception
between lecturers from the area of language and linguistics and lecturers from other
disciplinary areas. Then, section 6.3 compares the overall findings from this chapter with
the writing advice for learners and the pedagogical model of email/requests provided in
Dellar and Walkley (2016), therefore answering RQ6. Finally, section 6.4 closes the
chapter with a summary and some conclusions.

6.1 Overall findings regarding lecturer perceptions
In total, there were 26 respondents to the perception questionnaire, 14 from the area
of language and linguistics and 12 from other disciplinary areas, including business,
psychology and biotechnology. The self-reported level of English ranged between C1 and
C2 and their self-reported years of teaching experience ranged from six months to 34
years. Regarding age, the range was comprised between 31 and 65 years old. Table 6.2
below summarizes these features.
University

Total N of Language and Linguistics
participants

Other disciplinary areas

University 1

16

7 lecturers

8 lecturers

University 2

8

6 lecturers

2 lecturers

University 3

2

1 lecturer

1 lecturer

TABLE 6.2 PARTICIPANTS IN THE PERCEPTION QUESTIONNAIRE

6.1.1 Preferred and dispreferred features
The qualitative analysis sought to find out what specific linguistic features of email
requests lecturers associate with each of the criteria included in the study (i.e. formality,
appropriateness, politeness and willingness to comply with the request) in all the emails
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contained within the perception questionnaire. The following observed categories of
preferred and dispreferred features of emails sometimes overlapped among the criteria
formality, appropriateness and politeness. In fact, in many cases lecturers relied on one
criterion to justify the score given to an email for another criterion, as shown in the
comments below:
“Because of the degree of informality it is not that appropriate.” (P19, E4, C2)81
“…the mail is sufficiently polite.” (P12, E1, C1)
Preferred features that generally triggered positive comments from the lecturers were
the following:


the inclusion of a greeting/opening and a farewell/closing



the inclusion of an acknowledgement or thank you sequence



clarity and brevity (i.e. the extent to which the request was formulated clearly
and its length)



formal/academic justification (i.e. the extent to which the student could provide
a written or formal justification to support the request)

The absence of one or several of the items above seemed to trigger negative
perceptions. In addition, the dispreferred features included below also usually led to
negative perceptions of emails:


directness (i.e. a high degree of directness involved in the request)



written like speech (i.e. the extent to which the request contained stretches of
language similar proper of spoken production rather than written production)

81

Coding scheme: P19= Participant 19; E4= Email 4; C1= Criterion 1, (In)Formality; C2= Appropriateness,
C3= Politeness; C4= Willingness to comply with the request.
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criticizing/questioning lecturer (i.e. the extent to which the request questioned
lecturer authority and lecturer behavior in the academic setting)



emotional component (i.e. the extent to which the request included reference
to students’ feelings and emotions)



justifications for the requests that were based on personal rather than academic
reasons

In spite of the fact that the reasons given by the respondents of the questionnaire
sometimes overlapped among the different criteria, in some cases the lecturers seemed
to perceive clear differences between formality, politeness and appropriateness, as the
following comments testify:
“It is too informal but it is not exactly impolite.” (P19, E4, C3)82
“It’s polite although the language is not fully appropriate.” (P21, E5, C3).
“I do not feel I can rank it in a formality scale. It would be easier to mark it in an
"appropriateness scale", in which it would be a 3.” (P8, E1, C1)
“It's not informal, but perhaps not completely appropriate.” (P5, E3, C1)
The findings of the qualitative analysis were in line with previous studies which also
found that the inclusion of proper greetings and closings in the email request may have
an impact on lecturer perception (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; 2016; Alcón-Soler,
2015), as well as on the degree of directness involved in the email (Alcón-Soler, 2015).
In addition, as shown by previous studies in the area of out of class communication
(Stephens et al., 2009; 2011), the present study also confirmed that the level of formality
displayed in the emails may have an influence on lecturers’ willingness to comply with
students’ requests. However, lecturers’ willingness to comply with the requests was

82

In order to be faithful to participants’ views, their comments have not been edited in any way.
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sometimes understood by the respondents of the questionnaire as replying to the
student’s email rather than actually complying with the request involved in the email,
as pointed out by some of the participants:
“I would certainly answer this message, but I would not necessarily say yes.” (P15,
E2, C4)
“I always try to help my students so I would answer back the email answering
his/her questions, but I would definitely not change his/her grade.” (P1, E7, C4)
The following lecturers’ comments point to the usefulness of including particular
linguistic features in student-initiated emails, such as hedging devices and appropriate
greetings and closings. Moreover, they seem to suggest that lecturers acknowledge the
importance of instruction in email pragmatics in English.
“The message is very direct with no hedging. It often implies teacher's fault in the
failing.” (P1, E7, C1)
“Sería bueno que les enseñáramos a escribir de forma educada. Me doy cuenta
que yo también recibo muchos correos de este tipo.”(P6, E6, C1)
Other comments by the lecturers explicitly link their willingness to comply with the
student request to the way the students formulate their requests, as displayed in the
examples below:
“Este alumno está muy enfadado y frustrado. En vez de contar hasta 1000 antes
de escribir, ha vomitado toda su rabia. No parece una buena estrategia para
solicitar algo.” (P6, E7, C2)
“No way, not if s/he asks in these terms” (P9, E7, C4)
“I would consider the other request, the one on the mark, to be more difficult to
grant, though, especially because of the way it has been put.” (P4, E6, C4)
Additionally, one of the lecturers also indicated that the strategies that students use
when writing emails to their lecturers may be dangerously replicated in the professional
setting:
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“Tendría que entender el contexto. Por el contenido del correo no creo que
atendiera a sus peticiones. No me gustan las exigencias. Un alumno de
Universidad debería saber cómo dirigirse a sus profesores. Como lo hagan ahora,
lo harán con sus jefes.” (P6, E5, C4)
A further comment by Participant 21 shows the students’ perceived ability to use the L2
for informal purposes but, at the same time, acknowledges possible difficulties in
adapting to a more formal setting, a finding which mirrors the results from Doiz et al.
(2019a):
“"...freaking me out." This is one of those students who is good at everyday
speaking but does not understand there are different levels of formality.” (P21,
E7, C3)

6.1.2 Perceptions regarding (in)formality
As explained in the previous subsection, there were common features perceived
positively by the lecturers across the four criteria for request evaluation. Nevertheless,
each criterion triggered similar themes or topics to different degrees. At the lexical level,
a word frequency analysis of the lecturers’ comments regarding (in)formality, displayed
in Figure 6.1 below, showed that the extent to which an email was considered to be
formal depended on the level of status-congruency it demonstrated (as shown by the
frequent use of the nouns “student” and “teacher”), but also on the amount of
directness and politeness involved.
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Figure 6.1 Word frequency for comments on (in)formality

The main themes that emerged from the content analysis conducted on lecturers’
comments on (in)formality are displayed in Figure 6.2 below. The three most recurring
ones were the status-congruency of the email, followed by L2 issues (ranging from
comments on grammar and email structure to issues related to pragmatics) and email
framing (Savic, 2018) with opening and closings sequences or other formal expressions.
To a lesser extent, the level of formality perceived by the lecturers in the email, the level
of politeness involved, the level of directness and the type of grounders or justifications
provided for the request also seemed to influence lecturer perceptions.
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Figure 6.2 Main themes in comments on (in)formality

The comments related to status congruency of the emails regarded (non-) adherence
to student and teacher roles in the academic setting, the tone of the email and the
extent to which the email questioned the lecturer’s authority in the academic setting
or criticized the lecturer. The following examples illustrate each of these subcategories:
“The roles of teacher-student seem to be inversed”. (P7, E2, C1)
“…starts on a very direct tone (even slightly arrogant)”. (P4, E2, C1)
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“…seems to be blaming the teacher on his/her mark.” (P4, E1, C1)
Regarding L2 issues, the lack of a clear and coherent email structure, grammar and
punctuation errors and the use of an inappropriate register tended to trigger negative
comments concerning informality:
“The email is written in a very informal style, without structuring the content in
any way, subject line, body text.” (P23, E4, C1)
“…wrong use of punctuation.” (P22, E1, C1)
“It should not address the professor by his/her first name.” (P21, E6, C1)
Nevertheless, lecturers also acknowledged the difficulties that students writing in an
L2 may find in trying to write a formal email, as shown in the following comments:
“I find the level of formality adequate, especially for a student who obviously uses
English as a foreign language.” (P5, E1, C1)
“The student seems to wish to be very formal, but his/her level of English, and
probably some intercultural issues - what is considered appropriately formal in
different cultures - seems to be causing pragmatic mismatches that may make
this email be perceived as inappropriate in some respects, including being "too
formal" to the extent of impolite.” (P8, E1, C1)

Theme

Sources83

References

status (in)congruent

36

38

(non)adherence to roles

19

19

tone of the email

12

12

criticizing lecturer

7

7

L2 issues

30

37

structure

8

8

grammar and punctuation errors

8

8

inappropriate register

7

7

83

Sources refer to the number of .txt files (i.e. comment by a particular lecturer participant on a particular
criterion regarding a particular email) in which there was a reference to a given theme. References instead
refer to the number of times each theme or subtheme was found in the data.
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difficulty in using formal language

