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Abstract: The current study investigates the politeness strategies utilized
by a group of Iragi EFL students during academic discussion through the
WhatsApp application. Adopting a descriptive research design, the study
employs a pragmatic discourse analysis approach based in Searle’s (1976)
Speech Act Theory, Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness strategy, and
Blum-Kulka, House, and Kasper (1989) Level of Directness. The data were
combined from a WhatsApp group composed of 10 lIragi male EFL
university students at University Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), who
discussed an academic topic regarding studying abroad over a two-week
period, and they produced 273 comments. The results of the study indicate
that stating personal opinion and expressing agreement were the most with
high frequency performed speech acts. In expressions of directness,
conventionally indirect utterances were most prominent tokens, this
indicate that students have strong tendency to mitigate face threatening

acts. The analysis shows that positive politeness strategies were the most
frequently utilized, followed by bald on-record, and negative politeness
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strategies. The use of these strategies participated significantly to preserve
smooth interaction, promoting solidarity, and reduce conflict among
participants. Overall, the study concludes that WhatsApp provides an
effective environment that helps Iragi EFL students to express their
opinions politely and interact more effectively in academic setting.

1. Introduction

Considering the predominating aspect of technological development, the
use of electronic- based communication modes in teaching the English
language has been on the rising trend in modern world. A notable form of
such technology is the use of WhatsApp application in smartphones which
helped the students to express their ideas and demands in written form
using English. In order to develop more efficient and reasonable forms of
communication, the learners are therefore urged to use variety of politeness
strategies to avoid conflict and facilitate a smooth interaction (Rahmani,
Rahmany, & Sadeghi, 2014). The present study was conducted to analyze
the politeness strategies utilized by a number of lragi students while
discussing their opinion using the WhatsApp application software. The idea
was to identify the politeness strategies employed when the learners are not
in face-to-face situations, and to see whether the use of such an application
could help learners better communicate their opinions in more effective and
smooth ways.

According to the politeness theory developed by Brown and Levinson
(1987), it is during interaction that every person possesses a face which
might be preserved or threatened. In communication, the language used by
the speaker can pose a possible threat to his/her face or other people. Face
Threatening Acts (FTAs) is the situations when the utterance, e.g.
interrupting a person in the speech, is perceived as the violation of the
desire of interlocutors to be esteemed, and then the face of interlocutor is
threatened. In order to prevent instance of FTASs, speaker can apply various
politeness strategies provided by Brown and Levinson. The strategies are
applied to deal with the requirement and wants of the interlocutors to save
face of both speaker and hearer. Therefore, the negative politeness
techniques are applied in instances where the speakers strive to minimize
mediation and imposition to the freedom of action of the hearer. Positive
politeness strategies are employed on the other hand, when the speakers are
trying to save the hearer self-image by softening their words, expressing
respect to them and establishing a sense of belonging. There are four
politeness strategies that may be used

1. Bald On-record: using direct and unambiguous utterances without
attenuation; in formal contexts it may cause confusion or concussion,
whereas in informal contexts it can signal solidarity and closeness.
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2. Positive Politeness: using indirect expressions aimed at reducing
threats to the hearer’s positive face.

3. Negative Politeness: using indirect statements intended to respect
hearer’s autonomy and reduce imposition on their negative face.

4. Bold off-record: using indirect means such as metaphor, irony, hints
to protect the speaker’s or hearer’s positive or negative face.

2. Literature Review

The following is a review of some of the studies that were conducted on
using politeness strategies in academic setting and using WhatsApp
application as an electronic-based means of communication.

2.1 Politeness Strategies

Various studies have investigated the application of politeness strategies in
academic setting. This is what was done by Al-Qahtani (2009) who
compared the use of politeness strategies in offers situations between Saudi
and British female students. The data were tabulated on basis of fifteen
written scenarios that were created in the form of Discourse Completion
Tasks (DCTs). In the framework of politeness that was developed by
Brown and Levinson (1987), the responses of the participants were
evaluated in a qualitative socio-pragmatic approach and quantitative in
terms of the frequency and the percentage of the strategies they adopted.
The results showed that there existed significant discrepancies between the
two groups of speakers in terms of politeness strategies in offer making.
Also established by the results was that social variables such as power,
social distance had a strong important in choosing a strategy. The British
female respondents were more likely to be respectful of the other
participant and need of personal space by adopting conventionally indirect
methods, but the Saudi female respondents showed a greater tendency in
showing solidarity.

