
 24 Bulletin of the South Ural State University. Ser. Education. 
Educational Sciences. 2021, vol. 13, no. 2, pp. 24–33

Introduction 
The increased economic activities and busi-

ness contacts in the world economy raise the is-
sues of effective business interaction between  
the representatives of different national cultures. 
Thus, one of the important goals of university 
studies is to develop the skills providing effective 
business contacts, and teaching foreign languages 
plays an important role here.  

In a broad sense, it is the society that sets the 
goal and the demand to develop foreign language 
skills as a complex basis for further developing 
both communicative and intercultural compe-
tences [7]. 

One of these requirements is the skill to 
write business letters in English. The success of 
this form of communication is largely based on 
compliance with the principles of polite commu-
nication and knowledge of speech etiquette  
(V. Karasik, M. Koltunova, T. Larina, N. Forma-
novskaya, G. Leech, М. Haugh etc.) [4, 5, 10–15]. 
The influence of the genre peculiarities on  
the content and methods of teaching foreign lan-
guages in business communication is reflected in 
a number of works of modern researchers in  
the field of methodology and teaching of foreign 
languages (N. Galskova, N. Gromova, V. Skalkin 
and etc.) [7, 9, 20]. Nevertheless, some genre 

features of business letters have not been studied 
sufficiently yet and need a deeper insight into it. 
One of the features is a wide range of politeness 
linguistic means. 

The concept of politeness and the principles 
of behavioral strategies have been thoroughly 
studied by scholars in the fields of linguistics and 
speech communication. Of great importance here 
is the politeness theory developed by the Ame-
rican scientists P. Brown and S. Levinson [3]. 
They describe politeness as an important category 
of communication presented in two types of 
strategies (positive and negative) which are 
aimed at establishing and developing interper-
sonal relationships as well as preventing conflict 
situations. 

The basic concepts of the theory help to de-
scribe the linguistic means used in the business 
letters style, which can provide a methodic sys-
tem to develop business writing skills. Thus,  
the topicality of the study is determined by  
the importance of increasing the efficiency of 
business communication and the need to develop 
a methodology for business letters writing in 
English based on the stylistics of the politeness 
category. 

The purpose of our study is to develop a sys-
tem of exercises aimed at developing the poli-
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teness skills of university students to draw up 
business letters based on the study of the lin-
guistic means of the politeness category. 

The paper sets the following research tasks: 
– to define the competence of polite business 

writing and its structure based on the purpose of 
teaching business communication in a foreign 
language for university students; 

– to define the peculiarities of business let-
ters genre; 

– to present the basic concepts of politeness 
theory; 

– to analyze the compositional, semantic and 
linguistic means of politeness; 

– to make a system of exercises to develop 
politeness skills for business letters writing.  

1. Research methods and materials 
To conduct the research,we used two me-

thods: 
– the descriptive method for determining  

the choice of linguistic means to express poli-
teness and the waysof using and combining them 
in different types of business letters; 

– the method of pedagogical construction to 
producea methodic system aimed at developing  
a set of skills to use linguistic means of poli-
teness in business letters writing. 

The research material covers over 60 example 
business letters in English, published in a number 
of business correspondence guides. 

2. Theory 
Contents of teaching a foreign language. 

Scientifically, the goal and contents of teaching 
a foreign language is a deliberately planned result 
of the process to master a language and its cul-
ture, achieved through a specific training system, 
including various methods, techniques and 
teaching aids [9].  

The definition of the goal and contents of 
teaching a foreign language at a university is di-
rectly determined by the competencies presented 
in the Federal State Educational Standards 
(FSES) for each area of training. In most FSES, 
the competence developed at the process of a fo-
reign language studies is characterized by the abi-
lity to carry out business communication in oral 
and written forms in the state language of the Rus-
sian Federation and in a foreign language [18]. 

The competence includes the following skills: 
– skills of receptive speech activity (reading 

and listening) to provide finding, extracting, ana-
lyzing and processing information in a foreign 
language; 

– skills of productive speech activity to get 

in contact with foreign business partners and pro-
vide business interaction through a set of oral and 
written genres of speech communication. 

The skills of receptive speech activity in  
the field of business communication are neces-
sary for university students to extract, organize 
and analyze all the necessary information in 
a foreign language.  

The skills of productive speech activity in 
the field provide a direct speech interaction when 
the participants strive to reach agreement in  
solving professional problems. 

