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This study investigated the pragmatic elements in Saudi female graduate students’ authentic 
e-mail messages written in English to their male professors. Following Biesenbach-Lucas 
(2005), 99 e-mail messages sent by 9 female students to their two male professors during the 
academic year 2005-2006 were analyzed for communication topics (facilitative, substantive, 
relational), communication strategies (requesting, negotiating, reporting) and address 
terms. Results indicated that there was no significant difference among the frequencies of 
communication topics while the frequencies of communication strategies differed significantly 
in favor of requesting. Sub-categories of communication topics and strategies were also 
compared separately, and they both yielded significant differences within their sub-categories. 
As the most preferred communication strategy, requests were analyzed using Brown and 
Levinson’s (1987) politeness strategies and it was found that students usually preferred 
positive politeness strategies in their requests from their professors, while they mostly had 
negative politeness-oriented address terms when starting their messages. 
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C omputer-mediated Communication (CMC) has been rapidly replacing other means 
of communication in many institutions of modern life, including universities, and e-
mail is one of the most commonly used forms of it. Baron (1998) sees e-mail as “an 

ideal tool for building and maintaining social relationships” (p. 155). In the university context, 
the nature, goal and frequency of it may depend on various factors such as the teaching 
traditions, technological facilities and specific-course requirements. Even though there still 
might be institutions in some countries where students and teachers have limited techno-
logical facilities and access to internet (Gu, 2004), using e-mail as a means to interact with 
faculty has increased greatly in others. 

At a university context, communicating with the faculty via e-mail may be more advanta-
geous as students will have “more control over planning, composing, editing, and delivering 
messages than face-to-face communication” (Duthler 2006, p. 501). Due to unequal status 
relationship between students and faculty members (Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford 1990), 
students have to watch what they write both for the issues that can be addressed in an 
e-mail message to a faculty member and for the stylistic options that can be used. On the 
other hand, the same channel of communication which is perceived to be a less formal kind 
of register (Biber, 1992) may lead to serious problems especially among people with un-
equal status like faculty members and students. According to Feenberg (1995), people use 
face-to-face communication conventions while interacting online, and in case of problems 
related to content or style they may not easily remedy them. Bloch (2002) also argues that 
“Email is, ..., not a substitute for face-to-face interactions but rather a means for extending 
the space where these interactions can take place” (p. 119). 

Background
Every new channel of communication is a new challenge for its users whether they are 
native or non-native speakers of the language medium to be used through this channel. E-
mail as a new channel of communication is not exempt from this and “crafting appropriate 
e-mail messages is more than a question of pragmatic competence of non-native speakers; 
it is also a question of how native speakers adapt language to a new environment that has, 
as of yet, no clear-cut rules as to how student-professor communication via e-mail should 
be carried out appropriately” (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005, p. 25). 

A number of studies have been conducted in order to describe the characteristics of 
e-mail as a new channel of communication. While some studies investigated the reasons 
why students communicated with their professors (Martin, Myers, & Mottet, 1999; Ronau & 
Stroble, 1999), some others analyzed the e-mail messages sent by students to their profes-
sors and even compared native and non-native speakers’ messages (Bloch, 2002; Biesen-
bach-Lucas & Weasenforth, 2002; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005; Hartford & Bardovi-Harlig, 
1996; Payne, 1997; Poling, 1994).

The study by Martin et al. (1999) investigated the topics students addressed in communi-
cating with their professors and came up with a list of 24 reasons which they grouped into 
five major categories including relationship, functional reasons, excuses, participation and 
sycophancy. According to their survey results, students communicate with the professors 
when they want to build a relationship, to ask questions about the course material and 
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assignments, to offer excuses related to their late or no submissions, grading, to show that 
they are attentive and interested in the course, and to show that they are “on the instruc-
tors’ good side” (p. 160). Another study by Ronau and Stoble (1999) investigated the use 
of e-mail by student teachers in English and mathematics. Besides frequency, purpose and 
forms of communication, they also surveyed topics of communication. They identified 10 
topics such as classroom management, testing and grading and lesson ideas. As they did 
not identify the functional reasons of students’ e-mail messages, they cannot be used for 
comparison purposes (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005). 

The second group of studies included the ones which examined the e-mail messages 
themselves. Among these, Bloch (2002) examined 120 e-mail messages from international 
students to faculty, and depending on the purpose, messages were categorized as phatic 
communication (57 messages), asking for help (42 messages), making excuses (16 messages) 
and making formal requests (5 messages). So, most of the messages had the purpose of 
phatic communication. The study further examined the rhetorical strategies the students 
used, and concluded that they did not have any problems with using the required strategy 
depending on the level of formality of the context. 

Another study by Biesenbach-Lucas and Weasenforth (2002) compared the e-mail 
messages by American and international students from an American university by first 
categorizing the messages for communication topics including setting up an appointment, 
submission of work and assignment topic/course work, and after that they parsed the mes-
sages for the negotiation moves. They also analyzed the data qualitatively for the linguistic 
options employed in each move. They concluded that NS e-mail messages included more 
negotiation and initiation moves, which may not be considered appropriate by international 
students. They also noted that linguistic tentativeness, that is very common in NS e-mail 
messages, was not present in NNSs’ e-mail messages. This was attributed to the lack of 
status-preserving linguistic strategies NSs had. 