The study by Al-Shboul, Marlyna, and Yasin (2012) aimed at
determining the differences between the perceptions of the American
speakers and the Jordanian English as a foreign language learner regarding
the suitability of giving advice in the English language. The researchers
also attempted to find a link between performing advice and the used
politeness strategies. The data collected through a Multiple Choice
Questionnaire (MCQ) which was built upon eight written situations that
required advice giving. Three types of directness were considered in the
analysis; direct, hedged, and indirect. The results have indicated that the
use of direct or hedged advice was often favored by Jordanian students who
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felt comfortable using them. On the contrary, American participants
considered these strategies as the most inappropriate. The research found
that there is a significant difference in perceptions of politeness in
Jordanian and American cultures. Although this study discussed the notion
of politeness across the paper, no attempt was made to establish a
relationship between performing advice and the politeness strategies as
used by the two groups of participants. Moreover, the researchers did not
collect natural occurring data in form of recordings or interviews, but relied
on imaginary situations in the form of DCT, which does not yield reliable
findings similar to real life interactions (Beebe & Cummings 1985). In the
current study, a close investigation was made to carry out the types of
politeness strategies used by Iragqi EFL learners while exchanging
comments in WhatsApp application. Moreover, and unlike Al-Shboul et al.
(2012) study, which used DCT as an instrument for data collection, in the
current study, the data were collected as naturally occurring in WhatsApp
application. Using this application was hoped to yield more reliable
findings regarding the employment of the politeness strategies in the Iraqi
students’ communication as it was found effective tool for data collection
in a number of studies, such as (Allagui 2014; Chipunza 2013; Gasmi
2014; Plana, Gimeno, Appel, & Hopkins 2015; Salem 2013; Trenkov
2014).

Tawalbeh and Al-Oqaily (2012) have studied how the level of
directness and politeness in request speech acts relate between the Saudi
and American speakers. Two random groups of thirty undergraduate
students each were used in the study, and given a discourse completion
tasks (DCTys) that included twelve written scenarios. Findings showed that
conventionally indirect request tactics were widely used by American
respondents. Saudi participants, on the other hand made their request
strategies vary based on the social variables, especially status and social
distance. The results also indicated that the cross-cultural differences in the
preference to directness. Although the Americans were likely to employ
direct request to close friends, Saudis preferred directness when dealing
with close interlocutors as a sign of solidarity, closeness, and belongingness
to a group and did not view such attitude as rudeness.

2.2. Electronic communication in academic setting

The empirical studies have proved that communication in academic
institutions occurs through a pool of channel, including not only face-to-
face personal interactions but also electronic channels like emails, web
sites, blogs, cell phones and similar technologies. Abe (2011) compared
face-to-face and online communication between 77 students (both male and
female) in Japan. The main aim of the research was to determine whether
the development of the disagreement strategies depends on the instructional
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situations and specific used mode of communication. To achieve these
aims, the researcher used a mixed-methods design which entails the
combination of both qualitative and quantitative data collection and
analysis. The results indicated that communicating online would be a better
environment for pragmatic development in these students’ context. The
students used more English while discussing online in comparison to face-
to-face discussions. Another major finding was related to the advantage of
the online environment in relation to the reduction of face threatening acts.
It was found that the students felt less threatened when chatting online, and
their fear of losing their face in face-to-face interaction due to their
weakness is reduced to minimum. Moreover, the students expressed their
closeness to the discussion group members, which contributed to their
pragmatic development.

Electronic mail can be used as the channel where people communicate
quotidian requirements and issues in a faster and convenient way. One of
the studies by Zena, Marlyna, and Nor Fariza (2012) explored the use of
email as a medium of communicating in an academic context with focus on
how requests are formed. Such communication requires the writers to use
politeness strategies that match the type of the social relationship between
the writers and the addresses. The authors aimed to establish the extent of
directness achieved in the formulation of request in the students and to
evaluate the effects of Arabic pragmatic conventions that are carried over
into the English email writings. They used a quantitative method to
examine ten emails written by Arab postgraduate students. The theory of
analysis relied on the politeness theory by Brown and Levinson (1987) and
request strategy framework of Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984). Results
showed that the most common strategies used were bald on-record, positive
politeness and negative politeness.

