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Abstract

The use of emails in student-faculty communication is a regulated process. The 
regulations are formulated in order to ensure that the correspondences are in 
line with the institutional requirements and maintain professionalism. There is 
limited information about such regulations amongst native students and non-
native students regarding formal email writing conventions.This study examines 
the formal email writing conventions of non-native students under a regulated 
environment. A purposive non-probability sampling of 10 non-native students from 
a British university was collected. The fi ndings indicated that language prowess, 
request letter acts, and the use of formality had positive impacts on formal email 
writing among non-native students. It can be concluded from the above fi ndings 
that teachers of ESL should pay attention to how students formulate the structure 
and content of emails as these matters directly impact their writing capability.

Keywords: Email, English as a second language, Environment, Formal email 
writing conventions

Introduction

Increased interconnectedness of the world has resulted in a higher level of interaction 
among people of different backgrounds. Consequently, the diversity created by 
globalization is more prevalent in the institutions of learning, such as universities where 
local students are instructed together with international students. English is a lingua 
franca; hence non-native speakers have to learn it as a second language. As a result, 
differences have been observed between comprehension and expression aptitudes 
among native speakers (LI students) and foreign speakers (L2 students in this case). 

Advancement in technology has increased the effi ciency of the communication process 
among individuals. As a result, in many cases, instances of face to face communications 
have been continuously phased out by the newest forms of information sharing. One 
of the new modes of interaction is the use of emails accompanied by its ability for 
attachment of multiple fi les of different forms. The inexpensive, fast, convenient, 
1 Th e article is drawn from my thesis submitted to the University of Roehampton as my master’s 

dissertation.

https://doi.org/10.3126/nelta.v25i1-2.49729



Journal of NELTA, Vol 25 No. 1-2,    December 2020 19

NELTA Journal 2020

and environmentally friendly nature of emails have popularized their use in college 
education (Peck, 2014). Consequently, the use of formal emails has gained popularity 
in professional and academic contexts due to its effi ciency. Emails are consistently 
used as a means of communication and interaction among students and faculties 
(Danielwicz-Betz, 2013). However, the pragmatics of language used in emails sent by 
university students when they make requests to their professors and faculty remains 
a controversial issue. Danielwicz-Betz (2013) maintains that there are no specifi c 
guidelines that inform the choice of form and style of constructing email messages 
among students.

There are notable differences between students who use English as a fi rst language 
and those who use English as a second language with respect to the pragmatics of 
language used in email conversations. The differences can be attributed to students’ 
lack of awareness regarding the identity of the recipients with whom they wish to 
converse. As a result, ESL learners often face uncertainties regarding the decorum on 
linguistic forms to be used in emails in academic settings. Hendricks argues that the 
divergence in the language used by ESL students compared to the native students can 
be observed in basic grammatical competence and practical competencies in business 
writing skills (2010). As a result, ESL students have glaring inadequacies in composing 
emails following the norms of academic and formal communication settings. 

The insuffi cient alterations in the communication of ESL students are a result of limited 
and non-elaborate strategies of politeness (Hendricks 2010). Krulatz and Park identifi ed 
the use of directness in the communication of Norwegian and native American speakers 
in terms of direct words such as ‘want’ (2016). Imperatives implied by the improper use 
of punctuations also contribute to the level of directness, differences observed between 
email communications of native-speaking students and the non-native learners. Other 
factors that may infl uence the divergence found between the use of language in emails 
by native speakers and non-native include the practice level, anxiety level when writing 
different information, and culture shocks.

Literature Review

The use of email as a means of communication in academia is a form of interaction 
between academics and students. The interaction between non-native students and 
their professors, who are scholars with higher knowledge of language use, presents a 
chance for the students to exercise their learning of the desired language (Gan, 2013). 
When professors deem that the messages written by students are not understandable, 
students are forced to reconstruct to convey their intended meaning. The guidelines by 
some instructors on the composition of email messages during the interaction process 
reinforces the language learning process (Gan, 2013). As a result, interactionism email 
interaction between L2 students and the faculty impacts the development of writing 
skills among such learners (Gan, 2013).

Scholars consider email writing as a genre because it has its own repetitive patterns 



Journal of NELTA, Vol 25 No. 1-2,    December 2020 20

NELTA Journal 2020

(Galabi, 2011; Cowan, 2009). The identifi cation of the use of emails as a genre prompts 
a defi nition of the required textual characteristics such as grammar and spellings as 
well as the comparison between the observance of such requirements by ESL and 
EFL students (Hasan & Akhand, 2011). Much attention has been paid to the academic 
writing of ESL students with respect to the genre; this is because it is deemed that the 
frequent use of emails between the faculty and students, being a formal interaction, 
has an impact on how ESL students acquire their academic writing skills. Therefore, it 
is crucial to establish written emails from a faculty point of view on the learning and 
teaching of the English language. 

Email as a Genre

Understanding email writings as a genre requires the consideration of context. Galabi 
(2011) identifi es writing genres as those situations characterized by recurrent patterns 
in the usage of language.  Different social scenarios demand different genres in 
response to the fact that “they are constructed socially and depend on unique contexts” 
(Galabi, 2011, p.3). There are diverse contexts readily observed in email conversations 
ranging from personal to professional. Personal contexts may have fewer demands 
regarding the construction of email (Galabi, 2011). On the other hand, professional 
and academic contexts require adherence to specifi c guidelines in writing emails 
(Ren, 2016). The adoption of different writing styles in other genres, such as letters, 
applies to email writing as well. Socially accepted norms to converse formally must 
be observed. Therefore, professional email conversations should observe politeness 
and correct grammar usage because the absence of these factors leads to a possible 
misunderstanding of the sender by the recipient (Ren, 2016). 