With a wider scope, Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) also compared American and international 
students’ e-mail messages for communication topics (facilitative, substantive and relational) 
and strategies (requesting, negotiating and reporting). She found that both American and 
international students addressed mostly facilitative, relational and substantive topics in their 
messages, but American students produced more messages with facilitative and substantive 
topics while messages from international students had more relational topics. According to 
Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig (1996), facilitative and substantive topics can be addressed in 
e-mail messages to professors. Thus, they are acceptable in the American university con-
text. Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) attributes the high percentage of messages with relational 
topics to the fact that physical and social non-presence requires verbal compensation. 
Regarding communication strategies, American students had higher percentages in all three 
categories in different ratios. For example, in requesting explicit response category, Ameri-
can students had a higher percentage for which Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) asserts that 

If a student wants to increase the chances that his or her message is responded to, the student 
has to encode this request explicitly, leaving the professor no choice but to respond.... How-
ever, this is also far more risky as appropriate linguistic realizations for these requests have to 
be chosen that do not come across as inappropriately impolite and imposing (p.40).
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Such precision may be a big challenge for non-native students and they may choose in-
directness when they are not certain of the appropriate linguistic form. Bardovi-Harlig and 
Hartford (1990) also reported a similar tendency for face-to-face advising sessions during 
which American students were more explicit and international students were more indirect 
in their requests. The differences between negotiating and reporting strategies were also 
attributed to cultural implications. 

With a more qualitative approach, Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig (1996) compared NS 
and NNS student requests in e-mail messages sent to their professors. They specifically 
looked into the positive (PAR) and negative (NAR) affect that requests created on the 
faculty members. They analyzed the linguistic forms students used to realize the requests 
and the content related to time frames and acknowledgement of the level of imposition on 
the part of faculty. They assert that “given the status difference and the institutional roles 
of the participants, the students are in the position of having to perform face-threatening, 
potentially status non-congruent speech acts. They must be able to judge how much of an 
imposition any given request might be and determine a reasonable explanation for such a 
request” (pp. 66-67). Their results showed that the requests from NNS students had fewer 
downgraders and more personal time needs while the level of imposition was acknowl-
edged more often by NS students. Even though it did not include NNS students, a study by 
Duthler (2006) compared voice mail and e-mail requests by American students when they 
were interacting with their professors with regard to levels of politeness using Brown and 
Levinson’s (1987) politeness strategies. It was found that e-mail messages included more 
polite requests than voice mail messages as the students had the option “to plan, compose 
and edit a communication” (p. 519). 

Two other frameworks have been proposed for the study of the topics covered in e-mail 
messages. According to Payne (1997), students write e-mail messages to professors mainly 
for two reasons: facilitative and academic. Facilitative messages include arrangements for 
meetings, submission of work and evaluations while academic topics include resources, 
formats and organization for written work, developing insights and points of view. Poling 
(1994) also has a list of categories including asking questions about course content; asking 
for advice; asking about homework, upcoming quizzes or tests; and making excuses for 
missing classes. Both frameworks are similar to Martin et al.’s (1999) categories but do not 
show any frequency of use (cited in Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005). 

With an ex-post facto design, the present study aims to describe the pragmatic charac-
teristics of e-mail messages written in English by graduate female students to their non-
Saudi male professors at a Saudi university. As there is no face-to-face interaction between 
male professors and female graduate students, female students can either call or write 
e-mail messages to their male professors outside the class period. So, this study deals with a 
unique context of non-native English speaker students who have to communicate in English 
with their male professors in another form than face-to-face office hours, and attempts to 
answer the following research questions: 

1. 	 What communication topics do Saudi graduate female students use to communicate 
with their non-Saudi male professors in English?
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2. 	 How do sub-categories of communication topics compare with regard to their fre-
quencies?

3. 	 What communication strategies do Saudi graduate female students use to communi-
cate with their non-Saudi male professors in English?

4. 	 What politeness strategies do Saudi graduate female students use in their requests 
from their non-Saudi male professors in English?

5. 	 What politeness strategies do Saudi graduate female students use in their address 
terms to their non-Saudi male professors in English?

Method

Data and Participants
During the academic year 2005-2006, the two authors of this paper were teaching in the 
English Language and Literature Department of a Saudi state university. They were also 
teaching graduate level courses to both male and female students in the Applied Linguis-
tics Program. Both male and female students have to achieve a high level of English before 
they are accepted to the M.A. program as they have no chance to interact in their native 
language because the faculty members do not all have Arabic as their native language. Due 
to cultural reasons male professors do not teach female students in face-to-face interaction 
classrooms but in studios where they can non-visually interact with their female students. 
Outside the class periods, female students can interact with their professors only in two 
ways: telephone calls or e-mail messages while male students are able to attend professors’ 
office hours. 

Such a cultural difference makes this study unique in the sense that all the e-mail mes-
sages included in this study are authentic and represent the actual communication topics 
and strategies that students may include in their e-mail messages to their professors. E-mail 
messages from male students were not included as they were a lot fewer in number due to 
the fact that they had the third option of attending their professors’ office hours which they 
generally preferred to exploit. 

