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ABSTRACT

With the advancement of technology, students’ means of communication have
changed from regular face-to-face appointments to email communications with
professors and faculty members. Students send emails to faculty members for
several reasons such as requests for appointments, advice, or course-related
information. This study investigates email request strategies used by Iranian
university students when communicating with their faculty members. To this
end, a corpus of 200 emails (13103 words) was compiled within 4 years from
Payame Noor University students majoring in humanities. The data were then
coded for request strategies along with both internal and external modification
devices. The findings showed that direct strategies were the most frequently
used, with imperative and like/appreciate statements being the most frequently
used direct strategy. Moreover, downtoners and attention getters ranked first and
second among internal modification devices, while grounders and appreciation
ranked first and second among external modifiers. These findings are expected to
provide insights into Persian pragmatics and have implications for teaching
Persian to language learners.
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Introduction

Thanks to advancements in technology, emails have become a prevalent means of communication
in diverse settings, such as business and higher education. As Biesenbach-Lucas (2006) noted,
“student-faculty interactions at the university level have undergone a shift from face-to-face office
hour consultations and brief before/after class meetings to more and more ‘cyber-consultations’
between students and faculty.” (p. 81) Consequently, students can receive feedback and
information without needing to visit their professors (Burgucu-Tazegul, et al., 2016).

The literature is replete with studies on the realization of speech act of request across
different languages and cultures, focusing on native speakers (e.g., Al Farisi et al., 2021) or
foreign language learners (e.g., L2 Spanish learner by Kuriscak (2015), Arab EFL learners by
El-Dakhs, 2023), as well as comparative studies (e.g., Persian speakers and Persian learners
(Ghiasian et al, 2013; Modarresi & Tajali, 2013), English and Arabic by Dendenne (2014),
English and Persian TV series (Yazdanfar & Bonyadi, 2016).

Nowadays, communication via email has become increasingly favored in both academic and
business settings, leading to an increasing number of studies analyzing language functions in
this form of asynchronous interaction. Changes in the mode of communication, has brought
about a shift from elicited methods, such as questionnaires, to the investigation of naturally
occurring data, including digital discourse such as emails (e.g., request strategies in emails by
Arab students by Deveci & Hmida, 2017; emails in the United States workplace by Leopold,
2015; and politeness strategies and markers in emails by Iranian EFL learners by Rahmani &
Rahmany, 2014). However, to the best of the researchers’ knowledge, no previous study has
explored request strategies in digital discourse among native speakers of Persian. Hence, the
present study aims to investigate request strategies and modification devices used by Iranian
native speakers of Farsi when communicating with their faculty members.

Review of Literature

Speech act of request

According to Trosborg (1995), “a request is an illocutionary act whereby a speaker [S]
(requester) conveys to the hearer [H] (requestee) that he/she wants the requestee to perform an
act which is for the benefit of the speaker” (p.187). Requests are also regarded as face-
threatening acts, as they can endanger the face (i.e., public self-image) of both the addresser and
the addressee (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Hence, requests cannot be studied as a utterances in
isolation as a they are usually preceded or proceeded by other linguistic elements known as
internal or external modifiers, which serve to soften or strengthen their force. As noted by
Brown and Levinson (1987), the burden imposed on both interlocutors in a request exchange
depends on three social factors: social status (i.e., power), social distance and imposition. The
degree of imposition depends on a number of factors such as time, financial and psychological
burdens (Fukushima, 2000, p. 88). Accordingly, the language students use in their
correspondence can clearly signify their attitudes toward the degree of imposition, whether
explicitly or implicitly communicated in their requests. To avoid potential threats to the
requestee’s face, the requester employs internal and external devices (Sifianou, 1999). Internal
modifiers encompass linguistics features embedded in the same act. For example, the adverb in
‘Can I possibly use your phone?” lessens the force of the request. On the contrary, external
modifiers are linguistic devices in the context encompassing the speech act, as seen in the
explanatory sentence after the following request: "Could you open the door for me? I’'m
carrying so many bags that I cannot do it."

Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) conducted a significant cross-cultural study on speech act
realization patterns, particularly focusing on how requests are made across different cultures.
Their work laid the groundwork for understanding politeness and request strategies in
communication. They developed a model to analyze speech act of request, categorizing request
strategies as direct (e.g., imperative, need statement), conventionally indirect (e.g., query
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preparatory) and non-conventionally indirect (e.g., hint). In direct strategies, speakers state their
intention explicitly, making it clear in their wording (e.g., open the door). In conventionally
indirect strategies, however, speakers perform the request function by lexical, morphological,
and syntactic forms typically used to make a request (Can you pass me the salt please?). Non-
conventionally indirect strategies depend on context to assist the hearer in discerning the request
(i.e., hint). Several researchers have employed Blum-Kulka and Olshtain’s model to explore
request strategies across languages and cultures, enhancing our understanding of intercultural
communication the complexities of language use in social contexts. For instance, some studies
indicated that while conventionally indirect requests are favored in some languages (e.g.,
Persian (Modarresi & Tajali, 2013); Arabic (Deveci & Hmida, 2017), other studies reported a
greater inclination toward direct strategies like German (Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1984).
Despite these findings, speakers across languages opt for direct or indirect request strategies
depending on contextual factors, such as social status, social distance, imposition.