Stephens, Houser, and Cowan (2009) mention that the interactions between students 
and teachers are formal and have a pattern that is based on and follows specifi c 
conventions and appropriateness in language. The breach of these conditions results in 
negative repercussions. Some of the negative feedbacks resulting from lack of proper 
decorum in the use of email as a means of communication are low opinions about the 
message by the student, low credibility associated with the message, and reduction 
in the probability of a professor in complying with the request being made (Stephens 
et al., 2009). Therefore, it is imperative for students to understand email writings as a 
genre that requires the consideration of context while drafting messages.

General Email Textual Features

Several studies have investigated textual features of email writing. Some of these 
features include presented in this section.

Openings

Multiple research studies have examined the use of openings in email conversations; 
the use of openings was mainly dependent on three main factors, namely cultural 



Journal of NELTA, Vol 25 No. 1-2,    December 2020 21

NELTA Journal 2020

background, language profi ciency, and the sequence of messages (Bou-Franch, 2011; 
Ko Eslami, & Burlbaw, 2015; Tajeddin & Pezeshki, 2014). Bou-Franch (2011) discovered 
that 93 percent of the emails from native Spanish students involved in the study 
contained a form of offi cial opening (such as dear Sir/Madam) regardless of whether it 
was the fi rst message in the conversation thread or subsequent message. 

Regarding cultural background, Tajeddin and Pezeshki (2014) compared Iranian and 
American use of email written in English and observed that both groups tended to 
use offi cial openings. However, the authors noted that Iranian students used small 
talk in the openings while other openings were denser. Cook (2016) further confi rmed 
that cultural differences affected the types of openings that an individual used while 
writing an email. In view of the language profi ciency, Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) 
reported that the level of profi ciency in English determined the use of openings and the 
use range from direct omission, grammatically wrong but acceptable, to those openings 
that disregarded title and may be considered offensive such as the use of ‘Mrs.’ instead 
of ‘Dr.’ or ‘professor.’ This paper will focus on the types of openings rather than the 
presence or absence of the element.

Closings

Closings are categorized into three aspects: pre-closing, farewell, and self-identifi cation 
(Ko, Eslami, & Burlbaw, 2015). Cultural differences also affect the variations of closings 
used where Iranian students used a diverse composition of closings while American 
students used standardized forms of closings such as regards, yours sincerely, and so 
on (Eslami, 2013). Besides, Iranian students used longer closing moves that ranged from 
pre-closing markers of thanking, farewells, apologizing, to self-identifi cation (Cook, 
2016). However, closings were not prone to language profi ciency mistakes.

Email Request Head Acts

Zhu (2012) defi nes email request head acts as the minimum elements required to achieve 
the desired output from a request. Head acts represent the central part of a request 
sequence, and they are classifi ed by the request strategies and the different categories 
including direct (e.g. I want to meet you), conveniently indirect (e.g. are you available on 
next Thursday?) or hints (e.g. enclosed is the attachment of my student profi le) (Ko, Eslami, & 
Burlbaw, 2015, p.8). Tyter (2015) compared the differences between request strategies 
used by L1 and L2 students in academic settings. The study discovered that native 
speaking students used syntactic modifi ers (embedding, i.e. I would appreciate if you 
could help me) while ESL students employed lexical modifi ers (e.g. subjectivizer, such 
as- I think, I wanted to know, and I was wondering if. and consultative devices, such as- is 
there any chance? and do you think that?) in their email request strategies (Tyter, 2015). 
Non-native students tended to use more directness in their head acts while native 
speakers were oriented towards conventionally indirect forms and use of hints.
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Extra-Linguistic Factors

The application of deadlines and frequency of required academic texts imply that time 
and the likelihood of writing are considered essential in academic writing (Schüppert 
& Gooskens, 2011). Tyter (2015) found that non-native students took more time in 
composing their emails compared to native speakers while their likelihood of writing 
emails was lower compared to that of EFL students. To conclude, it is apparent that the 
academic writing language can be a fi rst or a second language to the student, and ESL 
and EFL students have different attitudes towards the English language (Eshghinejad 
& Moini, 2016). Therefore, the investigation of writing emails in the fi eld of academia 
needs to incorporate the identifi ed factors.

Context

Social context cues are essential in the communication between individuals as they 
establish the required protocol and observe the politeness accorded to the hierarchy 
(Wang, Walther, & Hancock, 2009). In the academic fi eld, the protocol indicates 
that members of the faculty are higher-ranking personnel compared to all students. 
Therefore, written communications from students to professors should contain various 
social context cues to refl ect the difference in social hierarchy between them (Alvídrez 
et al., 2015). While native speakers of English may effectively employ the different 
social context rules, misuse among non-native students might often indicate aspects of 
impoliteness in communication between them and their professors.

Grammar

Grammar issues in email exchanges between the faculty and students are common 
in both ‘EFL’ with ‘native’ and ESL students but non-native students are more likely 
to commit serious grammatical errors compared to ‘native’ students (Island, 2016). 
Abdeen (2017) asserts that ESL students are more likely to commit serious text-level 
grammatical errors than sentence-level grammatical errors. 

Text-level grammar errors involve the inappropriate use of words causing the loss of 
the intended message. Candlin and Hyland (2014) point out that every text contains a 
structure, which is meant to pass information in a specifi c way. As such, the commission 
of such errors in academic writing among students results in utter confusion and 
consequent misunderstanding by the reader. Text-level grammar is also characterized 
by the inappropriate choice of words by students writing academic materials such as 
articles or email correspondences. Bailey (2014) explains that an individual is required 
to use both verbs and nouns to create a comprehensible sentence. The failure to adhere 
to these rules often results in the loss of the intended meaning. 