Following Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) and Condon and Cech (1996), only students’ first 
messages related to a topic/strategy were included in the data sample as further exchanges 
may “exhibit a variety of discourse and coherence building features, such as the copied and 
pasted portions of the e-mail that is replied to in the responding e-mail messages” (Biesen-
bach-Lucas, 2005, p. 29).  Thus, 99 e-mail messages written in English by 9 female graduate 
students comprised the data sample of this study. The students did not have any problems 
with knowing how to write and send e-mail messages and they all (had) to use this medium 
to interact with their professors outside the class period. The professors saved the mes-
sages and by the end of the academic year asked for the consent of the students and they 
assured students that they would not reveal any names or personal information. 

Data Analysis Procedures
A coding scheme was adapted to categorize and analyze the data both qualitatively and 
quantitatively. First, replicating Biesenbach-Lucas (2005), e-mail messages were analyzed 
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for communication topics and the communication strategies that students used to achieve 
their goals in their messages. Communication topics included facilitative, substantive and 
relational topics. Facilitative topics comprised scheduling appointments, submission of work, 
class attendance, self-identification and message confirmation, which can all be labeled as 
external issues. Substantive topics comprised clarification of assignments, content and format 
of work, resources, and evaluation of work, and all these topics can be considered as internal 
issues. Relational is the third category and it refers to the relational level of communication. 
Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) divides relational topics into two categories: those that address 
course-related issues which Martin et al. name as sycophancy, and those “that are phatic and 
grease social relationships” (p. 31), which  Bloch (2002) also labels as phatic.

We adapted the three communication strategies of requesting, reporting and negotiating 
from Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) to identify what students actually wanted to do with the 
topics they addressed in their e-mail messages to their professors, and these categories 
correspond to Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford’s (1990) categories of requesting, providing his-
tory and making suggestions. However, instead of sub-categorizing the requests as explicit 
requests for response and other requests, we employed Brown and Levinson’s (1987) five 
superstrategies of politeness to categorize all the requests for two reasons: first, requesting 
is a face-threatening speech act and thus it is important to identify how students linguisti-
cally manage to reveal their requests in a status non-congruent  interaction (Bardovi-Harlig 
& Hartford, 1990); second, other requests stands for a too general category. 

We based our classification of requests on Duthler’s (2006) examples for Brown and 
Levinson’s categories, as in:  (1) the student can state the request Baldy, On Record in the 
imperative form (e.g. “Meet with me!”); (2) the student can state the request with a positively 
polite strategy presuming that the professor will comply with it due to close relationship (e.g. 
“Let’s meet to discuss your ideas.”); (3) the student can state the request by linguistically 
minimizing the imposition on the hearer (e.g. “Would you be willing to meet with me for just 
a minute about this concept?”); (4) the student can state the request by using a nonconven-
tional indirect form to minimize the face threat (e.g. “Usually when I talk through a concept, I 
can understand it better.”); (5) the student may opt out and not make the request at all. 

Reporting was the second strategy and included “declarative statements with clearly in-
formative illocutionary force” (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005, p. 33) such as informing the profes-
sor about a work in progress or a future project. Negotiating as the third strategy differed 
from reporting in the sense that in addition to reporting, it also included a response option 
for the professor to proceed with a work/project ahead. 

We also analyzed address terms used by students in their e-mail messages. Duthler 
(2006) defines an address term as “the greeting at the beginning of the message created 
by the participant” (p. 509), and classifies them as formal, informal and not present. All 99 
messages included in this study had address terms, and instead of classifying them as formal 
and informal, we used Brown and Levinson’s (1987) “positive politeness” and “negative 
politeness” as the two strategies to classify them. So, address terms like “Dear Dr. …,”, 
“Professor”, “Hello Dr. …” are categorized as negative politeness while terms like “Hi Doc-
tor”, “Assalamu Aleikum (peace be upon you)”, “Hi” are categorized as positive politeness 
address terms. According to Brown and Levinson (1987), formal address terms represent 
negative politeness while informal address terms represent positive politeness. 
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It is to be noted that we did not take e-mail messages as the norms but the topics and 
strategies in the messages, as some messages included more than one communication 
topics and strategies. Thus, we counted the total number of topics and strategies indepen-
dently from the number of messages, and we also took into consideration not the number/
percentage of texts which included a certain topic/strategy but the frequency/percentage 
of a topic/strategy in relation to other topics and strategies in general. All data were coded 
by two readers and the conflicts were resolved with mutual agreement. In addition, Chi-
square tests were applied to the results to find out if they were significant. 

Results and Discussion

Communication Topics
One of the goals of this study was to identify the communication topics addressed by Saudi 
female graduate students in English to their male professors. In classifying the data we 
adapted the categories from Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) which she used to compare e-mail 
messages from American and international students to their professors at an American 
university. 

Table 1. General communication topics in students’ e-mail messages

Communication Topic Frequency Percentage

Facilitative 44 32.6

Substantive 53 39.3

Relational 38 28.1

Total 135 100.0

As can be seen in Table 1, students addressed all three kinds of communication topics in 
their e-mail messages to their professors. Substantive communication topics such as content 
clarification, format, development of viewpoint, resources and evaluation had the highest 
frequency in the e-mail messages (39.3%), and this was followed by facilitative topics which 
included scheduling, submission of work, class attendance, self-identification and message 
confirmation (32.6%). The third category included relational topics which were sycophantic 
and phatic communication topics (28.1%). Chi-square test did not yield any significant differ-
ences among the frequencies in the three categories. This means that all three communica-
tion topics were addressed with similar frequencies. 