Thus, the structure of business writing com-
petence is based on the following skills:  

1) to understand the general content of a bu-
siness letter and extract the most important in-
formation;  

2) to get the compositional structure of  
the letter andreach structural, semantic and func-
tional equivalence; 

3) to perceive the variety of contexts through 
a specific combination of linguistic means based 
on analyzing the linguistic forms;  

4) to inform the recipient about a fact or an 
event; comment on a fact or an attitude to the sub-
ject of communication; to encourage the partner 
to perform a certain action; to explain or interpret 
his / her ownideas or reasons towards the bu-
siness problems; to express agreement or disa-
greement, refusal or evasion to make a business 
decision; tomake a claim or complaint; apologize 
or regret of the claim / complaintreceived; to po-
litely complete a business letter using the means 
specified by the situations of intercultural com-
munication. 

Thus, foreign language business communica-
tion is based on a set of productive language 
skills common for all speech genres. They corre-
late with the essential parameters of any speech 
genre in business communication: function, 
communication goals, structure, types of business 
letters and language means used in it [9]. 

Genre peculiarities of business letters. Sty-
listically, a business letter refers to the official 
and business style. Its main communicative func-
tion is to present information [1, 2, 25]. 

Contextually, business letters are divided in-
to sales letters (introducing newproducts, offering 
price reductions, transport details, making pay-
ments etc.), commercial inquiries (asking about 
terms and discounts, supply of goods, delivery 
terms, insurance etc.), orders (goods or services), 
invitations, complaints; confirmations, reminders, 
recommendations etc. [16]. 
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Business letters style features objectivity, 
generality, consistency, explicit semantics, un-
ambiguity. Such features are conveyed with pre-
cise wording, set phrases and speech clichés [21].  

The compositional structure of business let-
ters is clear and standardized [6]. The structure of 
a business letter typically includes: printed letter 
head (name, address, telephone number of a sender, 
trade mark, etc.), the reference, the date, reci-
pient’s address, the attention line, the salutation, 
the subject line, the main body (presents the basic 
information, e. g. facts, commercial details,  
author's attitude, etc.); a complimentary close and 
a signature [23].  

Politeness theory. Politeness plays a key role 
for successful communication in different spheres 
of human activities [22]. Polite communication is 
based on tact, nobility, approval, restraint, bene-
volence, mutual understanding [12]. In a broad 
sense, politeness is associated with the desire to 
demonstrate friendly attitude towards the partner 
and receive a similar response [8]. 

As we noted above, politeness studies can be 
based on the theory proposed by the American 
scholars P. Brown and S. Levinson. It explains 
politeness as a concept and provides the analy-
tical tools for the deeper insight in it.  

Their theory considers two basic types of po-
liteness: positive and negative ones. They corre-
lated with social strategies of behavior. Positive 
strategies of polite behavior show partners’ in-
terest in cooperation, initiative displaying and 
encouraging, care and attention to partner’s prob-
lems and interests, communicative optimism. 
Negative strategies of polite behavior demon-
strate the implicit sender’s and recipient’ inten-
tions, pursuing only their own interests, low self-
esteem, desire for subordination, distance and 
apology, communicative pessimism [3]. 

Based on the theory, the Russian linguist  
T. Larina has made some more detailed insights 
into the nature of politeness. In particular, she 
uses the terms “intimacy strategies” and “distance 
strategies” for “positive” and “negative” speech 
strategies. Intimacy strategies involve positive 
emotions, communicative optimism, wish to give 
a help and an interest to develop interpersonal 
relations. Distance strategies include interpersonal 
subordination, personal privacy, communicative 
pessimism. In our study we will use the terms by 
V. Larina to describe the types of politeness due 
to their greater semantic transparency. 

Her approach also postulates that the lin-
guistic means of both strategies have national 

specifics in different languages, which is very 
important for our study. Thus, in similar commu-
nicative situations, the British use distance stra-
tegies, which is not typical for the Russians. 
Conversely, in a number of situations, the Rus-
sians demonstrate emotional reservation (distance 
strategies), but the British demonstrate affability 
(intimacy strategies). Proper using these strate-
gies provides success in intercultural business 
communication. 

According to T. Larina, politeness, as a lin-
guistic category, is expressed through a certain 
set of speech acts. In particular, intimacy stra-
tegies involve speech acts of greeting, saying 
goodbye, compliment, gratitude, invitation, apo-
logy. Distance strategies involve speech acts of 
orders, commands, advice, requests, instructions, 
etc. [14, pp. 142–190]. 