Sentence-level errors, on the other hand, entail arranging words and clauses in a way 
that does not make sense when read. Purpura (2013) points out that a writer is supposed 
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to consider not only the main clauses but also the compound or complex clauses when 
constructing a sentence in order to construct a logical statement. Andrews (2010) views 
that text-level grammar has more infl uence on an individual’s knowledge of a language 
compared to sentence-level grammar, thus, teachers should prioritize improving the 
former while teaching grammar. According to the author, L2 students are more likely to 
make text-level than sentence-level grammatical errors. By contrast, however, Datchuk 
and Kubina (2013) conclude that a majority of ESL students struggle with sentence-
level adjectival mistakes more than any other aspect of writing. Students are fond of 
using short forms of words such as LOL for “laughing out loud” and 4 instead of “for” 
which affects their text-level grammar negatively (Ikeguchi, 2013). The trend can be 
attributed primarily to overgeneralization and ignorance of rule restriction (Tak, 2014). 
Text-level grammatical errors that are commonly made by L2 students include verb 
confusion (verb-subject agreement). 

Other grammatical errors include wrong tense, word order, incorrect choice of word 
forms, and preposition errors (Matsuda & Cox, 2011; Yoosawat & Tangkiengsirisin, 
2016). Island (2016) identifi ed various grammatical issues that can be observed to 
ensure professional etiquette, that is, polishing through proper editing. Singh et al. 
(2017) maintained that ESL students are more likely to make serious grammatical 
errors than EFL students because they were also taught by ESL teachers. Besides, the 
students might have a cognitive inability to comprehend various subjects within the 
grammar system such as subject-verb agreement, tenses, and essential and nonessential 
clauses. Therefore, the remedies to improving grammar usage by ESL students in their 
academic writing include training ESL teachers adequately and employing strategies 
that will ensure students comprehend the various concepts aptly (Singh et al., 2017).  

Hsieh (2016) discovered that ESL students who were allowed to use online resources to 
write an essay showed a signifi cant improvement in how they expressed their thoughts 
with respect to the grammar rules. Therefore, the combination of technology and 
collaboration portrayed in a classroom learning environment that is facilitated by the 
use of Internet resources is a great resource for enhancing ESL students’ grammatical 
accuracy. 

Significance of the Study

The frequent usage of emails in academic settings by ESL students indicates the need 
for educational and formal language in their communications. Classrooms and system-
set evaluation mechanisms may reveal that ESL students are profi cient in their use 
of academic writing due to their increased preparedness before examination periods. 
Standardized tests fail to reveal the ability of students to contextualize interaction 
scenarios (Roever, 2011). In this regard, this study is useful for various reasons.  First, 
the language used in emails unveils ESL learners’ contextual and pragmatic capabilities 
in making academic and formal conversations. Second, the corrections and pointers in 
the correct usage of academic writing in a formal setting present educators with chances 
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to informally teach ESL students the proper usage of formal language in an educational 
setting. Third, instructors can use emails as an integral means of increasing students’ 
practice in academic writing skills. Finally, instructors can use emails as an approach 
to communication to ensure continuous and individualized assessment regarding the 
growth of students in professional communication skills. 

Research Questions

 How do formal email writing conventions by non-native speaking students 
differ from the conventions of the native speaking students?

 What are the differences between non-native and native students in their 
formal email writing conventions? 

Methods and Participants

A cross-sectional design approach under qualitative research was used in this study 
to measure the exposure and outcomes (Setia, 2016). Participants consented to quote 
the texts for use in the study.  The participants were assured that their identity and 
personal information will be kept confi dential. Therefore, it was easy to collect authentic 
email samples. The researcher used participants’ email copies to collect data on their 
naturally occurring behaviors of drafting and sending emails in academic contexts. 
Purposive non-probability sampling was used to obtain 10 non-native students from 
a British University to participate in this study. Six of them were males and the rest 
females. Eight of the students were Asians and two were from Africa. Their mean age 
was twenty-three years. The ten students were then requested to provide fi ve emails 
each that they have sent to their professors in a formal context. The emails were then 
collected and documented in one fi le as shown in Appendix 1. A total of 50 emails were 
collected over a period of one week. The emails were then analyzed linguistically using 
guidelines from previous studies. 

The ten participants were obtained through well-defi ned inclusion and exclusion 
criteria. The criteria for selecting participants included the following; non-native 
English speakers, have regular formal communication with the academics using email 
and must be a university student. The exclusion criterion also entailed the last time the 
student contacted their academics. Non-native students who contacted their academics 
more than six months ago were excluded from the study. Further, non-native students 
speaking English for the last ten years were also excluded. 

This study involved the use of both primary and secondary data even though a mono 
method research strategy was employed. Secondary data was also collected using an 
advanced web search strategy. First, the characteristics of emails composed and sent 
by non-native students to their academics were identifi ed in terms of emails’ openings 
and closings, email request heads, extra-linguistic factors, punctuations, spellings, 
context, and grammar. Then the same keywords and key-phrases were used to search 
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the Internet for journal articles, educational books, and other resourceful materials 
to do a comparison helpful in identifying how formal email writing conventions by 
non-native-speaking students differ from the conventions of the native students. The 
advanced search strategy included the use of Boolean connectors in various online 
databases particularly EBSCOhost, T and F online, JSTOR, and many others. Other 
sites such as Google Books and Google Scholar were used to search the materials. The 
Boolean connects that were used include ‘AND,’ ‘OR,’ and ‘AND NOT.’