The data show that physically non-existent professors can well be reached via e-mail 
to enquire about both substantive and facilitative topics. In this special context, a female 
student who misses the class (facilitative) does not have the chance to knock on the profes-
sor’s door and explain her reason, or if she does not understand a topic covered in class 
she does not have a chance to go and talk to the professor in his office. As professors are 
expected to respond to course and program related inquiries, facilitative and substantive 



56 — The JALT CALL Journal 2007 [Vol. 3.3]

Bulut & Rababah: Pragmatics of e-mail communication between Saudi female students and male professors

aspects can be considered acceptable communication topics to be addressed in e-mail mes-
sages. The ratio of relational topics can also be considered relatively high, and this shows 
that even if they are physically and temporally away from their professors, students try to 
promote relational communication with their professors. It can be presumed that they are 
trying to find a way to compensate for the non-presence of face-to-face communication 
with their professors. In a previous study, Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) found that for both 
American and international students facilitative topics had the highest percentage, and this 
was followed by relational and substantive topics. It can be claimed that substantive issues 
are directly course and content related and are thus crucial. Such a difference may be at-
tributed to the fact that students who have the opportunity to interact with their profes-
sors in person might prioritize the substantive issues to discuss with their professors during 
their office hours. As the Saudi university context is different, female students might be 
prioritizing substantive issues in their e-mail messages to their professors. 

Facilitative Communication Topics
Table 2 shows the distribution of facilitative topics addressed by Saudi female students in 
their e-mail messages to their professors. There were six categories under this topic, and 
frequency of distribution was found to be significant at p<.01 level (X² = 19.81, df = 5). 
Similar to Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) study, the most commonly addressed facilitative topic 
was the submission of work (38.6%). The students had three options to submit their work: 
to send them through the department which could take some time to deliver, ask a male 
relative/driver to take it to the professor or just attach it to an e-mail message. 

Table 2. Distribution of facilitative communication topics  
in students’ e-mail messages

Facilitative Topic Frequency Percentage

1. Scheduling 9 20.5

2. Submission of work 17 38.6

3. Class attendance 6 13.6

4. Self-identification 2 4.5

5. Message confirmation 7 15.9

6. Other 3 6.8

TOTAL 44 100.0

There were three different kinds of submission-related topics: 

(1) to submit the work, as in:

Dear Dr. ...
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How are you? Hope you are OK. Attached is my second review 
of literature ….

Regards,

(2) to ask for informal evaluation before officially submitting it, as in:

Assalamu alaikum,

I actually have the assignment of “grammar” chapter done. 
I did the rest of the homework several weeks ago. Do you 
mind evaluating it just for evaluation not for the grade? 
If so, shall I send it as an attachment or wait till I 
submit the literature review?

Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) reports that such messages are not very common among 
international students, and American students will use them to make sure that they do not 
impose extra work on the part of the professor. In our study, this was one of the common 
submission topics students addressed in their messages. 

(3) to ask for deadline extension, as in: 

Dr.... 

I would like to inquire about the due date of our portfo-
lios. You have asked us to turn in our projects during the 
last week of April, on the 22nd to be exact. However, the 
22nd falls on a Friday. So, would you accept them on the 
26th … the last week of April?

I thank you in advance.

Regards,  

Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) states that asking for a late submission is a face-threatening 
act on the part of the student and students may not make such a request in face-to-face 
interaction; however, the safe distance of the computer may be encouraging for such a 
purpose. Even though she claims that “international students may consider any request for 
late submission unacceptable” (p. 36), Saudi female students addressed this topic in their 
messages at a noticeable frequency, and this contradicts her claim. 

Again similar to Biesenbach-Lucas’s findings, the second most frequently addressed 
facilitative topic was scheduling (20.5%). However, in contrast with the American context 
none of the scheduling topics was related to taking an initiative to meet the professor in 
person due to cultural reasons. Three different scheduling-related topics had a noticeable 
frequency in students’ e-mail messages: 

(1) to confirm the dates which have already been set before, as in: 

Dear Dr. ...

...
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As for our test on the 8th, I just want to make sure that 
it’s from 9 to 11, or am I mistaken?

Thank you and kind regards,

(2) to schedule telephone calls during or outside the office hours set by the professor, as 
in: 

Dear Professor ...,

I have a question regarding our scheduled phone calls. 
By the time I received your e-mail, I had already had a 
plane reservation on Thursday because I need to see my 
family. Is this a problem? I have no problem calling you 
from there. Is it OK?

Kind regards, 

 (3) to arrange a face-to-face meeting between the professor and a relative or the drivers 
(usually to submit work), as in:

Hi Dr. ...,

My father will pass by your office Sun. bet. 10.30 and 11.00 
insha’Allah. 

Happy wishes and salams to your family.

Message confirmation (15.9%) and class attendance (13.6%) were also two relatively high-
frequency topics. Typical message confirmation included asking the professor to confirm the 
receipt of message(s) sent earlier, as in:

Dear Dr. 

...

I sent you two e-mails on your gmail account and was won-
dering if you saw them. They have the setup package info 
for the website, the password and everything.

...

Thank you. 

Regarding class attendance, students sent two kinds of e-mail messages: 

(1) asking the professor to be excused from a future class, 

Dr. ...,

I apologize for the delayed notification; however, I will 
not be able to attend class this week due to mandatory 
training I must undertake at work. 