Requests in Email Communication
Composing academic request emails is challenging for a number of reasons. First, since it is a
private form of interaction, there is no single model for developing an appropriate email Second,
emails lack non-verbal cues, and feedback regarding the appropriateness of the request is rarely
provided (Halenko & Winder, 2021).

Students send emails to faculty members for several reasons such as requests for
appointments, advice, or course-related information (Tseng, 2015). The use of emails for
inquiries has eased the lives of students living miles away from their university, alleviating both
distance burden and the face-threat they might experience. As a face-threatening act, requests
transfer imposition from the speaker (i.e., the student) to the hearer (i.e., the faculty member)
when they are in unequal social statuses (Brown & Levinson, 1987).

When sending an email to someone of higher social status, the sender is expected to follow a
special discourse structure, such as informative subject line, an [appropriate]opening and a
proper closing (Guffey, 2010). Zhu (2012) reported that an effective request email includes an
opening which address the recipient, a closing that comprises thanking and the sender’s name, a
head act that refers to the request, and supporters such as small talk, apologies, or promises to
facilitate communication. Given the higher status of the recipient, a request to a professor may
be particularly challenging (Baugh, 2011).

The present study
This study aims to provide both theoretical and empirical contribution: First, the findings of are
expected to further our understanding of pragmatic studies in the field of politeness in speech
act of request. Second, the findings can benefit non-Iranian learners of Persian as a foreign
language by improving their understanding of politeness aspects when writing emails to their
Iranian faculty members, thereby improving their pragmatic knowledge when writing in real-life
contexts. Finally, by gaining insights into how students meet, or fail to meet linguistic or non-
linguistic expectations, researchers and practitioners will be in a better position to help learners
overcome the pragmatic challenges they face in email writing (Halenko & Winder,2021).
Hence, the present research aims to examine the request strategies in Iranian students’ emails to
their faculty members. To achieve this objective, the following questions guide the study:

1. What request strategies do Iranian students use in their emails to university faculty

members?
2. What internal and external modifiers are used in students’ emails?

Method
Corpus of the Study
The linguistic corpus for this research included student emails sent to academic members of
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Payam Noor University in the fields of humanities and basic sciences. Since most
correspondence with Payam Noor professors takes place at the end of the semester, one of the
authors requested the academic members to forward students' requests to facilitate data
collection. Out of more than 250 emails sent in this period, 200 emails containing requests were
randomly selected for analysis. The corpus comprises13103 words from 200 student emails in
the period of 2018 to 2019. All emails had the subject "Request” and had been sent to
professors. by students from different fields of humanities and basic sciences at Payame Noor
University of Isfahan.

Data Collection and Data Analysis Procedure

The collected data were coded manually based on Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) original Cross-
Cultural Study of Speech Act Realization Patterns (CCSARP) framework. However, following
Biesenbach-Lucas’s (2007) study of email requests to faculty members, two strategies of need
and expectation statements were also added and classified as a direct strategy (see Table 1).

Table 1. Request strategies used to analyze the e-mail request data

CCSARP directness Request strategies

levels
Imperatives S a8l 0 pes S 0 pyileo 4 Lila)
Performatives LA e b gy Glanl ey pyibe o))y el g3l ST 038 e Liales
Want statements o2 pbsl (ol dlie 0 pe oy sl waled o
Direct Need statements Tyl 5L 0p00 oyl 4 s
Direct questions Soylds 3939 0yei (13,5 4L Sl Mool ins
Like/appreciate c A
ol Sl Lo (5, S 51
statements PSS ol (5500 5
Expectation - . .
Al yd Cdblge o Canlgd 3 b Lo p)lgael
statements w00 S Of SR e P
Query preparatory )
. . (ability, Vb Jase @ 5l 9 o8 plos ] oile (L slaasly o ol o3 plsse (go Slis
Conventionally indirect N ,
willingness, TS p S8 Agie lad o)l
permission)
Non-conventional . . . e
Hint 3908 dlan Mo M) 13 (pe IS 5L relae piwlgsue Ladd

indirectness

Modification devices were adopted from Dendenne’s (2014) study. These devices are
categorized into internal and external modifiers.