Amundrud (2012), in their research, also explored the communication
via email, comparing the politeness strategies in three of the elicited
business emails written by an advanced non-native Japanese female
speaker. The research concentrated on three speech acts, which comprise
requests, apologies, and refuses. The responses of the participant were the
once sent to her by email and were compared with the responses of a native
speaker. The frameworks focused on the analysis involved the nature and
usage of politeness measures, according to the framework created by
Brown and Levinson (1987) and the degree to which these measures met
the pragmatic standards in English. The results showed that non-native
speakers are more inclined to use culture-specific patterns of politeness that
are not similar to those of native speakers. It was also demonstrated in the
study that language proficiency can be used to mitigate pragmatic
divergence between non-native and native speakers, which is an important
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finding. The findings were however constrained by the small sample as
only one participant was used. Thus, the current research uses a bigger
sample, in line with Creswell (2013) to get more reliable, and generalizable
information to analysis politeness strategies.

Blogs form a positive environment through which students can engage
in and master the English language in a more authentic way. In their study
Amir, Abidin, Darus, and Ismail (2012) examined the use of blogs as an
electronic communication channel by exploring their ability to increase the
level of engagement between students and English. The researchers
analyzed the content of four students’ blogs to identify the aspect of
language used by the bloggers, and to see whether there were any
differences in the language due to the bloggers’ gender. By doing a content
analysis, the results showed a strong gender disparity of five particular
linguistic characteristics which included intensifiers, hedging expressions,
tag questions, empty adjectives and adverbs in male and female bloggers.
Although this study analyzed the early mentioned language aspects, which
are in the core of the expression of politeness, no attempt was made to find
out the politeness strategies in the bloggers’ written discourse. This gap
was filled in the current paper by analyzing the language aspects and their
politeness realizations in similar electronic communication content, which
Is the WhatsApp.

As a result of the growing use of technology in education and
learning, smart phone applications like WhatsApp have been discovered to
offer learners with worthwhile learning opportunities anywhere and at any
time. In the research by Almekhlafy, Saleh, Alzubi, and Abbas (2016), the
scholars showed that the application of WhatsApp as a convenient and free
tool to study the English language is feasible. Forty Saudi university
students were allowed to share their ideas and information in a series of
activities using WhatsApp. A content analysis was conducted to the
students as well as the native speakers’ comments to find out the capability
of using such a technology to give students more exposure to English. This
was also followed by asking students 15 questions in a questionnaire to
understand their attitude towards the use of such a technology in their
learning process. Moreover, 10 students and native speakers were
interviewed to listen more from the participants about their experience in
using the application. The finding of the content analysis revealed that by
using WhatsApp, the students were given real opportunities to interact with
the native speakers using the language. This finding was affirmed by the
results of the questionnaire and the interviews analysis that reflected
positive attitude towards using WhatsApp supporting their language
learning.

The reviewed literature shows the importance of the use of politeness
strategies in the academic environment. Additionally, the shift towards a
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less high level of directness can help the implementation of various
politeness strategies. These strategies have been explored in the past by
researcher in diverse environments and using various routes of
communication such as face-to-face communications and online resources
like blogs and emails. However, there is still a significant gap in the
research on the politeness strategies used by lIragi EFL students in
WhatsApp in particular. The current research was conducted to determine
the politeness strategies used by a group of male Iragi EFL students while
discussing four topics related to their academic life on WhatsApp
application. The focus of analysis was on how using these strategies could
have helped the students to communicate their opinion in a smooth and
effective ways, so they avoid any communication breakdown.

3. Statement of the Problem

The use of politeness in the peer-to-peer communication is aimed at
enhancing communicative effectiveness and making exchanges more
effective (Rahmani, et al., 2014). In an academic environment, the
implementation of such strategies will enable Iragi students to express their
thoughts and make request to other students and faculty in an effective
way. On the other hand, lack of proper politeness tactics may lead to the
creation of linguistic forms that are ineffective and out of context.

Previous studies have investigated the use of politeness strategies
among Arab English language speakers in various communicative
situations. Researchers used face-to-face interviews (Abe, 2011), discourse
completion tests (Al-Qahtani, 2009; Al-Shboul et al., 2012; Tawalbeh and
Al-Oqaily, 2012), in order to gather data, as well as electronic
correspondence (Amundrud, 2012; Zena et al., 2012), and online blogs
(Amir et al., 2012). According to these studies, Arab learners are regularly
found to produce politeness patterns that are not in line with the social
context. As an example, Aldhulaee (2011) compared the application of
hedging strategies, which is a lexical device that makes the speech acts
gentler to share politeness, between the native speakers of the Iragi Arabic
language and the native speakers of the Australian English language. The
findings indicated that there was a significant distinction between the two
groups, where the Iragi respondents used politeness strategies which were
not in tandem with the social context rules.