...
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Regards, 

 (2) apologizing for not attending a past class,

Dear Dr. ...,

First, I want to deeply apologize for not being able to 
attend the last two lectures. I had really pressuring cir-
cumstances and I had to stay with my son throughout his 
sickness.

...

Sincerely,

These two facilitative topics did not have any noticeable frequency in Biesenbach-Lucas 
(2005) study at all, which may be due to the fact that students could ask for message confir-
mation and also apologize or ask for permission when they met in person.

Substantive Communication Topics
Substantive topics were classified as clarification, format, development of viewpoint, re-
sources and evaluation. As stated earlier, they had the highest percentage among the three 
general topics students addressed in their e-mail messages. The Chi-square test yielded a 
significant difference among the sub-categories of substantive topics at p<.05 level (X²= 
9.92, df = 9.92). 

Table 3. Distribution of substantive communication topics  
in students’ e-mail messages

Substantive topic Frequency Percentage

1. Clarification 18 34.0

2. Format 5 9.4

3. Dev’t of viewpoint 13 24.5

4. Resources 10 18.9

5. Evaluation 7 13.2

TOTAL 53 100.0

As can be seen in Table 3, clarification had the highest frequency for Saudi female 
students (34%), and this was followed by development of viewpoint (24.5%). These two 
topics had the highest frequency also in Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) study for the American 
students, but in the reverse order. Similar to her findings, format had the lowest frequency 
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(9.4) also in our study. This shows that both American and Saudi students use e-mail for 
similar substantive topics even though their conditions are completely different. This may be 
due to the fact that regardless of context some topics can be easier to communicate via e-
mail. For example, if a student has a question regarding the format or evaluation of a work, 
it may not be that practical to do it via e-mail. Additional ways of communication such as 
telephone may be needed for prompt questions and answers. Typical clarification topics 
addressed by the students in our study included how to do something that was explained 
by the professor before, what to study or do as part of the coursework assigned by the 
professor, and what to understand from material content they were assigned to read for a 
future lecture or presentation. Typical examples are presented below: 

(1) how to do:

Dr. ...

You have asked us to include audio and/or video material 
when we use quiz faber. We have tried this site but we 
could not do it. If you don’t mind, would you give us some 
guidelines and illustrations for this site?

Thanks

(2) what to do:

Dear Dr. ...

We got copies of the selection of the articles. We are 
asking what portion we are supposed to prepare for the 
next class. 

Our regards

(3) what to understand from content:

Dear Dr. ...

As I was preparing for Saturday’s presentation, I came 
across a few things which I need to ask you about. I just 
need to have a rough idea so that I’m not reading some-
thing I don’t understand.

The author states: Vygotskian framework is used to docu-
ment L2 pragmatic learning through the study of “microge-
netic change”. What does “microgenetic change” mean?

Thank you

The second most commonly addressed communication topic was development of 
viewpoint in students’ e-mail messages. The students addressed this topic in their mes-
sages to get the professor’s approval for a research topic or to consult the professor about 
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their findings. The Saudi female students’ messages displayed the characteristics of both 
American and international students as reported by Biesenbach-Lucas (2005). While some 
messages included the students’ perspective in addition to asking for approval, some others 
basically listed the topics and asked the professor for their opinion. 

Hi doctor!

Please give me your suggestions for the following topics:

The effect of using cognitive strategies in developing 
vocabulary. 

Developing listening comprehension by using news broad-
casts. 

...

Thanks

In the above example, the student basically asks what the professor thinks about a list 
of four different topics without any rationale why she would choose any of them. On the 
other hand, the student message presented below shows both the topic that she is inter-
ested in and the reason why she would like to deal with the topic:

Hi Dr. ...

I have decided to make literature review on the following 
topic: 

The effect of using computer in teaching vocabulary to the 
intermadiate students in Dammam.

In fact, I chose this topic because it is related to the 
most recent method in teaching, which is computer tech-
nology. Moreover, the application of this method is almost 
rare in Saudi Arabia. Fortunately, there is a government 
school in Dammam which uses this technology.

What do you think about this topic? Shall I start collect-
ing references for it or else.

Regards,

Relational Communication Topics
Table 4 presents the results for the two kinds of relational communication topics of sycophan-
tic and phatic. As it was presented in Table 1, 28.1% of the topics were relational topics. Fol-
lowing Biesenbach-Lucas (2005), we made a distinction between course-related (sycophantic) 
and person-related (phatic) relational topics, while Bloch (2002) put them all under the same 
category. In Bloch’s study 57 of 120 messages from international students at an American 
university were identified as phatic communication messages. In our study we observed more 
than a single communication topic in most of the messages, and almost 40% of the messages 
included relational topics. In the study conducted by Biesenbach-Lucas (2005), two thirds 



62 — The JALT CALL Journal 2007 [Vol. 3.3]

Bulut & Rababah: Pragmatics of e-mail communication between Saudi female students and male professors

of the messages from both American and international students included relational topics. 
Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford (1990) contend that during face-to-face office hour meetings, 
students are expected to follow a certain social protocol and this usually involves a relational 
first stage and verbal leave-taking at the end. Students who violate such protocol may be 
considered rude by their professors even though they do not intend to be so at all. 