4

4

foreign language

2

3

style

3

3

chatty style

2

2

changing style

1

1

language limitations

1

2

intercultural issues

1

1

pragmatic issues

1

1

formal framing and expressions

30

35

(in)formal framing

20

25

opening

16

16

closing

8

8

formal expressions

10

10

formal language

3

3

formulaic expressions

2

2

polite formula

2

2

formal expressions

1

1

formal phrases

1

1

formulaic language

1

1

formality level

15

20

quite formal

5

6

(too) informal

4

4

appropriately formal

1

2

formality scale

1

2

perfectly formal

2

2

enough formal

1

1

correct formality level

1

1

reasonably formal

1

1

scale

1

1

appropriateness scale

1

1

politeness level

19

20

degree

15

15
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polite expressions

5

5

directness level

17

17

grounders

13

15

personal reasons

6

7

adequate reasons

4

4

formal justifications

1

1

reasonable request

1

1

strong reason

1

1

missing reasons

1

1

clarity level

8

8

clear

5

5

confuse

3

3

email lenght

6

6

wordy

5

5

concise

1

1

degree of imposition

4

4

appropriateness

1

2

appropriately formal

1

1

appropriateness scale

1

1

email communication

2

2

mitigating strategies

1

2

modal verbs

1

1

use of hedging

1

1

TABLE 6.3 THEMES AND SUB-THEMES IN COMMENTS ON (IN)FORMALITY

Comments regarding formal framing mainly focused on the email opening rather than
email closing, as illustrated in Table 6.3 above. The use of what lecturers perceived as
“formal expressions” also seemed to play a role in perceptions of formality. An example
referring to each of these subthemes (i.e. opening, closing and formal expressions) is
displayed below:
“The opening is too informal. The rest is ok.” (P15, E2, C1)
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“Use of first names, no formal farewell formula”. (P17, E6, C1)
“It contains all the standard formal expressions.” (P17, E8, C1)
In contrast with the themes mentioned so far, email features related to the degree of
imposition of the request and the perceived level of appropriateness seemed to
generally influence formality perception to a much smaller extent. One of the lecturers
who took these features into account when assessing email (in)formality stated that:
“The formulaic beginning and end of the mail is appropriate but the request
itself is too pushy.” (P4, E6, C1)
Interestingly, in line with Savic (2018), two of the comments made reference to the
particular features of email as a genre in terms of conventions and suitability of use:
“The use of the first name; the directness of the phrasing make it seem too
informal. However, these problems may not be intentional: they could be due to
language limitations; the general conventions of e-communication (more
informal, in general) and/or cultural considerations (perhaps this approach is
acceptable in the home country or university).” (P20, E1, C1)
“An email is not the right way to explain personal problems.” (P3, E4, C1)

Regarding the quantitative analysis, the average scores provided by the lecturers and
displayed in Table 6.4 below showed that overall, Email 8 was perceived as the most
formal one. Email 8 contained a request that was realized through a non-conventionally
indirect strategy, namely a strong hint. In terms of the general structure of the email,
apart from the head act, it contained four mitigators and one aggravator. As regards
framing moves, it contained a formal opening (DEAR+FNLN) and a formal closing (“Yours
faithfully, FNLN”). In contrast, Emails 4 and 7 were perceived to be placed at the other
end of the continuum. Similarly to Email 8, the request that the survey respondents were
asked to focus on in Email 7 was also realized through a non-conventionally indirect
strategy, a strong hint, but the email overall contained one mitigator and six
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aggravators. Also, in contrast to Email 8, Email 7 did not include an opening and it
contained an informal closing, namely the student’s first name. Moreover, Email 7 was
quite verbose and included an emotional component, trying to justify the request with
personal rather than academic reasons.

Criteria

E1

E2

E3

E4

E5

E6

E7

E8

(In)Formality

2.96

2.62

3.42

3.88

2.65

2.12

3.88

2.08

Appropriateness

2.92

3.08

2.38

2.04

2.62

4.04

1.88

3.65

Politeness

3.23

2.85

2.92

2.54

3.15

3.88

2.00

3.96

Willingness to
comply

3.81

3.54

4.19

2.04

3.04

4.12

2.50

3.69

TABLE 6.4 AVERAGE SCORES FROM PERCEPTION QUESTIONNAIRES84

To inquire whether the apparent salient differences between Email 8 and Email 4 and
between Email 8 and Email 7 were statistically significant, a paired t-test was carried
out. As displayed in Table 6.5 below, the differences in lecturer perception between
these two emails were statistically significant.
Paired t-tests Formality
Email 8 & Email 4

0.0000402

Email 8 & Email 7

0.0000354

p < 0.05

TABLE 6.5 PAIRED T-TEST FOR FORMALITY

84

The highest and lowest average marks are indicated in bold.
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It might therefore be argued that the linguistic structures used by students in
formulating their requests such as the level of directness, the type of opening and
closing and the amount and type of mitigators and aggravators can influence how
lecturers’ perceive the email/the request.
Participant 25 scored Email 8 at the highest degree of formality, arguing that it displays:
“Very nicely formal language, adequate reasons, and reasonable request, making
the student's point but without failing to acknowledge the teacher's face wants”
(P25, E8, C1)
Participant 3 rated Email 7 at the highest level of informality stating that:
“There is not even a greeting or an ending to the email, which rather seems a
personal outburst of negative emotions.” (P3, E7, C1)
In fact, as already stated at the beginning of this section and illustrated in the comment
above, the absence of a greeting and the presence of personal information tended to be
associated with negative perceptions on the part of lecturers. Also, failing to meet
lecturer expectations regarding the roles of lecturers and students in the university
setting (i.e. status-incongruency) was another feature that generally translated into
informality, also in the cases of the emails that ranked highest on the informality scale.
The following comments illustrate this view:
“When a student writes to a prof, he should keep in mind he is not writing a
whatsapp to a buddy.” (P18, E4, C1)
“This is the way you would write to a friend, not to a teacher "freaking me out",
"I am really upset".” (P19, E7, C1)
“… this does not look like a teacher-student relation.” (P17, E4, C1)
“… unaware of academic roles.” (P07, E7, C1)
Moreover, emails that did display an inappropriate style also tended to be perceived in
a negative fashion, as shown in the following comment on Email 7:
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“It is written as many students speak.” (P14, E7, C1).
Overall, in terms of formality, in could be said that some preferred features that
can help to make the email come across as formal in the university setting under study
are the inclusion of a formal greeting and a formal closing, as well as generally using
formal expressions throughout the email and acknowledging the power difference
between students and lecturers. On the other hand, inappropriate style or register,
grammar and punctuation errors and justifying the request with personal reasons or
displaying an emotional component in the email are features that might lead to an email
being perceived as informal.

6.1.3 Perceptions regarding appropriateness
A word frequency analysis of the lecturers’ comments regarding perceived
appropriateness in the eight emails suggested that status congruency, as shown in the
high use of the nouns “student” and “teacher”, was a potentially influent feature for
appropriateness. The frequency analysis further showed the importance of two other
criteria for assessments of appropriateness, as displayed in the frequent use of the
adjectives “polite”, “formal”, “informal”, “respectful” and “offensive”. A word cloud of
the most frequently used words in the present study when commenting on
appropriateness is displayed in Figure 6.3 below.
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Figure 6.3 Word frequency for comments on appropriateness

The actual content analysis showed that the most influential aspects regarding
email/request appropriateness were the perceived politeness level of the
email/request, issues related to the use of the L2 when writing the email and the degree
of imposition of the request, as shown in the main emerging themes illustrated in Figure
28 below. Furthermore, Figure 6.4 shows that the level of directness and email length
also accounted for lecturers’ perceptions of email/request appropriateness. Table 6.6
below displays further themes and subthemes related to this criterion.
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Figure 6.4 Main themes in comments on appropriateness

Interestingly, features that were foregrounded in perceptions of (in)formality such as
the status congruency of the email and the formal framing of the email, were found to
be slightly less influential on perceptions of appropriateness. On the other hand, the
degree of imposition of the request and the length of the email seemed to acquire more
importance when assessing appropriateness.
Theme

Sources

References

politeness level

22

23

offensive

8

8

reasonably polite

6

7

232

quite polite

3

3

polite expressions

2

2

modal verbs

1

1

polite expressions

1

1

complete politeness

1

1

polite manner

1

1

really polite

1

1

L2 issues

14

17

grammar and punctuation errors

8

8

inappropriate register

4

4

language limitations

2

2

pragmatic issues

2

2

structure

1

1

difficulty in using formal language

0

0

foreign language

0

0

intercultural issues

0

0

style

0

0

degree of imposition

12

12

directness level

10

10

too direct

7

7

direct expressions

3

3

email lenght

9

10

wordy

7

7

concise

2

2

formal framing and expressions

5

9

informal expressions

3

4

formal expressions

2

3

(in)formal framing

0

4

closing

0

2

opening

0

2

grounders

9

9

missing reasons

3

3
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adequate reasons

2

2

personal reasons

2

2

formal justifications

1

1

reasonable request

1

1

strong reason

0

0

status (in)congruent

6

7

(non)adherence to roles

3

3

criticizing lecturer

2

2

tone of the email

2

2

clarity level

5

5

confuse

5

5

clear

0

0

appropriateness

2

2

email communication

1

1

formality level

0

4

correct formality level

2

2

(too) informal

1

1

enough formal

1

1

appropriately formal

0

0

formality scale

0

0

perfectly formal

0

0

quite formal

0

0

reasonably formal

0

0

scale

0

0

mitigating strategies

0

0

modal verbs

0

0

use of hedging

0

0

TABLE 6.6 THEMES AND SUB-THEMES IN COMMENTS ON APPROPRIATENESS

The following are examples of comments that related the level of appropriateness of
the email/request to the level of politeness involved:
“It is polite and formal.” (P1, E8, C2)
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“It is polite and not too direct.” (P1, E8, C2)
“It is formulated in a very polite manner.” (P12, E8, C2)
While comments on (in)formality regarding L2 issues mostly involved email
structure and grammar and punctuation errors, comments on appropriateness mainly
focused on grammar and punctuation:
“…the student should have taken more care in selecting tenses and reviewing
grammar.” (P18, E1, C2)
“Even if the language is comprehensible, there are some basic mistakes that may
have a negative impact on the reader.” (P4, E1, C2)
“Wrong punctuation, misspelling.” (P22, E3, C2)
“…there are no full stops in the email and, so, it is difficult to read.” (P13, E4, C2)
In addition, two comments regarding students’ pragmatic competence in L2
English were also identified in the data:
“Also, from the pragmatic point of view, it mixes up very direct expressions with
formulaic ones, which shows the student is trying to be polite but might lack
linguistic competence to do so appropriately.” (P4, E1, C2)
“As noted above, due to pragmatic problems probably caused by the student's
level of English and cultural background.” (P8, E1, C2)
The potential effect of the level of imposition involved in the request on
lecturers’ perceptions of appropriateness is illustrated in the following comments.
Furthermore, the last two comments point out the effect of individual variables, given
that the same email/request can trigger slightly different perceptions: in this case,
Participant 9 describes Email 5 as “too demanding”, while Participant 8 perceives it as
“a bit too urging”.
“…tone is fine, but the request is a bit exaggerated.” (P12, E1, C2)
“…the imposition is high.” (P25, E2, C2)
“It sounds too demanding.” (P4, E3, C2)
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“It demands too much, too demanding.” (P9, E5, C2)
“It is a bit too urging, but appropriate reasons are provided.” (P8, E5, C2).