Table 2. Internal Modifiers

Elements by means of which the S seeks to involve | L cedd peyibe g9590 390 53 15,8 wigine
Opener : - X ~ :
the H and bids for his/her cooperation SppSs ol
Understate Diminutives or minimizers function as imposition e s oigS L 155 pily
softener —r e
Modifiers acts as a modulator to impact WS i 9y Py Gl 9 S il Lod aiSee
Downtoner . 5 i i
the requestive act on the H? pos b b
Intensifier Employed to increase the impact of the request s 5L o yes ol 4y 00
Hesitator Type of fillers used when the S’ is unsure of the effect | a& el (LML 5) aSee Job pie pl
of his request o Jamdl] 58 4545
Attention- Used for to alert the requestee before placing the 55 il poha
getter request
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Table 3. External Modifiers
Preparators Used to prepare the addressee to perform the $1s ) Ko e & 45San o
request
The requester gives reasons, explications, or oS 5 gt SIS > 4y il
Grounder S D : o . .
justifications for their request P95 Bdge pyiilua 0yl
. Signal awareness of the potential offense and ; . . )
- ol ilate pué piwledyd ol 4 ol
IS hopes to remove the objection AR O e
Promise of Offering the hearer something as a compensation -

. . Seo Y|
reward for the potential fulfillment of the request w5 o o sl
Please Used to minimize the m;E:)smon of the requestive | i

Imposition Used for lowering the imposition placed on the | U eade Job 28 53k | &dSS olej 51
minimizers hearer which is associated with requests oS Jlol 15,8
Compliments, flattery, or exaggerated appreciation | e2ls> s albye ploaly 5 Clo> oz
sweetener A
of the hearer’s abilities o
The speaker makes an apology to lower the cost to o
o |
apellogy the hearer e Pl e
Appreciators: employed at the end to strengthen
the force of the request
closing -Considirators: show consideration to the hearer’s Lo calal 1 ygiee
situation
-Thanking expressions
Small talk Used at the beginning to build a positive space adl oo el plyglael il M

After the data were coded, the frequencies of all request and modifier strategies were
obtained. To ensure the reliability of coding, the coded data were coded again by a research
expert in linguistics and discourse analysis. In cases of disagreement, they were discussed until
the two researchers reached an agreement.

Results

Table 1 displays the distribution of request strategies in the corpus. As shown in Table 4, direct
strategies were the most commonly used type of strategies in the dataset, where conventionally
indirect (18.40%) and non-conventional indirect strategies (1.85%) ranked second and third,

respectively.

Table 4. Distribution of Strategies Across the Corpus

CCSAIT;VS;gectness Request strategies Frequency Percentage
Imperatives 77 30.10 24
Performatives 21 8.20 6.55
Want statements 15 5.85 4.45
Direct Need statements 17 6.65 5.30
Direct questions 7 2.75 1.20
Like/appreciate statements 80 31.25 24.90
Expectation statements 39 15.25 12.15
Total 256 79.75
Conventionally indirect ngry preparatory _(atglllty, 59 18.40
willingness, permission)
Non-conventional .
indirectness Hint 6 1.85
Total 321 100
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Results also show that in direct substrategies, students employed like/appreciation statement
strategy (24.90%) more frequently than other direct strategies, where imperatives (24%) and
expectation statements (12.15%) ranked second and third in direct strategies. Results also show
that direct question was the least frequently used direct strategy in the corpus.

Table 5. Distribution of Internal Modifiers

Modifiers Frequency Percentage
Opener 28 10

Understater 9 3.20
Downtoner 63 22.40
Intensifier 10 3.55
Hesitator 2 0.70
Attention-getter 169 60.15
Total 300 100

Table 2 demonstrates the distribution of internal modifiers across the corpus. As shown in

Table 2, attention getter (56%) is the most frequently used internal modifier in the corpus. The
findings also show that downtoners (21%) and intensifiers (10%) ranked the second and the
third most frequently used internal modifiers. Also, hesitator (0.5%) is the least common
internal modifier in the corpus.

Table 6. Distribution of External Modifier in the Corpus

External modifier Frequency Percentage
preparators 41 7.05
Grounder 232 39.90
disarmer 2 0.35
Promise of reward 12 2.05
Please 57 9.80
Imposition minimizers 1 0.2
sweetener 11 1.90
apology 29 5
appreciators 90 15.50
. considerators 10 1.70
closing Thanking expression 58 10
Total 158 27.2
Small talk 38 6.55
Total 581 100

Table 3 shows the distribution of external modifiers in the corpus. As shown in the Table,
grounder is the most prevalent external modifier in the corpus. The findings also indicate that
closing strategies (appreciator (15.70%) and thanking expressions (10%) ranked the second and
the third frequently used external modifiers. The results also suggest that imposition minimizers
(0.2%) and disarmers (0.35%) were the least frequently used external modifiers in the corpus.