Data Analysis

The primary set of data was analyzed in comparison with the secondary data as 
proposed by Peck (2014), who asserted that email composition should be formed in a 
professional language and with considerations given to the writer or writer’s position 
(Peck 2014). The process of analyzing email requests as proposed by Chen and Baker 
(2010) entails examining the entire orientation of the email, that is, the general features 
in the text (general email textual features) such as openings and closings. It also 
involves assessing samples of the request sequence which majorly focuses on head 
acts. The general content of the non-native students’ email to faculty members is also 
considered to determine the margin of directness or indirectness which, in turn, would 
infl uence the judgment of the politeness of the email. Overall, the data were analyzed 
using linguistic analysis. Barceló-Coblijn et al. maintained that currently there are no 
specifi c methodological approaches to carrying out a linguistic analysis (2017). The 
latest software that can analyze language effectively is called Netlang. After analyzing 
the secondary data, the researcher did a linguistic analysis. Data from previous studies, 
educational books, magazines, and other resourceful materials were used to make the 
comparison.

Findings

This study conducted a simple and unique linguistic analysis based on Chen and Baker’s 
(2010) approach. This study utilized a corpus of 50 emails sent to the faculty by 10 
non-native students. The entire orientation of an email message can be determined by 
examining the following aspects: emails’ openings and closings, email request heads, 
extra-linguistic factors, punctuations, spellings, context, and grammar. 

Openings

All the students were well-informed on recognition and use of salutations which was 
observed throughout their emails. However, the fi fth student considered the use of 
grammatically informal and unacceptable phrases such as ‘Dear Mam’ instead of ‘Dear 
Miss/ Mrs.’ (See Appendix 1). Depending on the context, fi ve students used greetings 
as listed below, but they also omitted the element in sequential emails. 
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Table 1: Summary of Greetings Used by the Students

Student No. Email number Number of greetings used
1 1 1
2 4 1
5 5 1
6 2 1
8 2 1

On the other hand, the third, fourth, seventh, ninth, and tenth students did not use 
greetings at all. This fi nding corresponds to Hallajian and David’s (2014) fi ndings which 
indicated that most students often start with an opening, which can be considered as a 
“greeting” or “self-explanatory” (Hallajian & David, 2014). 

Closings

Most students were familiar with pre-closing markers such as ‘thank you,’ ‘looking 
forward to hearing from you,’ ‘yours sincerely’ ‘good-bye’ and such (See Appendix 1). 
The same was omitted in sequential emails of a number of the students, for instance, 
the fi fth email of the third student, the third email of the sixth student, and the fourth 
emails of the ninth and tenth students. The fi ndings of this study regarding this aspect 
coincide with the fi ndings of prior studies. For example, a study that was conducted by 
Hallajian and David indicated that students mostly used closings in their fi rst emails 
but failed to continue using them in the sequential emails (2014). This phenomenon is 
currently unexplored and there is a need to explore as it has potential implications in 
teaching English as a second language. 

Request Letter Acts

The fi ndings of this study of email request acts correspond to the CCSARP framework 
of Blum-Kulka, House, and Kasper (1989) which this study followed. The fi ndings from 
this study suggest that most non-native many (49%) applied direct request strategies 
to their lecturers. 

Table 2: Percentage of Requestive Directness (N=50)

Request type   Request strategies Percentage

Direct request

Imperatives
Direct questions
Want statement
Expectation statement
Need statement
Total

1/50 (02%)
6/50 (12%)
6/50 (12%)
3/50 (06%)
29/50 (49%)
13/50 (26%)
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Conventionally indirect requests Query preparatory 10/50 (20%)
Hints Strong/mild hints 8/50 (16%)
Others Gratitude, assurance, etc. 3/50 (06%)

These fi ndings also correspond to those of Ko, Eslami and Burlbaw (2014) who 
investigated the pragmatic development of non-native students in requestive emails. 
The authors discovered that non-native students used different request letter acts from 
those of native English students.

Linguistic Prowess and Grammar Rules

Most of the emails were composed using simple words that are easy to comprehend 
by the reader. It is also notable that the non-native students who participated in this 
study observed grammar rules, although there were a few mistakes. The following is 
an excellent example of an email that uses simple language with fl awless grammar is:

“I am writing this time for a query. As far as my visa application process is pending 
for a decision, I would like to know about the payment system of my accommodation 
fees. Can I pay the whole accommodation fees in one single installment, instead of 
three separate installments? Thanks in advance.”

The example above is fl awless and uses simple words to communicate the point The 
student’s other emails were also fairly accurate (Refer to Appendix 1 for more details). 
However, some other students had grammatical errors in their emails and their language 
was complicated. The following (student 8, mail one) email illustrates the case in point. 
This is to be noted that this student’s other emails also contained some errors.

“Greetings!!! I am hereby too pleased to receive this email to enroll in a Ph.D. program 
which was always my dream. Please let me know the criteria for admission. However, 
after completing MSC in Project Management, I haven’t yet appear in the IELTS 
exam and will be appear my April. Is it possible to enroll in the program without 
IELTS? Moreover what is the tuition fee structure? Waiting to hear from you.”

The above email has a lot of grammatical errors, including tense confusion. The email 
was also poorly punctuated, thus, rendering it a poor form of communication in the 
context of student-faculty interaction. This can result in the professor developing a 
negative perception. Many students will naturally adhere to that format to receive 
responses and feedback from the professor. Further, there were some emails that passed 
the intended messages clearly despite the multiple grammar and punctuation errors. 
However, some emails had serious mistakes, just like the one shown above.