As previously stated, email length also seemed to influence lecturers’ perceptions of
appropriateness:
“It has too long sentences.” (P13, E1, C2)
“I prefer to receive shorter and more precise communications”. (P14, E1, C2)
“Clear, concise and polite.” (P18, E8, C2)
“Concise and clear”. (P8, E6, C2)
The level of directness displayed in the email/request seemed to influence
appropriateness perceptions to the same extent as email length, as shown in Table 31
above and in the comments below:
“…expressions seem to be too direct.” (P1, E5, C2)
“…they are too direct (line 4, for instance).” (P9, E1, C2)
“The language is very direct and informal.” (P11, E3, C2)
After reviewing the overall findings regarding appropriateness, the next step in
the analysis was to identify the email requests that were perceived as the most
appropriate and the least appropriate, respectively. The results of the quantitative
analysis showed that, as well as the most informal one, Email 7 was perceived to be the
least appropriate email among the eight emails included in the perception
questionnaire. At the other end of the scale was Email 6, which was perceived to be the
most appropriate one. The request that the participants were asked to focus on in Email
6 was realized through a direct strategy, namely through a want statement and, apart
from the underlined head act, the email overall contained five mitigators and no
aggravators. In terms of framing, it contained a formal greeting (i.e. “Dear+FN”) and an
informal closing (i.e. “FN”).
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To examine whether the difference between the scores for appropriateness
obtained for Email 6 and Email 7 were statistically significant, a paired t-test was carried
out. The results showed that the difference was statistically significant, as displayed in
Table 6.7 below:

Paired t-test Appropriateness
Email 6 & Email 7

0.0000000035

p < 0.05

TABLE 6.7 PAIRED T-TEST FOR APPROPRIATENESS

When asked to explain the mark on appropriateness given to this email, Participant 1
wrote:
“The situation is well explained and the student uses polite expressions such as
"hope that..." and conditional forms that soften the message” (P01, E6, C2).
Interestingly, one of the participants also referred to the importance of the timing
chosen for sending this email:
“It is respectful and it is written in advance, to explain the problem before it
happens instead of trying to justify something that already happened” (P24, E6,
C2)
In contrast, one of the participants also pointed to the (inappropriate) timing of the
request made by the student in Email 7:
“It seems a little late to write this the day previous to the final case. And it is too
informal” (P10, E7, C2)
Taking into account these results, a set of preferable features that can make a request
addressed in an email come across as appropriate in this university setting are as
follows: the omission of requests that involve a high degree of imposition, the mitigation
of the level of directness, the conciseness of the message and the revision of grammar
and orthography before sending the email.
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6.1.4 Perceptions regarding politeness
A word frequency analysis conducted on the lecturers’ comments on politeness
suggested that the status congruency of the email would possibly influence lecturers’
perceptions of politeness, as seen from the wide use of the nouns “student” and
“teacher” (see Figure 6.5). This analysis further indicated that the level of directness
would also have a possible effect, whereas (in)formality and appropriateness would
have a smaller influence.

Figure 6.5 Word frequency for comments on politeness

The actual content analysis showed that, apart from the perceived level of politeness,
the level of directness displayed in the email/request, the status-congruency of the
email and the degree of imposition involved in the request were the major themes in
the data regarding politeness perceptions. Figure 6.6 below illustrates the most
recurrent themes in comments concerning politeness. As shown in Figure 6.6, themes
that were emphasized in comments regarding (in)formality such as L2 issues and formal
framing seem to play a less important role when lecturers are asked to assess
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email/request politeness in the context under study. In a similar vein, email length,
which turned out to be quite significant in regards to perceptions on appropriateness,
seems to acquire a considerably lesser role in assessing email/request politeness. A list
of the themes emerging from comments on politeness and their corresponding
subthemes is offered in Table 6.8 below.

Figure 6.6 Main themes in comments on politeness

Regarding the level of politeness, the following are examples of comments illustrating
both perceptions of politeness and perceptions of impoliteness in the eight emails. In
spite of the decrease in influence regarding L2 issues for this criterion, the third
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comment shows how the lecturer takes into account the fact that the student wrote the
email in a language that is not his/her L1.
“In the end, the request has been worded in a polite manner.” (P18, E1, C3)
“It's quite polite.” (P9, E2, C3)
“The email does not use the "traditional" English politeness forms, but is written
in a friendly and polite manner.” (P12, E1, C3)
“If the student is looking for revision, he/she should use more respectful
formulas.” (P21, E1, C3)
Importantly, one of the lecturers emphasized the complexities involved in assessing the
emails/requests on a politeness scale:
“Polite is a broad term and also and [sic.] impression. This email, maybe because
of the lack of punctuation marks, or the grammar errors, or because the student
doesn't ask for an alternative time convenient for the professor, doesn't sound
polite to me.” (P18, E2, C3).

Themes

Sources

References

politeness level

21

25

polite

15

18

offensive

5

5

degree

1

1

polite expressions

1

1

reasonably polite

0

0

really polite

0

0

quite polite

0

0

complete politeness

0

0

directness level

17

17

too direct

16

16

direct expressions

1

1

status (in)congruent

14

14

(non)adherence to roles

5

5

tone of the email

5

5
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criticizing lecturer

4

4

degree of imposition

10

10

formal framing and expressions

5

7

(in)formal framing

5

7

opening

4

4

closing

3

3

formal expressions

0

0

informal expressions

0

0

formal Greetings

0

0

mitigating strategies

5

6

modal verbs

3

3

use of hedging

3

3

L2 issues

3

4

foreign language

1

1

language limitations

1

1

inappropriate register

1

1

grammar and punctuation errors

1

1

difficulty in using formal language

0

0

structure

0

0

pragmatic issues

0

0

intercultural issues

0

0

style

0

0

grounders

2

2

strong reason

1

1

personal reasons

1

1

adequate reasons

0

0

reasonable request

0

0

formal justifications

0

0

missing reasons

0

0

email lenght

1

1

clarity level

1

1

appropriateness

0

0

241

formality level

0

0

email communication

0

0

TABLE 6.8 THEMES AND SUB-THEMES IN COMMENTS ON POLITENESS

Regarding the degree of directness involved, the following comments seem to suggest
that a high degree of directness can result in a negative perception of politeness:
“…content seems to be very direct and straightforward.” (P23, E2, C3)
“I think it is too direct.” (P24, E3, C3)
“The underlined sentence seems to be an order.” (P13, E5, C3)
On the contrary, the comment below seems to indicate that the use of indirectness can
lead to positive perceptions of politeness, at least in some cases:
“It uses indirect language and you can see the student is trying to use polite
words.” (P5, E8, C3)
Concerning the status-congruency of the email, the tone of the email, adherence to
norms (i.e. acknowledging the lecturers’ higher degree of power and status in the
academic setting) and the extent to which the email questioned or criticized the lecturer
seemed to play an equally important role when assessing politeness, as shown in Table
33 above and illustrated in the following comments:
“The tone is respectful.” (P20, E5, C3)
“The student starts the email quite harshly, but then she moves to a much more
polite tone asking the teacher to please consider the situation and thanking
her/him for her/his help and consideration on the matter.” (P1, E5, C3)
“The teacher's face needs are not sufficiently accounted for.” (P25, E2, C3)
“It is actually quite a face threatener.” (P15, E5, C3)
“Also, at various points, the student seems to blame the teacher.” (P20, E7, C3)
“Use of words such as "I assume" may be too harsh and blame the teacher for
possible student's mistakes.” (P1, E2, C3)
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Politeness was also quite frequently associated with the degree of imposition involved
in the requests, as testified in the comments below:
“…the email is too pressing.” (P4, E3, C3)
“I think it clearly overdoes the personal tone by giving too much information and putting
the teacher in a very uncomfortable and pressing position.” (P4, E4, C3)
“…the student is being a bit pushy.” (P5, E7, C3)
As regards the quantitative analysis on politeness scores, results showed that the
email that ranked higher on politeness according to the data gathered through the
perception questionnaire was Email 8, which, as stated before, was also considered to
be the most formal one. As explained earlier, the request that the respondents were
asked to focus on in Email 8 was expressed through a non-conventionally indirect
strategy, namely a strong hint. In addition to the head act, it also included four
mitigators and one aggravator. In terms of framing moves, it opened through a formal
opening (DEAR+FNLN) and it closed through a formal closing (“Yours faithfully, FNLN”).
Again, Email 7 was perceived to be placed at the other end of the continuum regarding
politeness. As stated above, the request that the survey respondents were asked to
consider in Email 7 also consisted in a non-conventionally indirect strategy, a strong hint,
but the email structure in this case included one mitigator and six aggravators. Also, in
contrast to Email 8, in Email 7 the opening was omitted and the closing was an informal
one (“FN”). Moreover, Email 7 was quite verbose and included an emotional
component, with reference to the student’s feelings. In line with the analysis performed
on the other criteria, a paired t-test was carried out to check whether the difference in
score between Email 8 and Email 7 regarding politeness was statistically significant. The
results included in Table 6.9 shows that the difference was statistically significant.
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Paired t-test Politeness
Email 8 & Email 7
0.0000044000
TABLE 6.9 PAIRED T-TEST FOR POLITENESS

p < 0.05

Overall, it could be said that in the context under study, some features that can
positively influence the perceived level of politeness in student email are a low degree
of directness, displaying status-congruency (for example, in the tone of the email),
maintaining a low degree of imposition and, to a smaller extent, using appropriate
openings and closings.