Table 4. Distribution of relational communication topics  
in students’ e-mail messages

Relational topic Frequency Percentage

1. Sycophantic 9 23.7

2. Phatic 29 76.3

TOTAL 38 100.0

Based on our experience and what we share with our colleagues, we can say that a 
similar social protocol is expected when students write e-mail messages as well. Other-
wise, they may be considered as rude and bossy unintentionally, especially when they make 
requests. On the other hand, Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) claims that “too much social talk 
going beyond simple protocol, either unrelated to the courses a student is enrolled in or 
striking the professor’s ego too heavily, ... may not be appropriate in academic emails” (p. 
38). She also adds students’ cultural background as another variable with regards to how 
much relational topic can be addressed in e-mail messages. 

As can be seen in Table 4, while 23.7% of the relational topics were course-related 
(sycophantic), 76.3% were phatic. The difference was found to be statistically significant 
at p<.01 level (X² = 10.52, df = 5). This result is in agreement with the findings reported 
by Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) in the sense that the majority of the relational topics were 
phatic both in messages by American and international students. In our study, we observed 
that relational topics were addressed either as part of the social protocol before or after 
addressing a facilitative/substantive topic in an e-mail message, or just by itself as a single 
e-mail message. The following are typical examples which include a phatic relational topic at 
the beginning and then address a facilitative/substantive topic:

Dear Dr. ...

I hope you are enjoying your weekend. 

... (A facilitative topic)

Thank you.

Dear Dr. ...

I hope you are doing fine approaching the end of the 
semester.
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...(A substantive topic)

Thank you so much in advance. 

The number of sycophantic topics addressed by the students in their e-mail messages 
was not so many as the phatic ones, and they usually appeared towards the end of the 
messages unlike the phatic topics which were generally the introductory expressions in 
students’ e-mail messages. The following are typical examples for sycophantic topics, which 
seemed to be functioning similar to verbal leave-taking (Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford, 1990) in 
face-to-face professor-student office hour interactions:

Dear Dr.

...(a facilitative topic)

We will be honored if you would stay in touch with us even 
after the course is over. This course was a wonderful ex-
perience. 

Thank you.  

Dear Dr.

... (a relational-phatic topic)

... (a facilitative topic)

I wanted also to thank you for everything you taught us. 
We really did learn in this course. 

... (a substantive topic)

Thank you very much.

Unlike what Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) reported for the international students at an 
American university, Saudi female students did not latch too many relational topics in one 
message with the main intention of revealing a facilitative or substantive topic eventually. 
Instead, as mentioned earlier, the messages which addressed only a relational topic were 
also existent and they included more phatic rather than sycophantic topics, as in: 

Dear Dr. ...

Today’s lecture was so interesting at the beginning with 
my colleagues’ presentations, but allow me to say that it 
turned to be so sad. Believe me that even thinking that we 
are not going to see you again breaks our heart. I really 
can’t express how wonderful it was to be one of your stu-
dents and I really feel sorry for those who will not have 
the chance to be ones. Forgive me for being informal in 
expressing myself, but this is the way we all feel toward 
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you as our professor who was always there for us. Thank 
you so much Dr. for everything. We were really blessed to 
have such a respectful, kind and organized professor like 
you. 

Sincerely, 

It is interesting that this student uses an expression like “…who was always there” for a 
professor who was never physically there in fact, and the phone as a medium for communi-
cation was not always that practical due to timing issues, but in fact it was the asynchronous 
e-mail messages that were available all the time and which probably gave the students that 
feeling and also the opportunity. 

Communication Strategies in Students’ E-mail Messages
Table 5 presents the communication strategies students used in their e-mail messages to 
their professors. We were able to identify 105 strategies in the messages and students ad-
dressed earlier mentioned communication topics to request (42.9%), to report (34.3%) and 
to negotiate (22.9%), respectively. Chi-square test yielded a significant difference among the 
frequencies in these three categories at p<.05 level (X²= 6.343, df= 2). 

Table 5. Communication strategies in students’ e-mail messages

Strategy Frequency Percentage

Requesting 45 42.9

Reporting 36 34.3

Negotiating 24 22.9

TOTAL 105 100.0

Based on this distribution it can be claimed that e-mail was an important means for Saudi 
female students to deliver their requests to their male professors, and they used request-
ing with all three kinds of communication topics, but it was noticeable that the majority of 
them were related to substantive topics including evaluation and development of view-
point. Unlike earlier research finding (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005) for students in America, in 
our data there were no requests from students asking to meet in person due to cultural 
reasons. Also, even though previous research on e-mail (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005) and 
face-to-face advising sessions (Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford, 1990) reported that international 
students in America used more indirect ways of requesting while American students were 
more direct in their requests, in our study we observed that level of directness was also 
high with Saudi female students in general. There was not a single request that was far too 
indirect to obscure the intended meaning. 
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Regarding the communication strategies of reporting and negotiating, Saudi female stu-
dents in general had similar content specifics as American students reported by Biesen-
bach-Lucas (2005). For example, when they were reporting they usually wrote detailed 
messages whether the topic was facilitative, substantive or relational. The following is an 
e-mail message with a substantive topic about a source and reports all the details: 

Dear Dr. ...