With the advancement of technology, the communication in
academic settings started to be made through unconventional means, such
as using the WhatsApp application, which has proven to be an effective
communication and learning tool (Alsaleem 2013; Bere 2013). Using this
kind of applications, as a means of communication either among the
students themselves or between them and their teachers, is nowadays
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growing to substitute the face-to-face communication. It is therefore
important to explore how lragi EFL learners express politeness and keep
smooth and appropriate interactional relationships in a non-conventional
environment, which is still lacking in the literature. It is also necessary to
extend the discourse analysis to include the use of the politeness strategies
used by the Iraqgi students using the WhatsApp application. This will help
determine the effectiveness of using this application in aiding students to
communicate their opinion and express politeness.

On the other hand, previous research on the politeness strategies
showed contradictory findings regarding the gender effect on employing
the politeness strategies in face-to-face interactions (Farhat 2013; Hameed
2010). However, the gender effect on the politeness strategies in the
mediated discourse, such as when discussing takes place on computer or
smartphones programs still needs to be explored.

The current research aims to consider the communicative
interactions, which a group of Iragi English as a foreign language (EFL)
student engage through the WhatsApp chat application. The discourse
analysis aspect will be used to identify politeness strategies used by these
agents in a systematic and organized manner and will examine the possible
gender variations in the choice and use of politeness strategies. The
expected results will contribute to the existing body of discourse studies,
especially focusing on etiquette rules, and they will help to comprehend the
impact of smartphone mediated communication on education.

4. Research objectives

The objectives of this study are to:

1. Examine the types and frequencies of speech acts produced by Iraqgi
EFL university students in their WhatsApp discussions.

2. Analyze the types and frequencies of politeness strategies used by the
students, considering their level of directness.

3. Evaluate the extent to which employing politeness strategies supports
students in effectively expressing their opinions.

5. Research Questions

To achieve the study objectives, the following research questions were

formulated:

1. What types of speech acts do Iraqi EFL university students perform in
their WhatsApp discussions, and how frequently do they occur?

2. Considering the level of directness, what types of politeness strategies
do Iragi EFL university students use on WhatsApp, and how often are
they employed?

3. In what ways do the politeness strategies assist students in expressing
their opinions effectively?
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6. Methodology

6.1. Research Design

This study will carry out research on politeness strategies adopted by a
sample of Iragi male EFL students in their conversations about the
WhatsApp application. To fulfill this goal, the research will have a
descriptive research design and use a pragmatic discourse analysis
methodology to discuss the messages of the students (see Figure 1). The
analysis is on the degree of directness achieved in the WhatsApp messages
and on the three levels suggested by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) namely,
direct, conventionally indirect and indirect and how they affect the
achievement of politeness. In the classification of politeness strategies, the
politeness framework by Brown and Levinson (1987) is used. Based on
this, four kinds of politeness strategies will be explored in the study
including bald on-record, positive politeness, negative politeness, and off-
record politeness.

4 "\
Discourse Analysis
WhatsApp Application
) U
P
Descriptive design
Pragmatic Discourse
9 Analvsis Approach )
|
Level of Directness Politeness Strategies
Blum-Kulka, House, and > > Brown and Levinson
Kacnar [1aQa)\ 1027\
Direct D Bald on-record
Conventionally D Positive
indirect .
D Negative
Indirect D Off-record

Figure 1 Research Design

6.2. Participants
The study sample in this research consists of 10 Iraqi male postgraduate
students learning English as a foreign language (EFL). They speak Arabic
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as their first language and study for a master’s degree in English at the
School of Language Studies and Linguistic in the Universiti Kebangsaan
Malaysia (UKM), the Malay-language name of the university. The
participants were selected in a convenience sampling method as they are
the only available Iraqi students in the faculty. They were asked to
participate and contribute to discussions in the WhatsApp application that
was designed by the researcher.