6.1.5 Perceptions regarding willingness to comply with the request
As in the case of the other criteria, a word frequency analysis was conducted to find out
which words were the most recurrent ones in lecturers’ comments on their willingness
to comply with the requests included in the eight emails. While the noun ´student´ was
still frequently used, the noun “teacher” was less recurrent, which indicated that status
congruency might play a less significant role for this criterion than for (in)formality,
appropriateness and politeness. Furthermore, the high use of the noun “request”
seemed to suggest that the degree of imposition would have a higher influence for this
criterion. In addition, the use of the adjective “medical” also suggested that the type of
grounders included by the students in their emails could influence the outcome in terms
of request compliance. A word frequency cloud for comments on willingness to comply
with the request is displayed in Figure 6.7 below.
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Figure 6.7 Word frequency for comments on willingness to comply with the request

The content analysis carried out on the data regarding lecturer’s comments on their
willingness to comply with the requests from the eight emails showed that the major
emerging themes were grounders and the degree of imposition involved in the request.
To a smaller extent, the perceived level of politeness also seemed to influence lecturers’
responses. The main themes for this criterion are exemplified in Figure 6.8 below.
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Figure 6.8 Main themes in comments on willingness to comply with the request

In contrast to perceptions of formality and politeness, in which status-congruency was
one of the major themes, lecturers’ willingness to comply with students’ requests
seemed to be only marginally affected by this theme. Similarly, the role of L2 issues,
previously found to highly influence perceptions of (in)formality and appropriateness,
was quite minimal in terms of lecturers’ willingness to comply with students’ requests.
This might suggest that rather than the sum of the three criteria mentioned before (i.e.
formality, appropriateness and politeness), it is the nature the request that is aligned
with lecturers’ willingness to comply (i.e. something which is very demanding and
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something which is not). In other words, at least in some cases, extra-linguistic criteria
such as the degree of imposition or the timing of the request might weigh more than
linguistic features of the email when it comes to request compliance. Table 6.10 below
illustrates the themes and sub-themes in comments on willingness to comply with the
request. Apart from comments that justified the degree of willingness to comply with
the requests, emerging themes also contained further explanations that the lecturers
deemed important, such as the extent to which they considered granting office hours to
the student to further discuss the concerns expressed in the emails.
Themes
grounders
exceptions for medical problem
personal reasons
adequate reasons
missing reasons
strong reason
reasonable request
formal justifications
degree of imposition
granting office hours but not request
politeness level
quite polite
offensive
reasonably polite
degree
really polite
polite manner
complete politeness
polite expressions
Explaining or possibly revising mark
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L2 issues
pragmatic issues
inappropriate register
foreign language
language limitations
difficulty in using formal language
structure
intercultural issues
grammar and punctuation errors
style
clarity level
clear
confuse
status (in)congruent
(non)adherence to roles
tone of the email
criticizing lecturer
email lenght
appropriateness
email communication
directness level
replying to the email
formal framing and expressions
formality level
mitigating strategies
context considerations
TABLE 6.10 THEMES AND SUB-THEMES IN COMMENTS ON WILLINGNESS TO COMPLY WITH THE REQUEST

The following comments illustrate the importance of including appropriate grounders,
based on, for instance, academic or medical justifications (such as actually providing a
written medical justification when requesting to review an exam on a day that is
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different from the initial revision day) when formulating a request to a lecturer in this
context:
“Academic reasons should be taken into account, no so much personal
arguments.” (P23, E5, C4)
“I'd ask for a medical certificate.” (P20, E6, C4)
“I'd ask for a medical certificate before I accept.” (P22, E6, C4)
The degree of imposition involved in the request seemed to highly influence lecturers’
willingness to comply, as shown below:
“It acknowledges my face wants and the rank of the imposition is not very high.”
(P25, E6, C4)
“…sounding too demanding.” (P4, E3, C4)
Similarly, lecturers’ willingness to comply with the students’ request was also to some
extent influenced by the degree of politeness perceived in the email, as the next
comments testify:
“The student tries to be polite so if the request fulfills the department rules I will
verify that I did not make a mistake correcting it.” (P1, E1, C4)
“… doing their best to be polite.” (P4, E2, C4).

Regarding the scores measured by the perception questionnaire, the results of
the quantitative analysis showed that lecturers were most willing to comply with the
request included in Email 3 and least willing to comply with the request that they were
asked to focus on in Email 4. The request expressed in Email 3 was realized through a
direct strategy, namely a performative subtype (formulated through the performative
verb “beg”). Apart from the head act, the email included four mitigators. Email 3
included a formal greeting (i.e. “Dear + FNLN”) and a formal closing (i.e. Sincerely +
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FNLN). Participant 25, who rated this email as a five out of five on the criterion
willingness to comply, explained that:
“The student hedges very politely and asks just for a few minutes to talk. I think
it succinctly expresses the situation with clarity, and shows a strong concern with
disturbing the teacher as little as possible” (P25, E3, C4).

The request that the questionnaire respondents were asked to focus on in Email 4 was
realized through a direct strategy, but this time through a want statement including the
phrase “I would appreciate”. Interestingly, although it was not written by the same
student as Email 3, this email also included the verb “beg” to ask the teacher to read the
email. Apart from the underlined head act, the email also contained eight mitigators.
Email 4 opened with an informal greeting (i.e. “Hi”) and closed through an informal
closing (“Best wishes”)85. A paired t-test was conducted in order to see whether these
quantitative differences were statistically significant. The results indicated that these
differences were statistically significant (see Table 6.11 below).
Paired t-test Willingness to comply
Email 3 & Email 4

0.0000020

p <0.05

TABLE 6.11 PAIRED T-TEST FOR WILLINGNESS TO COMPLY

It should however be mentioned that the request in Email 3 is a request for an
appointment, although as suggested by some of the respondents, the actual intention
of the email (for example, trying to affect the final mark) may not be clear:
“I'd have doubts. I can revise his/her exam, but this meeting in person sounds too
vague. I'm not clear about his/her intentions.” (P5, E3, C4)

85

The readers should be reminded that “Best wishes” was classified as an informal closing in the
framework used for analysis, which was adapted from Lindgren (2014) and based on (Bjorge, 2007). This
closing, however, may not be considered to be informal by the readers.
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This seems to be in line with Félix-Brasdefer’s (2012: 112) comment on the fact in
university settings, replying to students’ emails is considered to be part of lecturers’
duties to some extent. Another lecturer further referred to the emotional component
involved in this email, grouped here under the category called “grounders-personal
reason”.
The difference between the likeliness to comply with these two requests could
be mainly explained through the different degrees of imposition perceived by the
lecturers. As explained above, although some of the respondents felt that the intention
of the student was not clear, most of the lecturers assumed that this was a request for
an appointment to revise the exam, which they generally perceived as part of their job.
However, the request made in Email 4 explicitly asked the lecturer to change the
student’s grade, so it was perceived as inappropriate and therefore less willing to comply
with. The comment made by Participant 19 who rated willingness to comply with this
request as a two out of five on the Likert scale shows that the degree of imposition of
the request can have a higher impact than the linguistic formulation of the request:
“I don't think we would ever pass people just so they don't have to enroll anymore
the next year, it is not an appropriate request, even though the way it is phrased
"I would greatly appreciate" is quite formal and polite.” (P19, E4, C4)

All in all, and drawing on the lecturer questionnaire, it could be said that the linguistic
realization of students’ requests in terms of strategy type and use of downgraders and
upgraders seems to have an influence on lecturers’ perception of requests and
willingness to comply with students’ requests. The findings of the present investigation
are in line with previous studies on lecturer perceptions of student requests, which have
shown that insufficiently mitigated requests tend to be perceived negatively by lecturers
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in the academic setting (Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig, 1996; Economidou-Kogetsidis,
2011; 2016; Savic, 2018). In addition, emails that displayed informal language features
tended to be perceived negatively in the university setting under study, reflecting the
findings by Stephens et al. (2009) on out of class communication. The preference for
formality in the Spanish academic setting is consistent also with previous studies set in
this national context (see Bou-Franch, 2011; 2013; Lorenzo-Dus and Bou-Franch, 2013;
and Pérez-Sabater, 2011).
From the perspective of politeness as understood by Brown and Levinson (1978;
1987), it should be noted that, in spite of the general orientation of L1 Spanish speakers
towards positive politeness strategies in request realization (see Ballesteros, 2001; Pinto
and Raschio, 2007:138), in the academic setting under study, lecturers seem to prefer
messages that display negative politeness strategies. As explained in Chapter 3, negative
politeness strategies are focused on the addressee’s “autonomy and freedom of
imposition”, whereas positive politeness strategies emphasize the speaker’s (i.e. email
writer’s) “desire for appreciation and approval” (Lee and Park, 2011: 129). This finding
is in line with the studies carried out in an academic context in Cyprus and assessed by
British English speakers (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; 2016), in Britain (Merrison et al.,
2012) and in the Italian setting (Gesuato, 2018), and contrary to the results obtained in
an Australian university context (Merrison et al., 2012), where positive politeness
strategies were preferred. Similarly, the inclusion of student personal information rather
than information related to institutional issues used in supportive moves to justify the
request generally resulted in negative lecturer perceptions just like suggested in
previous studies (Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig, 1996; Savic, 2018). Moreover, our
lecturers also pointed to the need for clarity and for disclosing the right amount of
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information in the emails, which supports the findings by Gesuato (2018). Also in line
with Gesuato (2018), our study has suggested that not showing awareness of the
situation and being “pushy” in their formulation of speech acts can lead L2 students to
be unsuccessful in their communicative intent. The results of the study have shown that
relational work is fundamental in mitigating the strength of requests, as sustained by
Komori-Glatz (2017: 170).
Our findings further support previous research on perception studies that
showed the importance of using appropriate framing moves, namely openings, closings
and pre-closings or thanking moves (Stephens et al., 2009; Economidou-Kogetsidis,
2011; Gesuato, 2018; and to some extent, Savic, 2018). In a Norwegian university
setting, Savic (2018) found that “Dear + FN” was considered by the lecturers to be the
most appropriate form of address, whereas greetings expressed through the use of “Hi”
received heterogeneous opinions regarding appropriateness; the study by Savic (2018)
also showed that the lack of closings were tolerated by lecturers to some degree, but
were commented on as desirable features when they were included in students’ emails.
Furthermore, as shown by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) and Savic (2018), the results
of the present study also seem to emphasize the complexities involved in managing to
formulate a request in L2 in the academic setting that can come across as polite and
appropriate.
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6.2 Lecturer Perceptions across disciplinary areas
The second part of the second stage of the study was meant to inquire into the possible
differences in perception between lecturers from the area of English language and
linguistics and lecturers from other disciplinary areas. To this end the following research
question was formulated:
RQ5: Are there differences in the way lecturers perceive the student emails,
depending on the different disciplinary areas they belong to?
As can be seen in Table 6.12 below, the quantitative analysis showed that Email 4 was
the one that lecturers from the area of language and linguistics perceived as the most
informal one. Email 4 contained a request that was realized through a direct strategy,
namely of a performative subtype. It included eight mitigators, an informal opening and
an informal closing. The qualitative analysis revealed that this group of lecturers
supported their answers referring to the informal greeting and closing, the inclusion of
personal information, the overall structure of the request and, to a lesser extent, to the
high degree of imposition involved. This email was also perceived to be the second most
informal one by the lecturers from other disciplinary areas that took part in the study.
This group of lectures placed Email 7 at the highest degree of informality. The request
that respondents were asked to focus on in Email 7 was realized through a nonconventionally indirect strategy, namely a strong hint and it contained four mitigators
and one aggravator. Email 7 did not include an opening and it was closed through a
formal closing. The qualitative analysis suggested that the reasons behind lecturers’
assessment of the degree of formality was connected to the omission of the greeting
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and the overall structure of the email, similarly to the reasons provided by lecturers from
the area of language and linguistics regarding Email 4.
Email 7 was perceived by lecturers from both groups to be the least appropriate
one. Both sets of lecturers agreed that the absence of a greeting, the emotional
component of the email (i.e. the email contained grounders based on personal rather
than academic reasons) and the failure to acknowledge power differences between
students and lecturers deemed this email as inappropriate in the academic setting.
Similarly, Email 7 also ranked the lowest on the scale of politeness for both
groups of lecturers, although lecturers from the area of language and linguistics also
perceived Email 4 at the same level of (im)politeness. In terms of the reasons supporting
their score, the qualitative analysis showed that lecturers from both groups focused on
the framing moves (i.e. openings and closings), the inclusion of personal information
and the degree of imposition of the request.
Finally, regarding willingness to comply with the request, Email 4 scored lowest
on this criterion both for lecturers from the area of language and linguistics and for
lecturers from other disciplinary areas. Again, the qualitative analysis showed similar
findings regarding the rationale behind the lecturers’ marks for both groups. This
regarded mainly the high degree of imposition of the request, the degree of personal
information/emotional component involved in the request and the fact that complying
with the request would be unfair to other students enrolled in the course.
“It would be unfair to other students” (P25, E4, C4)
“I am always willing to help, but I am very strict regarding rules. I do not mind to
review the exam and if I really made a mistake in the evaluation I make it up. But
when the student fails the exam I do not make exceptions, I stick to the rules
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because I strongly believe every student must have the same chances as the
others.” (P24, E4, C4)
E1

