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Investigation of the Use of Politeness Strategies by Japanese
Students when Requesting in English

Nakakatsu Ohyama, Sarah Morikawa, Kirk Johnson

1. Introduction

It may have come to the notice of many English teachers in Japan that when a Jap-
anese student asks for a favour in English, the actual utterance significantly differs
from what may be expected between native English-speaking interlocutors. Haisa
(2001) and Ohyama (2006) found that while Japanese learners of English were cogni-
zant of politeness, they were often limited in their performance of the speech act of re-
questing due to a lack of grammatical and sociolinguistic competence. According to
Hymes (1986), to complete a speech act, both linguistic form and awareness of social
norm are necessary. To this, McCarthy (1991) adds phonological forms. It could be as-
sumed therefore that the students’ requests which do not match the expectations of
native speaker requestees could result from a combination of a lack of sociolinguistic
awareness, a lack of linguistic knowledge in requesting forms or possibly a phonologi-
cal problem. Whatever the reason for the difference between student utterances such
as “I want you to give me a handout.” and the expected form, for example “Could you
give me a handout?” the effect on the listener may negatively influence the students’
desired outcome. In other words, the student may be faced with a pragmalinguistic
failure if she uses a linguistic form which does not match her intention (White 1993).
For example, White’s (ibid) research found that offers and requests from Japanese stu-
dents in English can sound rather abrupt as only “please” is added to make a request
more polite. This may be due to a direct translation from [~7T { 72 & ] in Japanese
but as Bardovi-Harlig et al. (1991) point out, a one-to-one transferal of speech acts be-
tween languages is not always possible.

This study investigates the use of politeness strategies by Japanese students in a
university intermediate level listening and speaking class when performing the speech
act of requesting a favour in English and compares their strategies with those used by
a sample of native speakers. Brown and Levinson (1987) propose that politeness strat-
egies, for example when requesting, are dependent on three things: the relative close-
ness or distance of relations between speakers, their relative status and the amount of

imposition involved in the request. Because the study was done using role-play situa-
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tions, the relative closeness or distance of relations between the speakers could not be
estimated. However, by varying the relative status of the participants in the role play
and by changing the favours requested to involve different levels of imposition, it was
hoped that it would become apparent as to whether the students are able to use the
register and form of their request which might be expected by their English-speaking
interlocutors.

As the speech act of requesting is, as mentioned above, inclusive of both linguistic
form and social norm, whether the students have the linguistic competence to make
the requests or not, it was also hoped that the study would be able to determine the
level of awareness among students concerning the necessity for varying their strate-
gies when requesting different favours of different people. This was done by asking
them in L1, after conducting the role play, what they would have liked to have said in
English.

Finally, assuming that the speech act of requesting is a practical and basic need for
students from actions ranging from studying abroad to effectively communicating a
need with their native English speaking teachers, if students are incapable of this
skill, it may be necessary to review the introduction of pragmatic awareness in Eng-
lish classes in university. Thus this study considers the implications of any noticeable
differences between the native speaker and non-native speaker performance for lan-

guage teaching in a university context.

2. Method
2.1 Participants

22 Japanese students and 7 American native speakers of English were asked to par-
ticipate in this research project. The Japanese students attend a national University,
have TOEIC IP scores above 500 and are non-English majors enrolled in an elective
intermediate English class. Each has a background of around 380 hours study of Eng-
lish in Junior High and High School together with a minimum of 30 hours’ English in-
struction in university first year classes. The native speakers are English speaking in-
structors living in Japan.
2.2 Data Collection Procedure

Participants were asked to cooperate on this research project and agreed to be re-
corded completing short role-plays conducted with the researchers. Specifically, the
study asked students to participate in role plays requesting favours from two different
people: firstly with “a friend” and secondly with “a professor”. For each interlocutor, a
favour was requested at two different levels of imposition; one involved a request that

could be done immediately at little cost to the requestee and the other involved much
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more cost to the requestee, both in time and effort. Thus, each participant was in-
volved in four short role-plays requesting favours. The role of the friend and the pro-
fessor was played by a native speaker teacher or a Japanese teacher of English.

The students were not told in advance of the content of the role-play but were asked
to go individually to the researchers’ rooms to participate in the role-play. Once in the
room, the students were asked to read a short rubric outlining the situation in Japa-
nese and the request required. After reading the paragraph, they were given as much
thinking time as they needed and then started the role-play. For the complete rubrics
given to the students, refer to Appendix A.