6.3. Data collection Instrument

The study utilized WhatsApp as the primary instrument for data collection.
This instrument was used to collect a corpus of instant messages written by
the participants in this study. For this purpose, one group discussion was
created, which included ten male students were added to the group. The
students were asked to discuss the following topic:

- Studying abroad is better than studying in the home country
This topic was selected due to its relevance to the students’ academic
context, which facilitates ease of discussion among the participants. The
group members were allowed to discuss the topic for 2 weeks, so enough
data were collected. The students produced 273 comments. After that, the
chat of the group was transferred from the application to an Excel
worksheet to prepare for analysis.

6.4. Data analysis

In the relation to the analysis of the data, the substantive messages and
comments made by students using a WhatsApp platform were gathered and
transcribed into a Microsoft Excel 2010 spreadsheet systematically. There
was a content analytical procedure, where the utterances were carefully
analyzed in order to determine their respective classification of speech act,
the research instruments were used to moderate the act as well as the
effective tenor of the utterance in terms of directness; the utterance was
categorized as direct, conventionally indirect or indirect. This process
helped to define the related politeness strategies. The frequency of speech
acts, the prevalence of directional levels, distribution of politeness
strategies, and quantitative measures were calculated. Following the
descriptive statistical analysis, a qualitative discourse analysis was carried
out to shed light on application of politeness strategies in the
communicative interactions among cohort supported by exemplary
passages derived out of the conversation of the students themselves. The
theoretical constructs that guided the analysis process were speech acts
theory of Searle (1976), the politeness paradigm by Brown and Levinson
(1987), and the typology of directness by Blum-Kulka et al., (1989).
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7. Findings and discussion

7.1. Types and Frequency of Speech Acts

The first question in this study asked about the types and frequencies of
speech acts performed by lIragi EFL University students during their
discussion on WhatsApp application. Answering this question was
important as it provided important information about the nature of the
students’ speech. The analysis of the students’ comments (See Figure 2)
showed that the students performed 16 types of speech acts. The most
frequent the speech act was stating opinion (20%). This was followed by
the speech act of agreement, either by adding a supporting idea to the
agreement expression (11%) or by just using the agreement expression
(9%). Other speech acts were less frequent ranging from 4% to 8%.

Types of Speech Acts
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Figure 2 Types and Frequencies of Speech Acts

These results indicate that the students while discussing in WhatsApp
mainly state their opinion or respond others’ opinion by agreement. They
might perform other speech acts, but less frequently. This might be due to
the nature of the topic under discussion.

In contrast, the findings showed that learners were almost indirect in stating
their opinion. This is clear when they stated their opinion in a conventional
indirect ways in 30 occasions and directly in 13 occasions. As shown in
Example 1, 2 and 3 below, the students employed a number of linguistic
strategies to look less imposing on others. In 1, the subject used ‘from my
point of view’, in 2, another student used ‘talking about myself’, in 3; the
student used ‘I think’. The use of these expressions prefaced the students’
opinion. The common thing among them is the personal commitment to the
proposition in the coming opinion, so to say that this opinion is mine and it
IS up to you, the hearer, to take it or decline it. This strategy, characterized
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as a form of hedging language, function as an appositive politeness strategy
that helps preserve the face of other participants (Brown & Levinson 1987).

Example 1:
Example 010 P1 From my point of view, | guess each one has its
1 advantages and disadvantages

Example 012 P4 Talking about myself, | have learnt a lot here especially in
2 UKM and in Malaysia coz | obliged to use English and
this helped me in developing my own accent

Example 106 P6 | think some people don't adapt very well with other
3 cultures specially cultures of other countries

It has been also noted that only 13 students state their opinion explicitly
and directly without any attenuation. In example 4, the student maintained
that learning abroad is much better than studying at home country. In
example 5, the student claimed that there is a big difference between
Malaysia and Irag. Notice how in the two examples the opinion is
communicated directly without any attenuating expression, such as | think
or believe or even without giving more explanation or reasons to support
their claims. This indicates that the subject did not consider the face of
other group members by imposing on them to accept the opinion. It can be
conclude that the student used a bald on-record politeness strategy by
communicating his opinion.

Example4 052 P4 There is no better opportunity to improve second language

skills than living in country speaking language other than
yours

Example5 273 P3 There is a great difference between them. I mean Malaysia

and Iraq

Being conventionally indirect was not limited to expressing opinion. The
students used this strategy in performing other speech acts. For example, all
the students’ agreement expressions in which another opinion is added or
used to support the other members were performed in a conventional
indirect way using expressions, such as Yes you are right, I think, yes of
course, Oh yea, Yes indeed, ...etc. these expressions were used to preface a
disagreement after giving support to the speaker. In this way the use of
these expressions helped the discussion to run smoothly, and encouraged
the other group members to exchange more opinion.