E2

E3

E4

E5

E6

E7

E8

Criteria

LG

(In)Formality
Appropriateness
Politeness
Willingness to c.

2.86 3.08 2.93 2.25 3.50 3.33 4.00 3.75 2.57 2.75 2.21 2.00 3.79 4.00 2.07 2.08

OA LG

OA LG

OA LG

OA LG

OA LG

OA LG

3.14 2.67 2.79 3.42 2.50 2.25 2.00 2.08 2.79 2.42 3.64 4.5

OA LG

OA

1.64 2.17 3.86 3.42

3.14 3.33 2.86 2.83 3.14 2.67 2.14 3.00 3.14 3.17 3.79 4.00 2.14 1.83 4.07 3.83
3.79 3.83 2.93 4.25 3.71 4.75 2.00 2.08 2.93 3.17 3.93 4.33 2.14 2.91 3.86 3.50

TABLE 6.12 AVERAGE MARKS FOR QUESTIONNAIRE BY DISCIPLINES86

The findings related to RQ5 seem to point to the fact that, irrespective of the area of
expertise, lecturers tend to focus on similar linguistic elements of students’ emails when
making a judgment. Instead, the academic context and the Spanish setting seem to play
a more decisive role in the evaluation of student emails. Moreover, requests are typical
speech acts in the academic setting that might be unaffected by disciplinary
conventions, as shown in the inclusion of this speech acts in classroom discourse
gathered from different academic disciplines (see Nikula, 2005; Dalton-Puffer and
Nikula, 2006; Dalton-Puffer, 2007).
There were, nevertheless, some features that were rated differently. These were
comments related to L2 issues, such as issues linked to intercultural differences which
were mainly associated with lecturers from the area of language and linguistics and
comments related to grammar and orthography, which were mainly associated with
lecturers from other disciplinary areas.
Another interesting finding regards the opportunity for students’ pragmatic
competence development in English in the EME context under study. As indicated by
Taguchi (2014b), EME settings can create opportunities for students’ pragmatic

86

LG refers to scores given by lecturers from the area of language and linguistics and OA refers to scores
given by lecturers from other disciplinary areas.
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proficiency development in English, but only if the context supports this, that is, if
students’ attention is drawn to pragmatic dissonance and if they receive feedback from
lecturers not only on grammar issues, but also on contextual appropriateness that
Taguchi (2014b: 179) refers to as “sociopragmatic sensitivity”. Indeed, one of the
lecturers who took part in the present study, from “other disciplinary areas”, explicitly
advocated for providing students feedback on pragmatic performance, as illustrated by
the following comments:
“Le respondería diciéndole que así no se escribe, que reformule su petición. Al
menos aprende a hacerlo bien.”(P6, E3, C4)
“Le respondería pidiendo que escriba correctamente lo que quiere pedir. Lo hago
con frecuencia.” (P6, E6, C4).
In the same line, features related to clarity of the email message that were shown by
Lazarescu (2013) to affect the perception of language and linguistics experts were also
found to be referred to in this study by both groups of respondents. Similarly,
unmitigated requests were found to be associated with negative perceptions by both
sets of lecturers. Unsurprisingly, it could be said that both groups of lecturers seemed
to prefer email messages that displayed alignment with deference rather than
“closeness” between students and lecturers (Merrison et al., 2012). Carrying out this
phase of the study with analysis gathered from lecturers that work in the Spanish
context, rather than measuring email/request appropriateness against “English nativespeaker norms” (Alcón-Soler, 2015; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Gesuato, 2018;
Freytag, 2020) allowed to go beyond the native-speaker perspective. As such, the
indications by Hall (2014) reported in Section 2.5 above regarding the assessment of
learners’ performance on communicative tasks in L2 that are in accordance with their
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own objectives and settings, rather than testing their English language knowledge in an
abstract fashion were followed.
All in all, the results from this chapter support the findings by Gesuato (2018),
whose study showed the usefulness perceived by English language lecturers on
providing pragmatically-oriented feedback to students. Further inquiry would
consequently be needed into the efficiency of different possible ways in which to
provide students feedback on their pragmatic performance while at the same time
trying to preserve their face needs, so as not to embarrass or frustrate them.

6.3 Lecturer Perceptions: comparison to the pedagogical model by
Dellar and Walkley (2016)
As previously stated in Chapter 5, the pedagogical model of emails/requests from the
English Intermediate textbook by Dellar and Walkley (2016) was used as a baseline for
the requests included in Corpus 1. For the same reasons that were explained in section
5.7 regarding the relevance of this particular textbook for the purpose of this study, the
findings related to Corpus 2 were also reviewed in terms of the textual models of
email/requests proposed by these authors, aiming at answering the following research
question:
RQ6: To what extend do the pragmatic features valued positively by the
surveyed lecturers match those displayed in an EFL textbook?
The analysis of the email models provided in the textbook by Dellar and Walkley (2016)
is provided in chapter 5 (section 5.7). However, it seems relevant to remind the reader
that, when dealing with writing formal emails, these authors draw students’ attention
to the following features:
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a) Using surnames as address forms
b) Avoiding contractions
c) Avoiding direct questions and using indirect questions instead
d) Using formal vocabulary
e) Using formal signatures
In addition, students are advised to always include a short line that states the
purpose of the email, regardless of whether they are writing a formal or informal email.
The analysis of Corpus 2 presented earlier in sections 6.1 and 6.2 has shown that
lecturers who participated in the study took into account features of the emails that
were similar or identical to the ones pointed out in the pedagogical model by Dellar and
Walkley (2016). In fact, in their assessments of email/request, when exploring
(in)formality, appropriateness, politeness and willingness to comply with the requests,
lecturers frequently mentioned all the features listed above (from a to e), as disclosed
in the comments below:
“Contractions, wrong use of punctuation, insistence on being right thus implying the
teacher was wrong... No final salutation.” (P22, E1, C1)
“The student uses a formal good-bye, but he/she does not introduce himself to the
teacher.” (P13, E3, C1)
“Formality is achieved through choosing an appropriate linguistic register, which
includes vocabulary, structures, etc.” (P18, E3, C1)
“The vocabulary and the use of indirect structures are polite.” (P5, E4, C3)
“The register is too relaxed. Direct questions should not be used here”. (P16, E1, C1)
“Indirect questions are used.” (P16, E5, C3)
“The reader perfectly knows what the student is asking for.” (P18, E1, C1)
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It can therefore be concluded that the features listed in the pedagogical model provided
by Dellar and Walkley (2016) can be a useful reference for students to check before
crafting an email to a lecturer. Nevertheless, as explained in section 5.7, the
aforementioned textbook mainly exposes students to informal emails. Lecturers’
comments on the four criteria for email/request assessment went far beyond the scope
of the advice provided in the textbook, therefore emphasizing the importance of
analyzing lecturer perceptions and informing students about lecturers’ expectations
regarding emails/requests in the academic setting. As a result, providing students with
more input on how to structure and write formal emails using naturally-occurring
corpora as data can arguably be a more useful tool that general textbooks.