Overall, the average outlook for the language prowess and grammar usage among non-
native students when emailing was outstanding. Most of the students wrote emails in 
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a well-articulated manner and they displayed their prowess in the language through 
their writing. Most of the emails could be accepted in a formal setting based on the 
guidelines provided by Peck (2014). However, the trend observed from this analysis 
is that as much as the larger portion of the participants portrayed themselves as being 
average, there were also severe cases. . This fi nding corresponds to the fi ndings of 
Jewels and Albon (2018) which found that most non-native students often used a simple 
language with little to a few grammatical and punctuation errors. The aim of comparing 
each fi nding with the fi ndings of prior studies is to try to put the phenomenon under 
investigation in the context of what is already known.

Formality and Informality

It was observed that most non-native students wrote formal emails to their professors 
adopting the guidelines provided by Peck (2014). Most of them addressed their 
academics using titles such as ‘Dear Sir/Madam’. Only a few students referred to their 
professors using their fi rst names. For example, the seventh student never used a title 
but instead referred to the professors using their fi rst names. This act may sound rude 
and impolite, but it is also important that one understands the cultural underpinnings 
that may have infl uenced the student’s choice of openings. 

Collectively, the results of the linguistic analysis indicated that the participants of this 
study had a certain level of profi ciency in writing formal emails. This conclusion is 
based on the grounds that they registered an outstanding performance with respect 
to most of the aspects of this linguistic analysis. Their only notable weaknesses were 
on punctuation and a few grammatical errors. Thus, there is a need to fi nd a similar 
research report that examined the above aspects among native English students.

The second phase of data analysis yielded divergent results. Hallajian and David (2014), 
who looked especially at Iranian students studying in Malaysia, were used in analyzing 
the fi ndings of openings and closings. Regarding the openings, the comparison of 
primary data and secondary data confi rmed that indeed most non-native students 
mostly used openings in their emails to the academics. Openings can further be 
classifi ed into greetings and self-identifi cation. Most of the openings were components 
of greetings or self-identifi cation. Another notable thing was that openings or the 
greetings and self-identifi cation phrases or statements can be grammatically incorrect 
or be offensive depending on the titles used. 

Further, a comparison of secondary data and primary data revealed that most non-
native students used closings when writing emails to their professors in the context of 
academia. Additionally, closings can further be subdivided into pre-closing, farewell, 
and self-identifi cation (Hallajian & David, 2014). These categories of closings do not 
necessarily exist in emails, but they are the most dominant across various cultures. 
Further, it was discovered that students from certain cultures such as Iraq tend to use 
formal styles of communication and use more thanking, apologizing, and farewell than 
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American natives (Hallajian & David, 2014). Despite the fact that several recent studies 
have explored this topic; no current study has examined the use of closings. Therefore, 
further research examining the use of closings in emails in student-faculty interaction 
should be conducted. 

No research has examined the relationship between the use of directness and indirectness 
and academic writing from the perspective of non-native students. However, several 
studies have examined directness and indirectness in many languages including English 
and Russian. An investigation revealed that native speakers tended to use indirectness 
in their requests, whereas non-native use directness when making requests (Almegren, 
2017). This fi nding partially agrees with the outcome of this study. 

Areas directly related to academic writing include formality and informality and 
language prowess and grammar rules. A study indicated that the relationship 
between the professor and the student determines formality and informality in email 
composition (Shim, 2013). The investigation also revealed that involuntary usage of 
informal language in a formal context affects the decorum required in academic writing 
(Shim, 2013). This study indicated that most non-native students used formal language 
when formulating emails to the faculties. 

Discussion

This section summarizes the general remarks concerning the research and fi ndings. 
Second-language acquisition is affected by various factors, among them the fi rst 
language interference, environmental elements of interaction, and mastery of content. 
Many theories have come up with tenets to explain how the second language is 
acquired. The linguistic analysis of the emails showed that most non-native students 
could send structurally acceptable emails to their academics. Besides, most of them 
were also able to generate appropriate content for the emails. Some of the challenges 
that were noted among the non-native students were various barriers to effective 
learning. These barriers differ from one context to another, and that is why different 
non-native students have different levels of mastery of the English language. 

Besides, the fi ndings of this study also showed that non-native students’ language 
prowess, use of request letter acts, and the use of formality are directly related to the 
level of their academic writing skills. Students who had satisfactory language prowess, 
the ability to apply directness and indirectness in emails appropriately, and could 
embrace formality in emails to the faculty could also compose academic texts effi ciently. 

Conclusion and implications

The central assumption that was made in regards to this study to what extent non-
native students’ formal email writing conventions differ from that of NS students. 
Due to time constraints, the researcher opted for a cross-sectional design as a way 
of observing the corpus that consisted of 50 emails of 10 non-native students from a 
renowned British University. A longitudinal design study would have provided a 
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comprehensive perspective of the phenomenon under investigation because of time 
adequacy and methodological advantages. Even though this study is characterized by 
signifi cant methodological shortcomings, its fi ndings can make a small contribution 
to teaching English as a second language. Besides, the results of this study can serve 
as a resource for future studies intending to explore this problem further using more 
structured and comprehensive research methodologies. Moreover, the best research 
methodology for this study would be the use of mixed methods.