Regarding my critical paper, before making a printout, I 
wanted to check the internet to find out whether the au-
thor of the article I'd chosen, Yasuo Nakatani, was a man 
or a woman so that I could refer to him/her correctly in 
my paper. Unfortunately, I forgot to do this before mak-
ing the printout. I just remembered this whole matter as I 
was coming back home today in the car. So, if you please, 
don't read the summary because I've just sent the author a 
message asking him/her about his/her sex since I couldn't 
get any information directly from the internet. I'll have 
the information soon insha'allah and I'll let you know. 
If Nakatani is a man, then the paper you have is ok. But 
if Nakatani turns out to be a woman, then I'll bring a new 
printout next week insha'allah.

The following is also a typical e-mail message with a substantive topic again and details 
how much progress has been made and negotiates and elaborates into questions based on 
the details provided latching many e-mail exchanges into one, similar to American students’ 
messages reported by Biesenbach-Lucas (2005):

Dear Dr. 

I am now analyzing my data and I need to know if I am go-
ing in the right direction or not.

I have these kinds of data:

1. reading comprehension test scores.

2. cognitive (12 strategies)  and metacognitive(12 strate-
gies) (5 point likert scale questionnaire).

 In my research I am looking at how “use of strategies” 
relate to “test scores”

 What I did was:

organize the participants’ scores by dividing them (total 
No. of participants is 25) into:

highly successful: participants No. 1-10 (grades 14-13-12 
out of 15)

moderately successful: participants No. 11- 20 (grades 
11-10-9 out of 15)
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unsuccessful: participants No. 21-25 (grades 8-7-6 out of 
15)

Now I have descriptive statistics on each group of stu-
dents (attached tables)

My questions are:

1- How can I calculate the mean of the whole group? the 
“one” mean of the highly successful (10 participants) the 
moderate (10 participants) and the unsuccessful (5 par-
ticipants)?

2- If I calculated the means should I compare those means 
with means of test scores of the groups? each one at a 
time? correlation?

3- Is it correct to just look at the means? 

Politeness Strategies in Students’ Requests and Address Terms
We used Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness strategies, and analyzed students’ 
requests in their e-mail messages to their professors. We thought that such an approach 
would be more systematic in identifying the degree of directness and also type of polite-
ness. 

Table 6. Politeness strategies in students’ requests in e-mail messages

Politeness strategy Frequency Percentage

Bald-on-record 1 2.2

Positive politeness 27 60.0

Negative politeness 11 24.4

Off-record politeness 6 13.3

TOTAL 45 100.0

As can be seen in Table 6, 27 (60%) of the 45 student requests had positive politeness 
strategies, and this was followed by negative politeness (24.4%), off-record politeness (13.3%), 
and bald-on-record (2.2%) politeness strategies. The Chi-square test also yielded a significant 
difference among the politeness strategy categories for our data at p<.01 level (X²=51.77, df = 
4). The distribution shows the level of directness involved in students’ requests as mentioned 
earlier. Starting from Bald-on-record strategy the level of directness decreases, and based on 
this distribution it can be extrapolated that level of directness is closer to the higher end of 
the continuum. It should be noted that the fifth category of politeness (“the student may opt 
out and not make the request at all”) was not identified in any of the messages. Following are 
typical examples for politeness strategies in students’ requests:
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(1) Bald-on-record:

In the research evaluation checklist, one of the questions 
under “analyses” is:

Is the confidence level (alpha) specified?

What does this mean?

(2) Positive politeness

Please let me know which of previous topics is the one that 
you think is most workable.

Please doctor, when you evaluate my assignment write 
the weaknesses and the strengths. 

Please print yourself a copy since it would be im-
possible to send you a copy tomorrow morning before 
the presentation.

(3) Negative politeness

I have promised to send you a copy of the materials that I 
have told you about before, but would you mind sending me 
your mail address in order to send them to you?

My other question has to do with the date of our exam. A 
few of us think it’s Tuesday (the 7th) and the rest think 
it’s Wednesday (the 8th). Would you kindly clarify that 
point?

I was wondering if you would permit the others to have a 
look at the proposals you’ve lent me. 

(4) Off-record politeness:

I am really confused and can’t tell if I am doing well so 
far or not, thank you in advance for everything. 

I understand from your e-mail and from my friends 
that you sent the first assignment to all of us, but 
I have not received it. I received only one e-mail 
with the subject: Presentations. 
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All the messages sent by students to their two professors included an address term. 
There was not a single message without one. On the other hand, Biesenbach-Lucas (2005) 
reported that 41% of the messages sent by American students and 76% of the messages 
sent by international students had a greeting expression at the beginning. American stu-
dents were reported to have been less concerned about opening greetings, which may be 
attributed to the claim that this information is already provided in the “virtual envelope” of 
the e-mail message’s memo-style header (Danet, 2001, cited in Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005). 
However, both the international students in America and the Saudi female students seem 
to be more sensitive to follow the social protocol rules of greeting a professor, which apply 
to face-to-face communication. 