6.4 Chapter summary and conclusions
This chapter has focused on the second stage of the project, namely the analysis of
lecturers’ perceptions of student requests. The main aim of the chapter was to
contribute to an area of pragmatics that has been claimed to be under researched
(Gesuato, 2018; Savic, 2018; Freytag, 2020), namely email/request perception. The
focus on Politeness 1 (Watts, 2003) in this chapter has been meant at complementing
the focus on Politeness 2 in Chapter 5.
The first part of the chapter, section 6.1.1, has provided a general overview of
the lecturers’ perceptions of (in)formality, appropriateness and directness perceived in
the emails under study, as well as an overall outline of the reasons that justified
lecturers’ willingness to comply with students’ requests. Subsequently, sections 6.1.2 to
6.1.5 provided a more in-depth analysis of each of the criteria that lecturers were asked
to assess the emails/requests on. These sections underlined the importance of the use
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of formal expressions such as formal greetings and farewells, as well as the importance
of adjusting the degree of imposition of the request and the level of directness
displayed.
The second part of the chapter, section 6.2, has inquired into the similarities and
differences between the email/request scores and reasons to justify the scores given by
lecturers from the area of language and linguistics and lecturers from other areas.
Combining quantitative and qualitative approaches, the analysis has shown that overall,
there were more similarities than differences in the scores and comments provided by
the two groups of participants.
Finally, the third part of the chapter, namely section 6.3 has provided a
comparison between the comments in Corpus 2 gathered from the lecturers and the
advice and examples of emails/requests found in the pedagogical model by Dellar and
Walkley (2016). The comparison showed that the advice provided in the textbook
regarding formal emails was also mentioned in the lecturers’ comments. Nevertheless,
lecturers’ responses to the survey were comprehensive as they included more criteria
when assessing the emails/requests focusing on level of (in)formality, appropriateness,
politeness and the degree of willingness to comply with student requests.
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7 Conclusions, methodological and pedagogical
implications
7.1 Study objectives
This study set out to explore the pragmatic performance of EME university students in
their L2 (English), as shown in emails to lecturers. More particularly, the study examined
the linguistic realizations of request speech acts in terms of head acts and supportive
moves used to soften or enhance request force, as well as lecturer perception of such
student emails/requests. From a pedagogical perspective, the final aim was to identify
strengths and weaknesses in student writing that will enable students to communicate
effectively by email in both university settings, first, and in professional settings, at a
later stage in their lives.
In order to address these objectives, the thesis was structured in two stages. In
the first stage, the study drew on a corpus of naturally occurring requests in emails
written by students to their lecturers in an EME context (Corpus 1). In contrast to other
types of research that draw mainly on data elicited responses, the use of such naturally
occurring data was seen as an opportunity to reveal “the prototypical rather than the
stereotypical behavior” (Merrison et al., 2012: 1078). Following a data-driven approach,
the study analyzed requests speech acts as situated within email speech events (ibid.).
Furthermore, the study sought to shed light on “socially situated” computer-mediated
discourse (Bou-Franch, 2011: 1772) in the context of “emerging institutional settings”
(Sánchez-Hernández and Herráiz-Martínez, 2018) such as the EME context under study.
In the second stage, some of the requests embedded in student emails from Corpus 1
that had the potential to trigger “pragmatic dissonances” (Zamborlin, 2007) were
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included in a perception questionnaire which, in turn, was distributed to lecturers from
the Spanish academic setting. The lecturers were asked to assess students’ requests in
terms of (in)formality, appropriateness, politeness and willingness to comply with the
request. The data gathered by this mean (Corpus 2) complemented the results obtained
during the first stage of the research project.
Methodologically, this study combined a mixed-methods approach, using
qualitative and quantitative analyses, (see Woodrow 2014: 12) both in Stage 1 and Stage
2 of the investigation. The use of these two sets of corpora allowed us to explore how
students construct their emails pragmatically in this EME setting according to the
linguistic components that they contained (or what is known as Politeness 2) and to
lecturers’ perceptions (or Politeness 1) following Watts’ (2003) terminology. Thus, it is
hoped that a more comprehensive view of EME students’ pragmatic behavior in the
writing of emails in this context has been achieved.
The results of the study showed that, overall, student participants are inclined
towards directness in their linguistic realizations of requests addressed to their
lecturers. This is exhibited in the level of formality displayed when using address forms
and when writing closing sequences, as well as in the use of a relatively high degree of
self-disclosure included in some request grounders. All these features seem to suggest
that, in this particular context, students orient themselves towards “closeness”
(Merrison et al., 2012). In other words, students’ linguistic choices in the requests
embedded in the emails from Corpus 1 might indicate the lack to acknowledge studentteacher power difference, at least in some cases. This tendency runs counter to
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lecturers’ preference for more formal messages, as gathered from their comments in
the perception questionnaire.
This major conclusion regarding directness should be interpreted with caution,
however. In fact, as sustained by Merrison et al. (2012:1094) directness does not always
necessarily imply that students do not acknowledge deference in the academic setting;
it could be deemed that such directness seeks to facilitate the interpretation of the
message and reduce the inferential work that lecturers might have to do. In other words,
directness could ultimately pursue prioritizing clarity over politeness, a finding which is
consistent with previous L2 pragmatics studies (e.g. Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011), as
well as with ELF research (for a review of ELF pragmatics research, see Taguchi and
Ishihara, 2018) and Computer-mediated discourse (Evans, 2012).
This study has also revealed the difficulties in balancing directness for the sake
of clarity and “interactional appropriateness” (Smit 2010: 211; Komori-Glatz, 2017: 171),
interpreted as the wish to preserve the interlocutor’s face wants. In this regard, we
should not fail to acknowledge that “ultimately, it is the professor who will judge the
degree (high or low) of imposition expressed in the student’s request, and the one who
has the right to respond or not to such request (Féliz-Brasdefer, 2012: 112-113).