The fi ndings of this study suggest that to perfect their writing skills, L2 students 
should work harder to learn the language used in academic work besides attending 
the regular curriculum involving professors, lecture attendances, and assignment 
submission. For instance, students can participate in workshops that aim to improve 
speech and writing of academic papers. A study revealed that the workshop approach 
could be used effi ciently in teaching English Composition writing among non-native 
high school students (Lin & Enchelmayer, 2014). The writing workshops should be 
student-centered to enhance the development of English writing competence (Lin & 
Enchelmayer 2014). Such workshops may feature areas such as:

a) Review of reason, tone, and voice and their match with the relationship to 
scholarly written work.

b) Review of stages in the written work process, including prewriting, 
composition, revising, and altering of the written work.

c) Engagement in composing exercises that mirror each progression depicted 
previously.

d) Review and survey of the relative signifi cance (or insignifi cance) of normal 
second language blunders in scholarly composition.

e) Exploration of normal sorts of composing requests understudies will 
experience in school, including explanatory expositions, outlines, evaluates, 
article exams, accounts, and abstract investigation.

Students in the same institution and location can attend symposiums organized 
amongst themselves. Symposiums or seminars have also been used to effectively 
teach English as a second language in Canada and other countries (Uchihara & 
Yanagisawa, 2017). Those performing better can help the less performing at different 
levels to improve their English language competence. Non-native students can also 
take the initiative to empower each other in academic performance. Empowerment 
encourages a student who raises his or her interest in self-development. The students 
can get a professor or a faculty member willing to work with them to achieve the 
goal. Students can engage in practical public speaking before others and one-on-
one participation in in-depth, extensive discussions. Public speaking and open talks 
enhance the development of speaking and builds confi dence while minimizing anxiety 
about making errors. Students should also have a humble attitude towards positive 
and constructive criticism. According to Gillen (2006), criticism enables individuals 
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to interpret persuasive articles hence boosting the learning process. Also, it has been 
observed that ESL students in some institutions perform better compared to other 
institutions due to the surrounding and the effect the surrounding has on them. If the 
native speakers embrace and accommodate the non-native students at a personal level, 
the non-native students will develop a more in-depth focus on the foreign language. 
The teachers should have strategies of engaging native speakers to accommodate non-
native students at personal levels for improved learning. Furthermore, teachers need 
to be well informed on how to execute various instructional approaches effi ciently. 
Teachers should also consider the use of mobile learning to facilitate second language 
acquisition (Ahmad Zaki & Md Yunus, 2015). 

While doing the linguistic analysis, the researcher coincidentally noted some trend 
regarding the content and structure of emails and the average number of words 
used by email. A well-structured study should be conducted to confi rm this trend. 
Its implication in linguistics is diverse; this was just an additional observation to the 
purpose of this study. Good research is the one that raises more questions than it 
answers (Meadows, 2013).

Further study is needed to establish whether the trend of omitting the closing marks 
is also similar among students who are native speakers. Additionally, further research 
should be conducted to determine why non-native students often forget to include an 
acceptable closing tag at the end of their sequential emails. 

Another area that needs further study is the differences in the directness level of 
requests between native and non-native students. It is imperative to confi rm if this is 
the same among native speakers who are students. Understanding this difference will 
have signifi cant implications in English Language Education.

Regarding grammatical errors, the situation can be attributed to the notion that students 
do not have enough time to interact with their professors, thus, they are not well versed 
with the aspects that infl uence the composure of emails to the faculty members. An 
excellent example of a controlled environment in emailing is when the receiver or the 
professor, in this case, provides preconditions that can allow him to respond to one’s 
mail. In this regard, the professor can come up with a particular format of emails that 
he can only reply to.

Finally, further studies on this topic should be conducted using different methodological 
strategies. As mentioned earlier, the researcher opted for a cross-sectional design study 
because of time limitations. This methodological approach has proved to have several 
shortcomings. Hence, a future study employing mixed methods and longitudinal 
design should be conducted to confi rm the fi ndings of this study.
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Appendix 1: The Corpus

Here are the primary data of 50 formal emails from 10 non-native speakers of English.

Student 1

1. (Date-03.02.2018)

Dear Sir/ Madam,

I am a current student of Mathematics in your reputed University. Some of my close 
friends and family members want to visit London to meet me. For this purpose, I need 
to invite them fi rst. Please let me know the procedure of invitation. Thanks

2. (Date-07.02.2018)

Sir,

How are you? It is been over a month I couldn’t manage to contact you due to my 
adjustment here. I am doing well, although very slow in study. Hope you are doing 
well. Please keep me in your prayers. 

3. (Date-07.03.2018)

Sir, thank you sir for your kind reply. I am enclosing here the number of the person. 
Keep me in your prayers.

4. (Date-08.03.2018)

dear Sir, Here is the mail confi rming about the payment of my total accommodation 
fees in a single term. Thanks

5. (Date-05.04.2018)

Dear Madam, 

I am unable to open my student portal at all with my student portal ID and password 
after the spelling of my name has been changed. Would you please kindly provide me 
my new student portal ID and password so that I can use it probably which is crucial 
for my study? Thanks. 

Student 2

6. (Date-06.02.2018)

Dear Sir,

I have not been issued for a debit/credit card yet, so I would be very grateful if it 
is possible to make a bank transfer of the entire accommodation fees from my bank 
account.
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As such, it would be of great help if you can kindly provide me your bank account 
details so as to pay my accommodation fees.

7. (Date-10.02.2018)

Dear Sir,

Thank you for your kind reply. As far as my visa application process is pending for 
tomorrow, I would like to initiate the payment process option the day after tomorrow 
hopefully.

8. (Date-15.02.2018)

Dear Sir,

I am writing this time for a query. As far as my visa application process is pending 
for a decision, I would like to know about the payment system of my accommodation 
fees. Can I pay the whole accommodation fees in one single instalment, instead of three 
separate instalments?