7.2. Politeness Strategies

The second research question was to find out the kinds of politeness
strategies and their occurrence rate. Since the higher the level of politeness
the more indirect they are likely to be, the level of directness of the
comments of the students were first analyzed before the strategies of
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politeness were established. The findings and their discussion follow
below.

7.3. Level of Directness

The comments made by the students were analyzed, and three types of
directness were identified directness, indirectness and the conventionally
indirect (see Table 1) of these the most common was the conventionally
indirect level, with 96 instances, or 46 percent of the total. This level was
most obtained by using several linguistic modifiers, which showed
uncertainty (e.g., may, | think, it depends), agreement and approval (e.g.,
Yes, | agree with you; OK; Yes, right; Yes, that is right), and qualifying
phrases (e.g., some, somehow, a little bit). The use of such expressions,
according to the studies conducted by Fraser (2010) and Blum-Kulka et al.
(1989), makes utterances more indirect and, therefore, more polite.

Table 1 Level of Directness

Level of Directness frequency Percentage 100 %
Conventionally indirect 96 46%
Direct 90 41%
Indirect 25 13%
Total 211 100%

In example 6, the student in 042 used the booster ‘of course, which
reinforces the speech with higher level of imposing opinion or fact. In
response, P7 in 043 replied with using the modal can and the quantifier
‘some’ the use of these words indicated uncertainty and optionality with
less imposition of opinion, thus made the utterance conventionally indirect.
The student continued by using the hesitation marker ‘I think’ which
indicates lack of commitment to the forthcoming proposition. The use of
this marker also added more lack of imposition as he wanted to tell P2 that
this is how opinion is communicated politely.

Example 6:
042 P2 Yes of course as there are many reasons
043 p7 U can say some of them. I think it depend on

your opinion

The second more frequent type of indirectness was the use of direct
utterances with 90 tokens and 41% frequency. This type of directness is
usually communicated by giving the proposition without any kind of
attenuation. The result accordingly will be less polite utterances (Brown &
Levinson 1987). In example 7, P6 is describing the top universities of the
world and compares them to the home country universities. He thinks that
the top universities are competitive and provide advance knowledge.
Meanwhile, he criticizes them as costing too much money. As it can be
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clearly seen, the student passed his judgment without providing any hard
evidence to justify his opinion. Second, his opinion was direct without any
attenuation of its imposition level. This turn by the student is, therefore,
considered direct and the realized politeness strategy is bald on-record.

Example 7

These top universities are competitive among them. They all seek
025 P6 on its reputable name. But these universities have advanced
knowledge

The third directness strategy employed by the students occurred less
frequently with only 25 tokens and 13% in their comments. This strategy
was employed through using hinting strategy, so the meaning of the act is
inferred indirectly from the utterance and the linguistic contexts. In
Example 8, the student is communicating the idea that affording the
expenses of studying abroad is not easy as it requires external support from
the government as life in Iraq is difficult. The P1 used the expression ‘sure,
but ...’ that indirectly communicate his position. By using this expression
the student indirectly showed partial agreement with the previous opinion,
and at same time, expressed his opinion. This was achieved indirectly as
the student did not use explicit expressions of agreement. This strategy is
the most polite way as the student avoided disagreement with his group
members, and at the same time, stated his opinion indirectly without much
Imposition on the self-image of the group members, thus, considered
positive politeness strategy.

Example 8

016 P1 Sure P4 and talking to himself, but thinking about collecting the
money for this purpose in the first time is really hard that requires a lot
of support.

This finding is partially consistent with other finding in the literature, such
as Al-Shboul et al. (2012), who found that that Jordanian students tended to
use more direct advice or hedged advice as they considered them to be
appropriate. The finding also go with Al-Qahtani (2009), who found the
Saudi students had higher inclination to establishing solidarity and respect
to others through the use of direct utterances. However, this study is not
consistent with these studies as it discovered that both direct and indirect
expression equally exist in the spoken discourse of Iragi learners.

7.4. Types and frequency of politeness strategies

After having an idea about the level of directness achieved by the students
in their comments on WhatsApp, it is now the time to report and discuss
the findings about the politeness strategies employed by the students. The
analysis of the scripts of the students showed more preferred that the
students used a number of strategies that could be considered polite. These
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are some of the strategies that can be aligned to politeness framework by
Brown and Levinson (1987). However, there were other strategies
identified to be subject-specific to the study subjects.