7.2 A summary of the main findings
In order to provide a general overview of the main findings of the study, the
following paragraphs summarize the main findings regarding Corpus 1 (i.e. 1 to 9 below)
and Corpus 2 (i.e. 10 to 18 below):
1) In the EME context under study, students used emails to address requests for
action to their lecturers twice as often as requests for information.
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The distribution of requests for action and request for information found in Corpus 1
resembled previous research on requests to faculty (see Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011;
Merrison et al., 2012). Students’ marks, group work organization, appointments with
the lecturers and information about course work or class schedule were the most
recurrent communication topics, therefore encompassing both facilitative and
substantive topics (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005). In contrast, requests for information seem
to be deemed as more suitable for face-to-face communication during class time or
office hours.
2) Direct strategy types were the most frequently used realizations of request head
acts, followed by non-conventionally indirect and conventionally indirect
strategies.
As mentioned above, this tendency towards directness mirrors previous research on L2
pragmatics (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Taguchi, 2014b; Chejnová, 2014; 2015), as
well as findings from studies on requests by email in L1 Spanish (Bou-Franch, 2013;
Lorenzo-Dus and Bou-Franch, 2013; Freytag, 2020). This could be the result of students’
preference for clarity over politeness/appropriateness, and would follow the email
principle of writing clear and straightforward messages (Evans, 2012). At the same time,
it could also be a consequence of their limited repertoire of request realization (i.e.
pragmalinguistics) in English. Another possible interpretation could be connected to
students’ transfer from the L1, as shown by studies that have illustrated the tendency
towards directness in L1 Spanish (see for example Iglesias, 2001; González-Cruz, 2014),
as well as by a small scale comparative study conducted on requests in English and in
Spanish in the same EME context (Lazarescu, 2015b).
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3) When looking separately at requests for action and requests for information, it
was found that the former were mainly realized through non-conventionally
indirect strategies, while the latter mostly consisted of direct strategies.
This finding might indicate that students are indeed aware of a higher degree of
imposition in requests for action than in requests for information, possibly pointing to
some pragmatic awareness. Moreover, student direct realizations in requests for action
were usually verbalized through the least direct sub-strategy, namely want statements,
therefore confirming the tendency towards indirectness in higher imposition requests.
Again, this result could suggest that pragmatic transfer from Spanish was at play here as
well, given that previous research has shown L1 Spanish students’ inclination to use
want statements in their requests (Nashaat-Sobhy, 2014).
4) Speaker perspective was dominant in both types of requests: for action and for
information.
Students seemed to try to present themselves rather than the lecturers as the “doers”
of the request. Our findings are in line with Biesenbach-Lucas (2007), where speaker
perspective was the preferred strategy in both the requests written by L1 American
English speakers and International students. Conversely, in a business context
characterized by power symmetry between interlocutors- that is, where emails were
exchanged mostly among participants who had the same power status in the
professional setting- Freytag (2020) found that hearer perspective was the most
frequently used type in both British English and Peninsular Spanish.
It might be the case that, in this EME context, students have a limited range of
linguistic strategies for request perspective, and as a result use speaker perspective as
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an avoidance strategy towards other perspective types. Another possibility could be that
students overgeneralized a strategy that is likely to be frequently encountered in EFL
textbooks when dealing with modal verbs, namely “Can I+VP”. In addition, students
might have used speaker perspective as a mitigation strategy to decrease the degree of
imposition of their requests.
5) External downgraders (i.e. mitigators placed outside the request head act) were
more frequently displayed than internal downgraders (i.e. mitigators placed
inside the request head act).
This finding is similar to previous studies on L2 pragmatics (Economidou-Kogetsidis,
2011; Nashaat-Sobhy, 2014) whereby external downgraders, and especially grounders,
have been shown to be used more than internal downgraders, therefore often rendering
students’ requests more verbose. The recurrent use of the grounder was also found by
Padilla Foster (2016) in requests addressed to lecturers in Spanish as well as by Chejnová
(2014) in emails in the Czech academic setting. Furthermore, in some cases students
made use of personal (e.g. a family trip as a reason to change a mid-term exam date)
rather than institutional grounders (e.g. an exam overlap as a reason to change a midterm exam date) to formulate their requests, showing a level of self-disclosure similar
to the one used by students in a British university setting (Merrison et al., 2012).
Regarding the frequency of external downgraders, both grounders and other mitigation
strategies such as the “thanks”/pre-closings sequence (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011;
Chejnová, 2014), were less abundant in our data. Overall, the narrow stylistic variety
displayed in Corpus 1 might suggest that students may be lacking some of the
pragmalinguistic strategies to mitigate the force of their requests externally in English.
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As regards the use of internal downgraders, the emails in Corpus 1 contained more
syntactic than lexical downgraders, similarly to Félix-Brasdefer (2012) and Chejnová
(2014; 2015). The conditional “would” was the most frequent internal downgrader,
followed by the past tense form “could” instead of “can”, or “I was wondering” instead
of “I am wondering”. Sometimes the use of tense and aspect co-occurred as internal
downgraders. These findings were in line with the requests written in British English
analyzed by Freytag (2020) where downgraders, downtoners (e.g.”just”) and the
politeness marker “please” were the most frequently used.
6) Students in this EME context seem to soften the force of their requests less
frequently and to aggravate their requests.
In the EME context under study, students use less softeners and more aggravators than
students in other contexts (e.g. Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Chejnová, 2014). In terms
of internal aggravators, adverbial and time intensifiers were displayed in some requests
for action. Time intensifiers were also found in requests in the workplace setting
(Freytag, 2020). Regarding external upgraders used, “emphasis on urgency/positive
outcome”, was used more recurrently than “complaints/criticisms”. This significantly
higher use of aggravators as compared to other studies in a context in which the power
difference between interlocutors is high seems to suggest a clear need to reinforce
students’ sociopragmatic competence in English.
7) Regarding email framing moves, formal and informal email openings and
closings were used by students with similar frequencies.
This finding aligns with some previous studies from the Spanish academic context
(Salazar-Campillo, 2018; Salazar-Campillo and Codina-Espurz, 2018), while mismatching
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some other research from the Spanish context that showed a preference for formality
(Bou-Franch, 2013). As most research indicated a preference for a more formal style in
email openings and closings in the academic setting (e.g. Baron, 2002; Stephens et al.,
2009; Knupsky and Nagy-Bell, 2011), this points to a need to raise students’ awareness
on the need to use appropriate email openings when writing to their lecturers. The
relatively high number of occurrences of framing moves placed towards the more
informal side on a continuum of formality might be an outcome of students’ use of
instant messaging for everyday communication. Indeed, as mentioned earlier research
on email use in professional settings has shown that instant messaging and the use of
smartphones has triggered the use of shorter and more direct messages (Evans,
2012:208). Given that the tendency to reduce the length of email messages has been
traditionally associated with technological developments (Baron, 2002), the level of
formality could also be affected by these factors.
Regarding the range of linguistic realizations employed, the EME students displayed
a variety of greetings, unlike the students in the study by Codina-Espurz and SalazarCampillo (2019), where the two main patterns were (only) greeting (i.e. “Good
afternoon”) and greeting followed by proper name (e.g. “Good afternoon Maria”). As
mentioned above, some of the emails from Corpus 1 did not contain opening or closing
sequences. Given that zero marking for openings might lead to negative evaluations on
the part of lecturers (Gesuato, 2018; Savic, 2018) or even to communication breakdown
(Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011), this finding should not be disregarded.
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8) Most emails included three or four external downgraders, one or no internal
downgraders and displayed both positive politeness and negative politeness
features.
These results regarding overall email structure are in line with previous research (Pinto
and Raschio, 2007; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Félix-Brasdefer, 2012). Given that
greetings and closings could already represent two out of three or four external
downgraders per email, the requests in Corpus 1 might be considered to be lacking more
mitigating moves in a context such as the university one, where the power difference
between students and lecturers is high. In terms of the politeness strategies displayed
in the data, in many emails, positive and negative politeness strategies co-occurred, a
finding that was also illustrated by Betti (2013) in emails containing requests in Spanish
and Italian.
9) When compared to the textbook textual models of request and email writing, the
findings show more differences than similarities between the EFL textbook and
student actual performance.
All the textual models provided in the textbook Dellar and Walkley (2016) included
email framing moves but at the same time displayed an overall smaller range of request
realization strategies in terms of head act and perspective, and a higher amount of
external downgraders. Regarding similarities, the email models in the textbook also
showed a high use of direct strategies, and the use of the conditional and tense as the
most frequently used internal downgraders. These results might suggest that student
emails follow only partially the patterns displayed in the EFL textbooks.
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10) Preferred features of requests/emails from the lecturers were the inclusion of
openings, closings, acknowledgements or thank you sequences, the display of
clarity and brevity and the use of formal/academic justifications.
This was in line with previous studies which also found that greetings and closings in the
email request may play a role in lecturer perception (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011;
2016; Alcón-Soler, 2015), as well as in the degree of directness involved in the email
(Alcón-Soler, 2015). Importantly, although lecturers seemed to take into account similar
criteria in their evaluations of emails, the results also pointed to the effect of individual
variables, as in some cases in which the same email/request evidenced slightly different
perceptions (for example, the same email was described as “too demanding” and “a bit
too urging” by different participants). This mirrors Baron’s (2002:404-405), argument
that “[p]ronouncements on e-mail usage, for example, sometimes reflect personal taste
more than established linguistic conventions”.
11) Dispreferred features of requests/emails that tended to trigger negative
comments from the lecturers were: a high amount of directness, the inclusion of
oral discourse, criticizing/questioning the lecturer and the presence of an
emotional component.
These results seem to emphasize the role of instruction in email pragmatics in English. In
this vein, some comments by the lecturers specifically showed a link between their
willingness to comply with the student request and the formulation of the requests.
Moreover, some lecturers acknowledged the students’ perceived ability to use the L2 for
informal purposes while pointing to possible difficulties in adapting to a more formal
register. This matches EME students’ perceptions regarding the challenged posed to them
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by (formal) writing skills as opposed to (informal) speaking skills in English (Doiz et al.,
2019a).
12) The perceived formality of emails was influenced by the level of status-congruency it
displayed, by L2 issues (grammar, email structure and pragmatics) and email framing.
The amount of directness and politeness involved also seemed to be factors influencing
formality. Generally, some preferred features that can lead to render an email to be
perceived as formal in context under scrutiny are the inclusion of a formal greeting and
a formal closing, using formal expressions throughout the email and showing awareness
of the power difference between students and lecturers. Conversely, inappropriate style
or register, grammar and punctuation errors, providing personal rather than academic
justifications for the request might result into perceptions of informality.
13) Perceptions regarding email/request appropriateness were mainly influenced by
the perceived politeness level of the email/request, L2 issues (grammar and
punctuation) and the degree of imposition of the request.
Other factors that seemed to affect appropriateness, but to a smaller extent, were the
level of directness and email length. Furthermore, some comments regarding students’
pragmatic competence in L2 English were also found in Corpus 2. To achieve
request/email appropriateness in this setting, students should omit high imposition
requests, soften the level of directness involved, stick to message conciseness and revise
the grammar and orthography of the message before sending it.
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14) Politeness perception was found to be depended on the overall perceived level of
politeness, the level of directness displayed in the email/request, the statuscongruency of the email and the degree of imposition involved in the request.
While L2 issues seemed to play a less important role for this criterion, some lecturers
did seem to consider the fact that the emails were written by L2 students and stressed
the complexities related to politeness evaluation. Characteristics that can make an
email/request come across as polite in the EME context under study are a low degree of
directness, acknowledging status-congruency (for example, in the tone of the email),
adhering to a low degree of imposition and, to a lower degree, displaying appropriate
openings and closings.
15) Lecturers’ willingness to comply with student requests seemed to be mainly
influenced by the use and types of grounders (i.e. request justifications) and the
degree of imposition involved in the request.
The perceived level of politeness also seemed to partly affect lecturers’ comments
regarding this criterion. Overall, the linguistic realization of students’ requests (e.g.
strategy type, downgraders and upgraders) seems to play a role in lecturers’ perception
of requests and willingness to comply with students’ requests. These results mirror
previous research on lecturer perceptions of student requests, as insufficiently
mitigated requests are generally viewed negatively by lecturers in the academic setting
(Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig, 1996; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; 2016; Savic, 2018).
Moreover, informal language features tended to lead to negative evaluation, similarly
to research conducted on out of class communication (Stephens et al., 2009). The
inclination for formality in the Spanish academic setting matches previous studies set in
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this national context (see Bou-Franch, 2011; 2013; Lorenzo-Dus and Bou-Franch, 2013;
and Pérez-Sabater, 2011).
16) Lecturers seem to prefer requests/emails oriented towards negative politeness
strategies (Brown and Levinson, 1978; 1987).
This finding seems to contradict the general orientation of L1 Spanish speakers towards
positive politeness strategies in request realization (see Ballesteros, 2001; Pinto and
Raschio, 2007:138). Concurrently, these results match studies conducted in the
academic context and assessed by British English speakers in Cyprus (EconomidouKogetsidis, 2011; 2016), in Britain (Merrison et al., 2012) and in the Italian setting
(Gesuato, 2018).
17) Lecturers’ perceptions agree in several features, namely email framing moves,
the inclusion of personal rather than academic justifications for requests and the
status-congruency of the email.
Although the quantitative analysis showed some minor differences in email/request
evaluation, the qualitative analysis showed that the two groups of lecturers (i.e. from
the area of language and linguistics, and from other disciplinary areas) generally
provided similar rationale to support their answers. Other factors that influenced
lecturer perception in both groups of participants were the degree of imposition
involved in the request, message clarity and the acknowledgement of deference. Some
discrepancies were found in the comments on L2 issues, as language and linguistics
lecturers tended to refer to intercultural differences, while lecturers from other
disciplinary areas usually mentioned grammar and orthography, confirming Jessmer and
Anderson’s (2001) findings that ungrammatical email messages are viewed negatively.
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Significantly, some lecturers from the second group, more specifically from the area of
Business and Economics, stressed the need to provide students with feedback on their
pragmatic performance and pointed to the implications this might have on students’
future professional life. In this vein, these findings resemble the ones from the study by
Gesuato (2018), who advocated for the usefulness of providing pragmatically-oriented
feedback to students.
18) While lecturers’ perceptions mirrored the features of the emails pointed out in
the textual models from the textbook, their comments on the four criteria for
email/request assessment were richer than the features offered in the textbook.
As a result, it can be concluded that the pedagogical model provided by Dellar and
Walkley (2016), while a useful reference for students when writing an email to lecturers,
needs to be complemented by taking into consideration pragmatic features of both a
pragmalinguistic and a sociopragmatic nature drawn from inquiring into local lecturers’
expectations regarding emails/requests.