Table 7. Politeness and address terms in students’ e-mail messages

Politeness strategy Frequency Percentage

Positive politeness 22 22.8

Negative politeness 77 77.8

TOTAL 99 100.0

Table 7 presents the politeness orientations of students in their address terms to their 
professors when starting an e-mail message. Positive politeness address terms (22.8%) were 
fewer than the negative politeness (77.8%) address terms, which means that when they 
were setting the stage, they were more formal than informal toward their professors. Chi-
square test also yielded a significant difference between the two categories at p<.01 level 
(X²=30.556, df= 1). When the frequencies in Table 6 and Table 7 are compared, it can be no-
ticed that there is a reverse raking of positive and negative politeness preferences. While most 
of the messages started with a negative politeness address term such as Dear Dr. ..., Respected 
Professor, Hello Dr. ..., most of the requests in messages had a positive politeness strategy. Such 
a mismatch was noticeable in quite a few messages, as in the following example below: 

Hi Doctor ...,

... would you mind sending me your mail address in 
order to send them to you? (greeting: positive polite-
ness; request: negative politeness)

This kind of a mismatch has been acknowledged to be a natural discursive fact by Coup-
land, Grainger and Coupland (1988) in natural conversation. However, e-mail is a different 
medium in which the message writer has all the options to revise his/her message before 
clicking the ‘send’ icon. Thus, such a mismatch should be attributed to other variables, such 
as the nature of e-mail itself as a medium or lack of pragmatic competence on the part of 
the students who wrote these messages. 
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Conclusion
This study intended to contribute to CMC research by focusing on a non-Western gender-
segregated context where female students were in a sense obliged to exploit e-mail as an 
indispensable medium to communicate with their male professors in English. When we 
think of the professor-student status and the institutional roles assigned to participants, 
students may have to perform face-threatening and non-congruent speech acts (Hartford 
& Bardovi-Harlig, 1996). Thus, they should know how to express what they want to express 
without leading to any repercussions. In order to be able to see how much Saudi female 
graduate students exploited this medium when they were writing to their male professors, 
we examined their e-mail messages to find answer to a list of five research questions. 

It was found that students addressed substantive, facilitative and relational topics in their 
messages, respectively. This result differs from previous findings (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005), 
as the students in our study used e-mail to communicate mostly substantive topics rather 
than relational topics. The commonly addressed substantive topics were clarification, and 
development of viewpoint. Clarification topics mostly included asking the professor what 
to do, how to do and what to understand kind of questions. Saudi female students displayed 
characteristics of both American and international students in their development of view-
point topics. In some cases, they detailed the topic and latched multiple turns into a single 
message by elaborating on their work in progress or presenting options for which they 
wanted the professor’s approval, which is similar to what has been reported for American 
students (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005). In other cases, they listed the topics and asked for the 
professor’s opinion, and this is similar to what has been claimed for international students. 

Among the facilitative topics, the most commonly addressed ones included submis-
sion of work and scheduling, and this is similar to earlier findings from American context. 
However, none of the messages included scheduling a meeting in person due to cultural 
reasons. Rather, they would include topics such as confirming dates for exams, to schedule 
telephone calls or to arranage a face-to-face meeting between the professor and a relative 
or someone else to submit work. The students addressed both phatic and sycophantic rela-
tional topics in their messages, but the ratio of  phatic topics was higher than the ratio of sy-
cophantic topics, which is similar to what has been reported for American and international 
students (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005). Obviously, the students exploited e-mail as a medium 
to build rapport with their professors, and thus compensate for the absence of face-to-face 
interaction in this way. 

Communication strategies used by students included requesting, reporting and nego-
tiating. Requests had the highest frequency, which means that students used e-mail as a 
medium mostly to express their requests from their professors. In all three communication 
strategies, they displayed similarities to what has been reported for American rather than 
international students in America (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005). For example, they provided 
multiple response points in their messages to their professors, came up with what is pos-
sible for them with regards to scheduling a phone call. 

Analysis of the messages for politeness strategies in students’ requests and address terms 
revealed that they mostly used negative politeness address terms in their messages while 
most of the requests had a positive politeness strategy. Some messages had mismatch be-
tween politeness strategy for the address term and the politeness strategy for the request 
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in the same message. It may not be appropriate to make a judgment at this stage as such a 
mismatch may be attributable to the nature of e-mail as a medium of communication. Thus, 
further reseach may compare native and non-native students in that sense. It should be 
noted that their using mostly positive politeness strategies in their requests is an indication 
of the level of directness and explicitness. Unlike what has been reported for non-American 
students (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2005; Biesenbach-Lucas & Weasenforth, 2002), Saudi female 
graduate students were direct and explicit in their requests to their professors. 

Our findings and their comparison with previous research from other contexts show that 
different sociocultural and linguistic contexts may lead to different levels of e-mail use. The 
Saudi female graduate students fully exploited this medium to request, report and negoti-
ate their facilitative, substantive and relational issues in English. In most cases, they were 
found to be similar to American students and in the way they used this medium rather than 
international students in America. Even though the male students’ messages were not in-
cluded in our study due to their far too limited number, a further study may compare male 
and female e-mail messages. As male students had the opportunity to meet the professors 
in person, they did not have to write many e-mail messages, and thus had less practice in 
writing e-mail messages. Even the messages that students receive from other classmates 
and professors may stand as good models to follow, and we believe that frequency of ex-
change of e-mail messages may enhance the quality. A further study may have a longitudinal 
approach and analyze the level of progress which might come with more practice in writing 
e-mail messages to professors and other classmates. It can be claimed that e-mail is more 
like a different genre, and has/will have its own rules. Whether it is one’s native or non-na-
tive language, success in communication depends on “the ability to express oneself using a 
variety of language forms and rhetorical strategies as well as to know when it is appropriate 
to use these different forms” ‘(Bloch, 2002, p. 132).  
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