The first situation was in an American university, when they had missed the previ-
ous week’s class and had to borrow their friend’s notes to study for a test the following
week. In the second situation, the students were going to present a two-minute speech
about their family in the following week’s class. They were required to ask their
friend for help checking the English in their speech. The third and fourth role-plays
involved the researchers acting as the students’ professor rather than a friend. In the
third role-play, students pretended to have an English test the following week. Since
their class had received some handouts when they did not attend the class in the pre-
vious week, they needed the handouts so that they could catch up with the study and
prepare for the exam. They needed to visit their professor’s office and ask for the
handouts. It was supposedly the first time for the students to converse with the pro-
fessor on a one-to-one basis. In the fourth situation, students needed to visit their pro-
fessor’s office to request assistance correcting their English entry before going to New
York for a speech contest the following week.

After the set of role-plays had finished, students were asked in Japanese how they
felt about the tasks, whether they had been difficult or not and the reasons for any
perceived difficulty. The conversation recorded in each situation and the student self-

evaluation after the role-play were later transcribed and analyzed.

3. Results

Several interesting points arose from the data. Firstly, the linguistic forms used for
the requests by native speakers and non-native speakers, which can be seen in Appen-
dix B, were noticeably different. One point which stood out was the extent to which
the students relied on basic statement forms rather than question forms. For example,
the number of students using a question form was only 26 out of a total of 88 role-
plays. All of these forms were direct questions. In contrast, with regard to the native
speakers, of a total of 26 role-plays, 18 involved the use of interrogative forms. Fur-

thermore, of these forms, 12 were indirect questions such as “Is it all right if I...?” or
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“Do you think you can...?”.

Also interesting was the use of “if” by the native speakers. Out of 13 requests made
of friends, 8 involved the use of “if” and in the case of requests made of professors, the
number increased to 9. This type of request included exponents such as “ I wonder
if...” and “Do you think it’d be OK if...?”. On the other hand, from a total of 88 role-
plays by non-native students, “if” was used once in the utterance “if you OK”.

Finally, the use of direct language such as imperative forms and statements such as
“I want...” was also significantly different between the native-speaker and non-native
speaker groups. The native-speakers used no imperatives when requesting, whereas,
of a total of 88 role play requests by non-native speakers, 21 used an imperative form
with “please”, such as in “Please give me...”. In addition, “I want...” or “I want you
to...” were used a further 34 times by non-native speakers while the native speakers
did not use these forms at all.

As well as the linguistic form itself, the difference in forms used by students and na-
tive speakers when speaking with different people was analyzed. “Could you...?” was
a form of politeness that some students used with success. It was used twice when
asking a friend for a handout and three times for asking a professor as well as six
times for requesting for help with a speech from both a friend and a professor. Addi-
tionally, the more direct form of “Can” was only used when requesting from a friend,
which seems to show that some students are aware of the sociolinguistic functions of
these forms. For other forms, however, there seemed to be little difference between
those used for different interlocutors or request type. “I want” or “I want you to...” was
used a combined 15 times for role-plays 1A and 1B with a friend. What is surprising is
that “I want” was also used a combined 23 times for the role-plays 2A and 2B with a
professor. Only once was “I want” combined with a conditional “if” statement to soften
the request. Similarly, please + imperative” was used 6 times in either role-play with
a friend (1A, 1B) and was also used eight times for requesting help for a speech con-
test from a professor (2B), although only once when requesting a handout (2A).

With regard to the difference in forms used by native speakers in different situa-
tions, it seems that the only situation that was different from the others in the forms
of request used was the easy request to a friend. Even the forms used in this request
were relatively polite; for example, “Is it all right if I...?” or “Do you mind if I...?”. The
other request situations were all performed at a high level of politeness, probably re-
flecting the level of imposition or the relative status difference between the interlocu-
tors.

As mentioned above, the students were also asked about what they would have liked

to have said in English after the role plays had taken place. During the follow-up ses-
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sions, 16 of the 22 students stated that they were aware that they should be more po-
lite but could not say what they wanted to at the time.

4. Limitations of the study
4.1 Small sample

As can be seen from section 2.1, the number of participants in this study was rela-
tively small. Additionally, the number of native speaker participants was less than
half that of the non-native speakers. This necessarily limits the conclusions that can
be made from the study to general hypotheses about tendencies of non-native speakers
or native speakers when requesting favours.