The analysis of the comments that the students made revealed those three
major types of politeness strategies had been used (see Figure 3). As
mentioned above these categories, positive politeness was the most
commonly used tactic, and had a rate of 59 % of the observed instances.
Brown and Levinson (1987) suggest that positive politeness can be
accomplished when the speakers make efforts in looking after the positive
face of the hearer by not compromising his/her self-image and it can also
be expressed by pronouncing respect or consideration towards the hearer.
The application of the latter strategy by the students in the current research
was indicative of a strong desire to show mutual respect, as well as, protect
the self-image of others. For this purpose, the subjects employed a number
of sub-strategies of politeness, such as being indirect, using questions or
hedges, impersonalizing speaker and hearer, asserting or presuppose
knowledge of hearer, minimizing imposition, avoiding disagreement,
giving or asking for reasons, give gifts through cooperation, including both
speaker and hearer, joke, minimize imposition, noticing or attending to
hearer, presupposing common ground, or seek agreement. As it can be
seen, some of these strategies, such a hedge/question, be indirect, were
classified by Brown and Levinson (1987) as belonging to negative
politeness strategies. However, in the current study, it was found that these
students are using them as positive politeness strategies as they used to
protect the positive face of the group members.

Politeness Strategies

70%
60% -
50% -
40% -
30% -
20% -
10% -
0% -

59%

0%

T 1
Positive Politeness Bald-on Record Negative politeness Off-record politeness
strategy strategy strategy

Figure 3 Politeness Strategies

In example 9, as in other 23 occasions in the current study, it was not
enough for the subjects to seek agreement by uttering the agreement
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markers (Yes), but also they inclined to give support on the given claim.
This was made by adding more explanation, reasons, and ideas
immediately after showing agreement. By seeking agreement first, which is
sub-category of positive politeness (Brown & Levinson 1987) and then
giving support, which is another sub-category of Brown and Levinson’s
positive politeness , the subjects indirectly saved the positive face of the
other group members and their desire that the speaker attend to their
proposition and self-image, thus expressed a positive politeness strategy.
Seeking agreement by agreeing and supporting was the most prominent
agreement strategy used in the present study.

Example 9:
120 P6  Yesindeed, there is a gap between our educational system back
there in my country and here in Malaysia. | see some students
suffer especially the 1st month, after that it will be normal

Bald on-record politeness is the second most common strategy, which
described 26 % percent of the identified cases. Brown and Levinson (1987)
state that this is the strategy that occurs when the speaker leaves an
utterance that lacks the alternative options to be used by the addressee, thus
limiting the range of the latter and endangering his or her self-concept.
Throughout the current study, respondents disagreed eight different times
in the course of their WhatsApp communication. All cases of disagreement
were expressed directly by using lexical words like (but, no and I know,
but). There were no mitigating expressions used to ease the conflict or to
protect the positive face of other group members, which is a tendency that
can be attributed to the use of a bald on-record strategy. In one instance,
specifically concerning participant P6, as illustrated in the tenth example,
the disagreement marker was used without a mitigating position, namely,
(no). The participant still manifested his/her disapproval without showing
the consideration to the listened image of the interlocutor that is to say; the
speaker did not avoid disagreement and did not attempt to find an
agreement, which is a clear manifestation of the use of bald on-record
politeness strategy.

Example 10
097 P6 No Ahmed, home is sweet for relax, but you can't

practice Speaking well, which is the best way to
develop your language.

The third politeness strategy identified in this study was negative

politeness which was the least used as it constituted 14 % percent of the

cases. The lack of use of this strategy can be explained by the character of

conversation that did not presuppose the first of the actions that generally
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politeness is very much related to the reduction of limitations on the
freedom of action of the hearer. Students at some parts of the directness had
to request; give advice or stage apologies. These were the directive speech
acts (Searle, 1976) which were mostly delivered in an indirect conventional
way. This has been done by reducing the degree of imposition using a
number of strategies which include the use of conventional indirectness,
distancing techniques, hedging expressions, inclusive forms that involve
both speaker and hearer, minimization of imposition and asking indirect
questions. Some of these strategies overlapped with those that were used to
realize positive politeness, as in the case of positive politeness results. In
Example 11, the subject is giving advice. Notice how the student reduced
the imposition on the other group members to take the advice employing
various sub-strategies. First, he used the shield marker, ‘according to’,
which served him by means of avoiding future consequences and saved the
negative face of the hearer by saying providing documented reason for his
advice. Second, he used the collective pronoun ‘we’ by which he includes
the hearer in the action as another negative politeness strategy. Finally, the
student used should which is considered by some researchers, such as
(Hinkel 1997) a marker of direct advice. Although this marker is an
indication of high directness, but the use of the distancing technique and
the including the hearer and speaker strategies, made the whole utterance
indirect negative politeness strategy.