7.3 Some remarks on the methodological implications
Regarding the methodological implications, as stated in Chapter 4, this thesis shares
Rose and McKinley’s claim (2017) that methodological implications play an equally
important role in research as the implications derived from data analysis and findings.
As the study was focused on pragmatic production and judgment (Bardovi-Harlig,
2018:13), Corpus 1 consisted of naturally occurring data, therefore relying on
authenticity and communication that entails real life consequences to study pragmatic
performance in L2 English (Bardovi-Harlig, 2018; Gesuato, 2018). Gathering naturally
occurring data and therefore authentic emails is rather difficult type of data collection
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method, as claimed by some researchers (Mares, 2016; Kubota, 2017) and as shown by
research on L2 pragmatics that relies mainly on other genres or on elicited data (BardoviHarlig, 2018). In spite of these difficulties, email genre has been confirmed by this study
to be a suitable means of exploring EME students’ pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic
competence in L2 English. Additionally, the study has aimed at going beyond the study
of established sets of routines (Infantidou, 2013; Taguchi and Roever, 2017) by focusing
on request speech acts embedded in email speech events. Furthermore, in line with
Nashaat-Sobhy’s claim (2014), requests have been found to be an inexorably frequent
speech act in the academic setting under study, where this speech act was contained in
141 out of the 149 emails from Corpus 1 written in English. Moreover, the use of
naturally occurring data showed some specific features such as students’ preference for
direct realizations of requests, which differed from the tendency to use conventionally
indirect strategies found in data gathered by means of elicitation techniques like the
DCT (Ballesteros, 2001; Pinto and Raschio, 2007; Padilla Foster, 2016; but see Baron and
Ortega, 2018).
Moreover, the triangulation design (Ivankova and Creswell, 2009) achieved by
combining quantitative and qualitative analyses proved to be very useful for the purpose
of this thesis. For instance, employing a questionnaire aimed at eliciting both closed and
open-ended questions allowed to associate the four criteria taken into account (i.e.
formality, appropriateness, politeness and willingness to comply with the request) to
specific linguistic features of the emails/requests. Regarding questionnaire design, it
should also be noted that in future research that counts on a high number of
participants, which was not initially the case of the present study, the questionnaire
could follow a 2x2 design as in the study by Stephens et al. (2009). This would reduce
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the number of emails that participants would have to evaluate to four, while allowing
to gather data on eight emails. Also in terms of questionnaire design, including
evaluation criteria that had been used in previous studies (Stephens et al., 2009; 2011;
Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Alcón-Soler, 2013; Savic, 2018) made possible a
comparison between the present data and the aforementioned research.
Comparison to previous research was also made possible by the taxonomy employed
for request analysis, based on an adaptation of the CCSARP coding scheme (Blum-Kulka
et al., 1989) and a more recent version by Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011). These
comparisons facilitated the identification of specific features of the EME context under
scrutiny. In addition, the taxonomy used in the present study also took into account
request

perspective,

an

apparently

under-researched

feature

of

requests

notwithstanding the significant amount of studies on request speech acts. In doing so,
it is hoped that the present study further contributes to research on L2 pragmatics.
Another contribution the study has aimed at was moving forward from “English native
speaker perspectives” both by focusing on information gathered from L2 user language
use (Cook, 1999: 197) and as regards the assessment of L2 pragmatic performance. In
this regard, the participants in the second stage of the study were not selected on the
basis of having English as their L1, but rather on their role of lecturers in the Spanish
university setting, since context (together with personal judgments) can play an
important role in the outcome of pragmatic dissonances (Zamborlin, 2007: 34).
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7.4 Limitations of the study
Like all theses, this one needs to acknowledge several limitations that the PhD
candidate would like to address in her future research. For example, in the present
project it was not possible to carry out interviews with student participants to inquire
more into the reasons that led them to choose specific linguistic features such as the
display of directness. Further research drawing on student interviews would therefore
be needed to better understand their intentions when using direct strategies in their
request realization. Likewise, following the suggestions by Savic (2018), follow-up
interviews with lecturers could also provide more clues on the desirable linguistic
features of emails written by students in the academic setting. Future studies could also
look into the similarities and differences in request realization in English and in Spanish
in the same academic context.
Another limitation refers to the fact that the study could not analyze the
linguistic features according to the moment in which the emails were actually written,
as it was not possible to access this data; therefore, further research should take into
account the changes in email style (e.g. level of familiarity between student and lecturer)
and its potential influence on the range of strategies displayed.
A further shortcoming refers to the reduced size of the data set, which does not
allow us to generalize the findings. Nonetheless, this was never the purpose of this
study. This thesis attempted instead to offer a detailed examination of a very specific
type of verbal behavior (i.e. requests) in a specific context (i.e. Business EME) and with
a particular set of participants (i.e. first and second-year university students). Further
research including a broader set of data would probably allow to make broader
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generalizations and cast some light on issues that could not be answered in this thesis.
In spite of these limitations, this study has offered an insight into real language use in
English-Medium Education by analyzing naturally occurring computer-mediated
discourse, a type of data that, albeit difficult to obtain, is considered to be the ideal type
of data for pragmatics research (Taguchi and Roever, 2017; Bardovi-Harlig, 2018;
González-Cruz, 2014).

7. 5 Pedagogical implications
The present study has shown that there is a need for email pragmatics to be developed
explicitly in EME students. Importantly, it should be mentioned that this thesis
acknowledges the difficulties involved in crafting appropriate emails in the academic
setting, especially when writing in a L2. The intention of the researcher was by no means
to be judgmental regarding students’ pragmatic performance in the EME context under
study, at any stage of the project, but rather to explore this challenging area of study
with the aim of gaining a deeper understanding of the context and identifying
communication strategies that might help the students to achieve their communicative
purposes effectively in academic and professional settings. Smooth email
communication is not an easy task (Crystal, 2020) and email communication in English
seems even more important for students of BA, a field that is “inherently international”
(Dafouz, 2020) and more so at a university where students are expected to become
“world citizens” (García Goñi, 2020). It should be therefore explicitly stated that
effective communication in the academic context is not an easy task, but it is one that
can be managed smoothly by carefully examining the “practices and processes” involved
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(Dafouz and Smit, 2016; Dafouz and Smit, 2020) and if students’ pragmatic awareness is
raised (Codina-Espurz and Salazar-Campillo, 2019).
While it is a known fact that in the EME settings the focus tends to be on the
disciplinary content rather than on the language component (Lasagabaster, 2019),
communication competence is paramount for all the employability skills that “recent
graduates” need (Jackson, 2014; Jones, 2011; Singh et al., 2014). And in the particular
case of BA students, the mastery of emails as one of the main communication skills in
the business setting (Zhu and White, 2009; Evans, 2012; Giménez-Moreno and
Skorczynska, 2013) turns out to be fundamental in the view of employers (e.g. Jones,
2011). Previous research in this field has shown that recently graduated BA students
often fail to meet employers’ expectations in terms of communication skills (Jackson,
2014; Jones, 2011; Singh et al., 2014).
In a similar vein, this thesis suggests that, despite their overall high proficiency in
English, students might benefit from explicit instruction in email pragmatics and the
speech act of requesting. More particularly, and as the findings have shown, such
instruction should focus on developing appropriate email openings and closings,
expanding the range of linguistic realizations of internal modifiers, mitigating the degree
of imposition of student requests and, as a result, promoting strategies to soften request
force. Concerning the type of activities that instruction in L2 pragmatics could involve,
Nashaat-Sobhy (2014: 327-228) suggests that students should practice both “avoiding
offence” and “conveying positive intent” and that drawing students’ attention to
rapport management can be of great help. For this purpose, students could cover the
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steps shown in previous research on L2 pragmatic development (e.g. Ford, 2003b; Chen,
2016), in the following fashion:
1) the lecturer would first need to gain insight into students’ use of and beliefs
regarding email use for formal and informal purposes;
2) students could then be asked to examine authentic emails from the context
under study, focusing on specific linguistic features;
3) subsequently, students could be asked to carry out a communicative task in
which they have to write an email to address a request to one of their
lecturers;
4) students could then benefit from peer feedback and class discussion;
5) at a later stage, the class could undergo again the aforementioned steps, but
with a focus on email requests to be used for professional settings.
This thesis also concludes that clear guidelines regarding student-lecturer
interaction could have a positive impact on EME, as well as on other educational
settings. These guidelines can be jointly established by lecturers and students, such as
for example, making explicit the forms of address that students should employ when
writing to their lecturers. Indeed, as was shown in this study, address forms seem to
represent an important concern regarding email exchanges (e.g. Chalak et al., 2010), ELF
communication (e.g. Kirkpatrick, 2015; Taguchi and Ishihara, 2018) and classroom
contexts in general (Anderson, 2018; Maíz, 2020). In some cases, full guidelines on email
communications as the ones provided by Dr. Gesuato at the University of Padua87 might

87

https://en.didattica.unipd.it/off/docente/FBE38E0AA09E8F0D2692156196BA81EC
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prove to be of great help in avoiding discrepancies in rapport management and
communication breakdowns.
To close this thesis, it is hoped that this study has contributed to making the role
of L2 English pragmatics more salient in the EME context. In other words, rather than
taking students’ writing skills in English “as a given” (Breeze and Dafouz, 2017;
Lasagabaster, 2019), it is paramount for higher education institutions implementing
EME to focus on language issues in addition to subject content issues. This will prepare
students to become “world citizens” fitting to the international higher education setting
and the international workplace setting. It is believed that in doing so, students would
take full advantage of the “internationalization at home” opportunities provided to
them in the EME setting and at the same time develop valuable pragmatic competence.
As Taguchi (2014b: 179) rightly states:
Understanding language in relation to its contextual requirements (e.g. interlocutor relationship,
setting, and topic), as well as considering others' perceptions of linguistic behavior, is a
prerequisite to pragmatic development. If students are not concerned about the sociocultural
aspect of language use and its consequence on interpersonal relationships, they see no value in
implementing pragmalinguistic knowledge. Thus, students’ orientation and sensitivity towards
the sociocultural dimension of language use, as well as their understanding about its impact on
social relationships, is vital for pragmatic development. The learning environment must (…)
provide opportunities for attention to pragmatic norms, negative feedback for pragmatic misuse,
and modeling and reinforcement of socially appropriate linguistic behaviors.
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APPENDIX I‐ INFORMED CONSENT FORM

APPENDIX II‐ PERCEPTION QUESTIONNAIRE

APPENDIX III‐ EMAIL TEXTUAL MODELS1

1

The email textual models from Dellar and Walkley (2016) are included here for research purposes.