4.2 Use of role play

Richards (2001) points out that Hymes’ speaking model of a speech event can be re-
duced to a mere three elements: namely situation, participants and purpose. If we look
at the role-play as reproducing a speech event — incorporating the speech act of re-
questing a favour — it is possible to see that all three of these elements may adversely
affect the authenticity of the speech act. The first situation in the rubric was speaking
to a friend about borrowing their notes. The fact that the setting was a faculty mem-
ber’s office would possibly have been much more intimidating to a student than the
cafeteria or corridor in which the speech act might normally occur. However, the sec-
ond situation in the rubric did take place in the teacher’s office so in this case the set-
ting was appropriate. Secondly with regard to participants, the second role-play was
similar to an authentic situation in that the person asking the favour was a student
and the person being asked was an English teacher. This of course meant that the
participants were not the same as those in an authentic friend-friend request which
was probably also intimidating. Finally, the purpose of the role-play had already been
explained to the students as helping researchers with their research. This publicly
stated purpose was at odds with the purpose of the role-plays themselves which was to
make a request. Basically, “role-plays are often compromised in terms of the range
and authenticity of the conduct that emerges within them” (Heritage 1995:397).

4.3 Exclusion of Pronunciation from data.

McCarthy (1991) stresses the need for a combination of grammatical form, phono-
logical form and context — participants, setting and roles — when deciding on the func-
tion of any utterance. Thus, prosodic features such as intonation and pitch will have
an impact on how the listener perceives the speaker. For example, as Gumperz (1982)
points out, if a politeness tag “please” is stressed and carries a falling tone, it is “coun-
ter to English prosodic conventions which associate falling tones with definiteness and

finality” (ibid 169). Unfortunately, it was not within the scope of this investigation to
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include the prosodic features of student utterances; and therefore, we did not reflect

on the extent to which the students’ pronunciation affected their performance.

5. Discussion

There are a number of conclusions that could be tentatively drawn from this study.
Firstly, it became apparent that the students’ linguistic proficiency had a severe im-
pact on the extent to which they were able to express themselves. Intermediate Eng-
lish T students must have a minimum of 500 in TOEIC. This roughly is equivalent to
around 4 — 4.5 in IELTS which is a “limited user” or B1, which is the lowest interme-
diate level, in the Common European Framework. Many of the students commented
that they were impeded by worries about vocabulary or grammar. Most students stat-
ed that they were not accustomed to thinking in English and speaking in English.
While participating in the role-plays, they had an idea of what to say in Japanese, but
it was difficult to translate it into English. One student indicated that he did not have
any confidence since he could not find clear different meanings between “borrow” and
“lend.” This led to a request using “please borrow me”. Another student commented,
“When I speak English, I have to think about the grammar principles and where to
place the correct prepositions to construct my sentences.” It seems that the students
were very concerned to use a grammatically and lexically “correct” request form and
this may have led them to produce a very basic form which they were confident to use.
One student said, “I could not convey my intention of asking for his help in correcting
my English, so I just ended up using a simple sentence stating my real needs.” As can
be seen from Appendix B, simple forms using “Can” (8 times) “Could” (8) “want” (16)
and “Please” + imperative form (12) were used for requesting from friends and “Could”
(10), “want” (23) and “Please” +imperative (9) for requesting from professors predomi-
nate. In comparison to the non-native speakers, the native speakers used a wide range
of linguistic forms to realize the objective of making a request.

However, an assessment of the students’ linguistic ability was not the only objective
of this study. We also hoped to some extent to estimate how aware students were of
the necessity to use different levels of politeness when requesting favours of differing
levels of imposition and with different participants. This pragmatic awareness was es-
timated by firstly, the actual language used to make the requests and secondly, bear-
ing the students’ language levels in mind, student feedback in L1 on the necessity for
polite language. From the data collected it appears that in some cases, the students’
linguistic proficiency is not equal to their sociolinguistic awareness.

It was found that when requesting a favour from friends and from professors, a total

of 4 students in each case were able to use a greater level of politeness when making a
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more troublesome request. Two students were able to vary their request forms accord-
ing to level of imposition both when talking to a “friend” and to a “professor”. In addi-
tion, three students were able to use a more polite form when making a request of
their “professor” compared to the request made of their friend. This is not a great per-
centage of the 22 students who participated in the study. However, when asked, 16 of
the students replied that when talking to the professor they should have used more
polite language than when talking to their friend. One student stated, “since I did not
know how to express my intention politely to my professor, I might have been rude
when asking to receive handouts from him.”