Discussion

The present study examined the use of strategies in email requests from Iranian university
students to their faculty members. In response to the first research question, “What request
strategies do Iranian students use in their emails to university faculty?”, the findings generally
displayed that university students employed direct strategies more frequently than conventional
and indirect strategies. These findings are in contrast with Biesenbach and Weasenforth’s
(2002) assertion that students’ correspondence with professors requires a formal writing style,
which typically involves greater use of indirect strategies. However, Najeeb et al. (2012) argue
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that students fail to adopt this formal style due to a lack of awareness as to the effect of their
email content on efficient communication with their university professors.

The findings of this study are in line with Leopold’s (2015) study of email request strategies,
where the use of direct strategies outnumbered indirect strategies, with imperative being the
most frequently used direct strategy. Though students used numerous mitigation devices to
reduce the imposition of their requests, the predominance of the imperatives was unexpected
compared to previous research, which reported a low percentage of imperatives (e.g., Dendenne,
2014; Félix-Brasdefer, 2012). This might reflect differences in the data sources, with authentic
discourse yielding different results than other elicited tools such as role plays or discourse
completion tests. A closer examination, however, indicates that university students used
politeness markers, such as please to mitigate the face-threatening nature of imperatives.

In response to the second research question, “What internal and external modifiers are used
in students’ emails?”, the findings show that attention getters/downtoners and grounders were
the most frequently used internal and external modifiers, respectively. The overuse of attention
getters can be due to the authentic nature of the email requests, which was absent in Deveci and
Hmida’s (2017) study of modifications in university students’ emails collected through
discourse completion tasks. Another explanation for the frequent use of attention getters can be
the email format, which typically begins with some forms of greetings, alerters and attention
getters, as defined by Dendenne (2014). Nevertheless, students perhaps used attention getters to
prepare readers for what follows, trying to avoid impoliteness. The frequent use of downtoners
in the corpus aligns with several previous studies (e.g., Faerch & Kasper, 1989; Trosborg,
1995), suggesting that students’ preference for downtoners could be attributed to their “double
function as [both]illocutionary force indicator[s] and transparent mitigator[s]” (Faerch &
Kasper, 1989, p. 232). The high frequency of grounders compared to other external modifiers is
clinches previous studies (e.g., Hill, 1997; Kasper, 1981), confirming the idea that “it is
psychologically most plausible to make the addressee understand the reason(s) behind a
request” (House & Kasper, 1987). As Faerch and Kasper (1989) put it, grounders are the most
efficient mitigating strategy, minimizing the threat to the interlocutors’ face.

Moreover, the findings showed that the authors employed external modifiers more frequently
than internal modifiers. The preference for external modifiers over internal modifiers, unlike
findings from studies based on role play and DCTs, may suggest the context-specific nature of
modifiers. When communicating through email, students feel the need “to explicitize, justify
and thereby counter-balance the fact-threatening impact of their request” (House & Kasper,
1987).

Pedagogically, the findings of this study can raise our understanding of the contextualized
meaning in email communication, which can be helpful in teaching language and culture to non-
Iranian learners of Persian as a foreign language. Furthermore, the results can help Persian
language learners gain a better insight into the pragmatic aspect of language, including how
formulating requests can vary based on context and mode of communication, improving their
email writing skills to ensure clearer and more respectful communications. Studies of speech
acts in emails or other social electronic platforms can also show how communication in digital
discourse can be different from other modes of communication.

Conclusion
This study probes into the use of strategies and modifications in email requests from Iranian
native speakers of Persian to their faculty members. The findings showed that direct strategies
were more dominant than conventional and indirect strategies in the corpus. Moreover, the use
of external modification devices was more frequent than internal modifiers.

The findings of this study can contribute to our understanding of the use of speech acts in
digital discourse and specifically in emails. Additionally, the results can enhance Persian
language learners’ awareness of the effect of social factors in communication (i.e., low social
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status to high social status) and how Iranian university students employ request strategies in
their communication with their professors.

Even so, the study has some limitations: the corpus is limited to only [emailJcommunication,
and does not allow for gender as a distinct variable. Hence, future studies can explore request
strategies across other variables, such as gender and education level. Moreover, future research
can investigate other language functions, such as apologies, appreciation, etc., in institutional
email correspondence. Also, while in the present the focus was on communication between
students and professors (low to high social status) future studies may explore language functions
and strategies in the email communication between colleagues and professionals. It is also
suggested that future research compare e-(im)politeness and negotiation of face in various forms
of virtual communication, such as emails, chat messages, or comments, whether in synchronous
or asynchronous forms of communication.

Keywords
Speech act, Request, computer-mediated communication, Request strategies, Internal modifier,
External modifiers, Sociolinguistics.
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