Thanks in advance.

9. (Date-18.02.2018)

dear Sir/Madam,

I am a new International Postgraduate student at the University in Applied Chemistry 
which is going to be started from September, 2017. I am a student of on-campus 
accommodation. I have already deposited £250 and made an accommodation fee 
payment plan in three instalments. Also, I hope to complete and submit my online 
enrollment within a day or two. Thanks

10. (Date-03.06.2018)

Dear sir, I have got my CAS form very recently and managed to apply for the tier 4 
general student visa by September 06, 2018.Due to my delay in visa application,I am 
afraid,I will be late arriving at my allocated room and miss the orientation program 
starting from 13 September, 2018 as well as some of the earlier classes starting from 
September 18, 2018. The visa application will take maximum three weeks from 
September 6, 2018. I do aplogize for the unexpected delay.

Looking forward to hearing you soon

Student 3

11. (Date-02.03.2018)

Dear Sir,

I have got an unconditional offer recently to study at your University. As now I have 
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to complete my CAS form and apply for the tier 4 visa, I need to make some changes in 
my main application. Please let me know the procedure. Looking forward to hearing 
you soon.

Yours sincerely,

12. (Date-05.03.2018)

Dear Sir,

Thank you for your kind reply. According to my unconditional offer letter, it is stated 
that a CAS request form is issued to me with the following documents required:

•  YOU MUST SUBMIT A COPY OF YOUR PASSPORT WITH YOUR CAS 
REQUEST FORM

•  YOU MUST SUBMIT A COPY OF THE FINANCIAL DOCUMENTS NEEDED 
TO SHOW MONEY AVAILABLE TO YOU

Unfortunately, I am confused with the second condition. How much money do I need 
to show in my account? In addition, I also have forgotten whether I have written my 
correspondence address and permanent address correctly.

Under the circumstances stated above, please let me review my application.

Thank you

13. (Date-07.03.2018)

Dear Sir/Madam, 

Thank you for your kind response. About the change in my personal details, my present 
as well as correspondence address in my county is: Please let me know whether these 
information are written correctly. 

14. (Date-07.03.2018)

Dear Sir, I would like to change the payment option section as I myself will fi nance 
my expenses. As far as I remember, in my application, I mentioned that my father will 
fi nance my expenses. Thank you.

15. (Date-10.03.2018)

Dear Sir, I apologize for all the inconvenience that have incurred. I am re-sending my 
masters certifi cate including transcript along with the email confi rming my deposit 
payment which were the requirements of my conditional offer at University. Please 
fi nd these documents in the attachments.

Student 4

16. (Date-08.03.2018)
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Dear Sir, I am re-sending these fi les in PDF format.

Please let me know if these documents are in compliance with my conditions.

17. (Date-12.03.2018)

Dear Sir,

I am an international student applying for a master’s degree on the University. As 
a part of my application, I have got a conditional offer requiring a scanned copy of 
my master’s degree certifi cate and a deposit of £2500 which I have submitted already. 
Please kindly let me know the further procedure of my application. Looking forward 
to hearing you soon.

18. (Date-17.03.2018)

Dear Sir,

Please let me know my Student ID so that I can deposit 2500 GBP to the university 
which is required as a condition for admitting in this university.

19. (Date-18.03.2018)

Dear sir, please let me know the program schedule and venue. hope to meet you all in 
the program soon. thanks in advance.

20. (Date-23.03.2018)

Dear Sir, with due respect, I sincerely apologize for this belated response as I was 
actively engaged with my current job.

Student 5

21. (Date-04.04.2018)

Sir, I can confi rm you that I am ready for the allocated interview on 10th April 2018 at 
11 a.m. since I do not have any classes to take on that day. Looking forward to your 
kind response.

22. (Date-06.04.2018)

Dear Mam, How are you? Are you currently living at USA? Mam, I am trying to apply 
for higher studies. For this, I need your permission to use your address as a primary 
recommendation. Please grant me your permission. Take care mam.

23. (Date-07.04.2018)

Dear Mam, as far as I remember, I was under your tutorial course in my Hons. 3rd year, 
and I got some of your classes on American Literature and some novels.
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24. (Date-05.05.2018)

Dear Mam, can I kindly have my letter of recommendation today? Please let me know 
when I have to come. Tried to text and call you, but the phone number was off.

25. (Date-06.05.2018)

Dear Sir/ Madam, I am unable to open my student portal at all with my student portal 
ID and password after the spelling of my name has been changed. Would you please 
kindly provide me my new student portal ID and password so that I can use it probably 
which is crucial for my study? Thanks. 

Student 6

26. (Date-01.04.2018)

Dear Sir, Is double occupancy available at your hall? If so, then what is the procedure? 
Thanks in advance.

27. (Date-04.04.2018)

Dear Sir/Madam:

I am trying to apply for an M.Ed. course in your respected university. I  have a question. 
What is the minimum required score of IELTS for M.ed in TESL at this university? 
somewhere it is written as 6.0 n somewhere it is written as 7.0! My band is 6.5 and 6 in 
individual (Listening-6.0, reading-6.0, writing-7.5, speaking-6.5). Can I apply for the 
course? I am looking forward to hearing from you soon.

28. (Date-07.04.2018)

Dear Sir, I have recently applied for the position of Probationary Offi cer in your reputated 
bank. An ID number was given to me immediately after successfull submission of the 
application. But unfortunately I have lost it somehow. 

Under the circumstances stated above, I would be greatful if you kindly help me 
retrieving my ID number and oblige me threreby.