In general then, it seems that students are often aware of the necessity for polite-
ness but unaware of the means by which to achieve it. Especially in the case of re-
questing, they are dependent on a sympathetic interlocutor to achieve their goals. In
an authentic situation in a British or American university the request form “ I want to
last week’s print”, may not receive the desired response.

If then students need to acquire a basic level of socio-linguistic skills, they need to
be given the opportunity to address these aspects of language in the classroom. White
(1993) states, “It is now commonly accepted that language training will focus not only
on the form of the language but also on its communicative use”. This means that it is
not sufficient to say to students, “If you want to be polite, use the word please”.

One way to focus on communicative use would be to introduce functional formulae
to students piecemeal. However, as McCarthy says formulae should form a basic “sur-
vival kit” at the most elementary level (1991:122). Thus phrases like “Could you...?” to
request may be introduced but more complex forms for higher levels of politeness are
beyond the definition of “basic survival kit”. Many of the non-native speaker partici-
pants said that they had been introduced to the phrase “I was wondering if...” to re-
quest when they were in high school but they were not able to produce the exponent at
the appropriate time. As many studies have shown, the presentation of language does
not always lead to its uptake. In addition to the dubious nature of the idea that what
is introduced is “learnt”, the sheer number of different kinds of function and functional
exponent mean that it would be very difficult to introduce all the exponents necessary.

A further possibility for the introduction of pragmatic competence in class would be
to adapt Clennell’s (1999) outline. He has the students transcribe their own recorded
utterances and then compare the difference in meaning between what they actually
said and what they wanted to say. This could then be extended to have the students
compare their own requests with those of native speakers doing the same task, as in
this study. This has three benefits in that the students have ownership of the texts

which may increase their motivation, their attention can be focused on pragmatic as-
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pects of the recording, and they can take the role of researcher rather than recipient of

information.

6. Conclusion

The native speakers of English were likely to use interrogative forms and the more
complex linguistic forms, especially those with an “if” clause such as “I was wondering
if it would be OK if...”, to demonstrate politeness.

Although some Japanese students in the intermediate English class noticed that
they needed to use different levels of polite forms when requesting, they were general-
ly not able to use appropriate forms flexibly for different situations and different par-
ticipants.

As a result of comparing Japanese requesting strategies with American ones, the
researchers suggest emphasizing sociolinguistic usage when developing these lan-
guage functions for the English intermediate classes. This development may be best
carried out by awareness-raising activities rather than functional exponent presenta-

tion.

7. Future research

It may be interesting in the future to investigate the requesting strategies of the
students in a higher level English class to clarify whether a higher linguistic level has
a positive effect on sociolinguistic competence. Furthermore, future study could in-
volve a more authentic situation with recordings being taken when students actually
come to their teachers’ room to make real requests, providing of course that their per-
mission to use those recordings is sought after the conversation takes place.

Other future study could also involve research regarding the use of some kind of
framing for the request in the form of lead-in to a request, particularly a request that
will require effort from the requestee. Almost all the native speaker participants used
a lead-in in the conversation before they made a request. Examples were “You went to
class last week, right?” and “I was wondering if I could get some advice.” for a friend
and a professor respectively. In contrast, an average of just under 4 out of 22 non-na-
tive participants used a lead-in before making their request. On this point, some Japa-
nese students described their difficulty in initiating their conversation with their pro-
fessor. They thought that it would be appropriate to say, “I'm sorry to bother you,” but
they missed the chance to mention it. They commented on their limited knowledge
about American customs to start their conversation with their professor and how to
convey their intentions properly. One student stated, “I tried to initiate our conversa-

tion saying, ‘I need a little bit of your help, ’ I directly talked about my purpose of vis-
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iting my professor. Unconsciously, I converse with my professor using direct expres-
sions because I did not know how to ask him for a favour appropriately.” This appears
to be another area in which there is a gap between student proficiency and socioprag-

matic norms.
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Appendix A

Prompt 1A

BUE, %7237 2N RZEICHFAN T, RBEOBEHORBROMENZ L Tnd EAGEL T
{28V, JHZOBHRIHETERD-720T, B/ —F2HLTHH) 2o, &
EDBTRAND T VITGH LT THRTATL S v,