Example 11:

According to our circumstances, we should seek suitable

029 P3 . .2
universities In cost

7.5 In what ways do the politeness strategies assist students in
expressing their opinions effectively?
As it has been revealed above, the participants of the given study used a
variety of linguistic tools and techniques to express cooperation, mutual
understanding and a feeling of common ground. Despite some cases that
were noted where students were more direct in their style to promote the
personal opinion or convince the other party, the participants mostly
demonstrated the possibility to keep the positive and negative face of their
interlocutors. This was largely done by tactic of politeness, which helped
the students to convey their views, needs, and demands in a simpler and
efficient way. In the example shown in 12, a student was able to convince
one of the group members through the use of positive politeness strategy.
This was an example of students who were capping off a discussion on the
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topic of whether to go abroad to study or to go to a local university. In turn
053, the student claimed that studying abroad is one the common dreams of
students. Although such a statement is over generalized, there are various
politeness strategies that the student employed to gain the consent of other
group members and have a positive conversation rather than an argument.
It is also notable that the student has started with the universal use of the
term all of us. This decision is an indication that whatever he was about to
suggest was a collective option as opposed to a personal one. He also used
the marker of causal due to the introduction of this preference as a
justifiable and rational outcome. Besides, the student applied collective
pronoun we to clearly involve other members of the group into the same
preference and collective possessive pronoun our to underscore that the
necessity to work on English was a widespread issue. The other group
members responded positively to the use of these strategies of positive
politeness. This can be seen in turn 054 where P6 showed his concurrence
with the intensifier of course and agreement marker yes. He even supported
his agreement by repeating the collective possessive pronoun our as he
believed in what the P7 proposed. The conversation continues following
the steps drawn in the first turn with repeating the common ground
expressions ‘we’, ‘our’ in 055.
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Example 12:

053 P7 All of us prefer to study abroad because we won both the new
knowledge and improve our speaking in English

054 P6 Yes of course P7 and this can be clear based our own experience

055 P5 From the community, we should develop our speaking inside and

outside university like here in UKM

Based on the above example, it can be seen that politeness strategies may
be effective in student to student discussions. These tactics are an
indication of being open to the opinions of others, promote relational
solidarity and strengthen mutual understanding and respect.

8. Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to discover and measure politeness strategies
that are used by Iragi EFL learners in their communication using the
WhatsApp application. The findings showed that the politeness strategies
adopted by the students were diverse and that different degrees of
directness were used. It is worth noting that positive politeness was the
most commonly used strategy due to students tended to express views and
both agree and disagree, which should be accompanied with positive
politeness in order to maintain the positive face of the addressees.
However, other tactics, which included negative politeness, bald on-record
strategies, were also present in the data.

Moreover, the results show that Iraqi students can be straight forward in
some situations, which may be needed to affirm their status as informed
and credible sources of information. Elsewhere, they use more indirect
methods, either by resorting to standard indirectness, or by employing
hints. This seems to be indirect to the point of pursuing persuasive
objectives with less confrontation. Moreover, there is massive usage of the
linguistic devices that imply the uncertainty, the absence of commitment,
and avoidance of imposition, which indicates that these students have
enough linguistic possibilities to be indirect in their communication and
polite. This is because their sometimes non-use of these gadgets is not an
evenly divided indication of rudeness, but a matter of personal
communicative objectives like persuasion and display of self-confidence.
The study results oppose the previous study which indicated that Iraqi
learners of English possess a small linguistic repertoire or pragmatic
awareness e.g. Aldhulaee (2011) study which indicated that Iraqi learners
tend to use politeness patterns that are not compatible with the social
context. Last but not the least, it must be mentioned that the findings of the
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current research can be applied only to the Iragi EFL university students in
this particular academic setting and, thus, cannot be applied to all Arab
EFL students.
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