29. (Date-10.06.2018)

Dear Sarah, I would like to register for the Post-Graduate Studies in order to express 
my ideas more coherently with appropriate references to academic literature. Thanks

30. (Date-18.06.2018)

Dear Sir, I am a current post graduate student of your University. Please let me know 
the upcoming conferences and meetings to be held on relevant subject in this university.
Thanks
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Student 7
31. (Date-02.02.2018)

Dear Mary, Can I meet you on Wednesday, February 14 at 2 p.m. regarding my 
individual assignment? Thanks

32. (Date-03.04.2018)

Dear Sally, Due to huge course load in this semester, I am afraid, I would not be able to 
continue this Academic Writing module.

Thanks

33. (Date-25.05.2018)

Dear Anne, Can I meet you on Tuesday, January 30, around 3.30 p.m.? I did not get any 
marks from your course. Thanks

34. (Date-28.05.2018)

Dear Sandra,

I would like to register for your course in order to express my ideas more coherently 
with appropriate references to academic literature. Thanks.

35. (Date-31.05.2018)

Dear Margaret, Can I meet you on Thursday, December 14, around 12.30 p.m. for the 
purpose of individual research project structure? Thanks

Student 8
36. (Date-05.01.2018)

Dear Rafael!!

Greetings!!! I am hereby too pleased to receive this email as to enroll in PHD program 
which was always my dream. Please let me know the criteria for admission. However, 
after completing MSC in Project Management, I haven’t yet appear in the IELTS exam 
and will be appear my April. Is it possible to enroll in the program without IELTS? 
Moreover what is the tuition fee structure?

Waiting to hear from you.

37. (Date-06.01.2018)

Dear Sir/ Madam,

Greetings!!! I am from India. I would like to enroll in the PHD program of Management. 
Before then let me introduce myself briefl y. My last degree was from United Kingdom, 
MSC in Project Management held on 2015. After completing masters from UK not yet 
appeared in the IELTS exam. Please let me know the entry requirement and tuition fee 
structure. However, is it possible to get admission by this year?

Please feel free to contact me without any hesitation. Waiting eagerly to hear from you.
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Bes regards

38. (Date-07.01.2018)

Dear Sir, Hope that u r doing well. I appreciate your prompt response towards my 
enquiry. Best regards

39. (Date-08.02.2018)

Dear Sir, Thank you for your feedback. I guess the tuition fee is quite high for me. Is 
theres any option for stipened the tuition? Or instalmen method? If so that would be bit 
easier for me to bear. Hope that you will take me as your consideration. Best regards

40. (Date-10.02.2018)

Dear Sir, II am sorry to know that you couldn’t catch me on cell. However i am now 
available on this number. If you are available now please give me a call for any query.

Waiting to hear from you soon.

Student 9
41. (Date-03.03.2018)

Dear Carine,

Hope that you are doing well. i have been read through your research paper on google 
and i am eagerly interested to work with you. I have completed my MSC from a 
reputed University in London and my major was Marketing. Currently I am in my 
home country, working as student counsellor and in admin in a private university of 
my country. As my MSC was in Marketing, i would appreciate if you provide any 
guideline to me or be peer with me on this topic.

Waiting to hear from you soon.

42. (Date-05.05.2018)

Dear Sir, Thanks very much for your time and for consideration. Please send me the 
course timetable, it is not showing in my moodle. Kind regards.

43. (Date-18.05.2018)

Dear Madam, Thanks you very much for increasing my course starts date. But Ukvi 
haven’t send my documents back yet, I haven’t receive any response from them. 
Without documents I can’t travel. Today is the last working day, I am afraid that I‘ll be 
late. Look forward to hear from you,

44. (Date-21.05.2018)

Dear sir, With due Respect I have emailed the registrar for course change with my 
statement. I want to confi rm that how much time university take in this process, Because 
course starts date is the 2nd of October. Is it possible that the process complete before 
course starts so that I join on fi rst session.
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45. (Date-30.05.2018)

Dear Sir, My enrollment is complete and My Student ID number has been provided 
recently. But my oyester card is not approved yet they said your Education establishment 
do not provide evidence.

Student 10

46. (Date-09.06.2018)

Dear Sir, I have send Cas request form along all documents. If you need any other 
documents please tell me I will provide you as soon as possible because I don’t have 
enough time my class start date is 14 August 2018. I need Cas no so I will fi le my visa 
application ASAP.

47. (Date-12.06.2018)

Dear Sir,

I hope you are well. I am one of your post graduate students.  I am hospitalized at the 
moment thats why I couldn’t come today. I apologize you to informing late.

48. (Date-15.06.2018)

Dear Sir, With due respect it is stated that I am not feeling well due to temperature and 
skin allergy. I am new here and still not register in surgery. I started my work on fi rst 
draft and it is almost complete, but i need to improve it. Please give me favor i need 3 
more days to complete my task.

49. (Date-17.06.2018)

Dear Sir, I collect my BRP. I will submit on Monday. Please inform me about your offi ce 
direction.  Because yesterday I tried to submit it but I can’t fi nd ur offi ce.

50. (Date-19.06.2018)

Dear Sir, I ‘m trying my best to get appointment soon ‘nd successfully I got it tomorrow 
from another center near my city. Hope to see you soon. Thanks.

Contrinutor: Shama E Shahid is a lecturer at International University of 
Scholars. She has completed her M.A. (English Literature) from department 
of English, Dhaka University. She holds a Master’s degree in Applied 
Linguistics and TESOL from University of Roehampton, London. Her 
research interests are: Applied Linguistics, English Language Teaching and 
Technology in Education.