Prompt 1B

BAE, H7%7237 IR FITEFHR T, RlDL7ORRIZOVT2HBOAEY—F %
THIEWLLoTWBEPELTLEE WV, EXDBEIEDPUE LD TH %720 RKECYIT
THLIRENDHD EFT. SHPHHMIFITELZA20E S0 KADFT VIZFE LT T
FRTATLZEE N,

Prompt 2A

BUAE, H7%7237 73 KRFITHFH T, REOEFEOHRBROENMZ L Twb EREL T
{28, BHZOFERICHETE 2D 5720 T, HEIRFEICERA S HKEE
2w B, BEOBRTHEEZHM LA TLES V. A5 RNO THEZELYR
L. SOIHITHELMAMICEEZ LTWE EEL TS,

Prompt 2B

BE, %7237 I RAICHFAHR T, RBlDL72OFRBEIIOVWTDAE—F - a7
AMIBMTHI LI hoTVET, EXEBIETL720ICAIREEDT NN, A%
FELERHYFT, 22 —T— 7 TOAE—F -T2 F A MIATLHICHEE 2L,
COXITHBELMANIEEZ LTS EREL TL S,

Prompt 1A

At this moment, you are studying English at Alabama University. You are going to
have an English test next week. You need to ask your friend for help because you
didn’t attend the class last week. Ask your friend, Ken, if you can borrow his notebook

to study.

Prompt 1B

At this moment, you are studying at Alabama University. You are going to present a
two minute speech about your family next week. You need to ask your friend for help
because you need someone to check your English. Ask your friend, Ken, if you can get

his help today or tomorrow.
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Prompt 2A

At this moment, you are studying English at Alabama University. You are going to
have an English test next week. Your teacher gave some handouts in class when you
were absent. You need them so that you can prepare for the next exam. Knock on Dr.
Smith’s office door and ask him for the handouts. This is the first time to converse

with him personally.

Prompt 2B

At this moment, you are studying at Alabama University. You are going to talk about
your family at a speech contest in New York City next week. You need to ask Dr.
Smith for advice regarding your English. Knock on his office door and ask for his help.

This is the first time to converse with him personally.
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Appendix B

Request Speech Act forms

Role-play 1A

Japanese Students (22)

Native English Speakers (7)

Requesting handouts
from a friend

CanI...? (2)

Can you...? (2)

Could you...? (2)

I want to... (5)

I want you to... (3)

I want to ask you... (1)

I would like to... (1)
Please + imperative... (6)

Canl...? (1)

May I see them? (1)

I wonder if I can... (1)

Is it all right if I... (1)

Do you mind if I... (2)

Do you think it would be OK if
... (D

Role-play 1B

Japanese Students (22)

Native English Speakers (6)*

Requesting help with
a speech contest from
a friend

Can I...7 (1)

Can you...? (3)

Could you...? (6)

I need your help... (2)

I want you to... (6)

I want...(1)

Please +imperative...(6)

Could you...? (1)

Do you think you could...? (1)
Do you think it'd be OK if...? (1)
Do you think you can...? (1)

I was wondering if you... (1)

I wonder if you could... (1)

Role-play 2A

Japanese Students (22)

Native English Speakers (7)

Requesting handouts
from a professor

Could I...7 (1)

Could you...? (3)

I want you to... (3)

I want to... (8)

I want (noun)... (4)

I would like to... (1)

Please give me... (1)

I couldn’t get your print. (1)

Could I...?7 (1)

Do you have...? (1)

Do you think it’'d be OK if...?
1)

If you don’t mind, I'd like to...
(€]

I was wondering if... (2)

I would be very appreciative

if... (1)

Role-play 2B

Japanese Students (22)

Native English Speakers (6)*

Requesting help with
a speech contest from
a professor

Could you...? (6)

I hope that you could... (1)

I want you to... (8) (1 with “If
you OK”)

Please +imperative... (8) (2x

including please help me.)
*%

Could you...? (1)

... if you could... (1)

If it’s all right, do you think
it’d be OK if... (1)

I was wondering if... (1)

I’d like to ask you for... (1)

If you have time, that would
be... (1)

*Only 6 speakers participated in role-plays 1B and 2B
** Multiple speech acts by one student account for the 23 speech acts listed
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