In business communication, polite interac-
tion implies respectful and benevolent attitude 
towards a business partner, a certain interpersonal 
distance, tolerance to other people's opinions, 
effective reasoning, etc. The interaction is based 
on the principles of business etiquette, which is 
a set of certain conventional rules of personal 
behavior determined by the sphere of business 
communication [17, p. 296]. 

Linguistically, politeness is largely based on 
the rules of speech etiquette defined as “a set of 
developed rules of speech behavior, a system  
of speech communication formulas” [24, p. 139]. 

These speech formulas use a certain set of 
linguistic means related to different levels of lan-
guage: lexical (words and expressions), gramma-
tical (grammatical forms of words) and syntactic 
(word order, types of sentences, etc.). 

In business letters style, speech etiquette in-
cludes salutation and complimentary close for-
mulas, the way the sender expresses gratitude, 
recommendations, requests, refusals, claims, etc. 
[19]. These speech tools have their specifics in 
different languages [10]. 

3. Results 
3.1. Politeness Analysis 
Our study showed that all the types of bu-

siness letters can be divided into two groups: let-
ters that provide intimacy strategies (inquiries, 
orders, offers, sales letters, business proposals, 
counter proposals, invitation and congratulation 
letters, etc.) and letters that use distance strategies 
(reminders, complaints, answers to complaints, 
refusals, etc.).  

The more detailed analysis showed that inti-
macy strategies in business letters include saluta-
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tions and complimentary closes, invitations for 
business meetings and appointments, business 
proposals, gratitude, expressing hopes for further 
cooperation, etc.; distance strategies include re-
quests, recommendations, refusals, apologies, 
warnings, reminders, claims, etc. 

Our study found that one letter typically in-
cludes several polite speech acts. First of all, this 
is a greeting and saying goodbye and at least two 
other speech acts. They are typically combined 
into pairs: a business proposal + a hope for fur-
ther cooperation; a gratitude + a hope for further 
cooperation; a reminder +a hope for further co-
operation; a request + a gratitude; a gratitude +  
a request, etc. The use of these combinations de-
pends on the type of a business letter. 

Structurally, politeness tools are used in  
the introductory and concluding parts of a busi-
ness letter. The introductory part uses a salutation 
plus the first speech act of a typical pair and  
the concluding part uses the second act plus 
a complimentary close (saying good-buy). Thus, 
politeness tools "frame” the content of a business 
letter.  

The introductory part of a business letter ty-
pically includes such speech acts as: a salutation, 
a business proposal, a gratitude, a reminder, a re-
quest, arecommendation, a claim. The final part 
typically contains a hope for an early response or 
further cooperation, a request, a gratitude. 

Schematically, using politeness means with-
in the structure of a business letter can be pre-
sented in the scheme (Fig. 1). 

 
Fig. 1. Politeness means within the structure  

of a business letter 

Our study found that politeness has a certain 
structural model that depends on the letter type. 
Here are some sample models.  

Inquiry letters.They contain asking for some 
information about the supply of goods, terms and 
discounts, insurance, etc.  

Model 1. Salutation + request + thanks + 
complimentary close. 

Model 2. Salutation + business proposal + 
hope for further cooperation + complimentary 
close. 

Business offer letters. They present a busi-
ness proposal to supply a special product or  
a range of goods etc.  

Model 1. Salutation + business proposal + 
hope for further cooperation + complimentary 
close. 

Model 2. Salutation + thanks + hope for fur-
ther cooperation + complimentary close. 

Order letters. They contain a request to 
supply a product or provide a service.  

Model 1. Salutation + request + thanks + 
complimentary close. 

Model 2. Salutation + request + hope for fur-
ther cooperation+ complimentary close. 

Gratitude letters. They express thanks for 
fulfilling requests, hospitality, information,  
recommendation, assistance, etc.  

Model 1. Greeting + thanks + hope for fur-
ther cooperation + complimentary close.  

Model 2. Greeting + gratitude + request + 
complimentary close. 

Claiming letters. They contain informing 
about a problem and the demand for its elimina-
tion or compensation. 

Model 1. Greeting + claim + hope for an early 
response + complimentary close. 

Model 2. Greeting + claim + request + com-
plimentary close.  

The analysis of politeness tools found their 
specifics at all the three language levels – lexical, 
grammatical and syntactic. The lexical level is 
represented, first of all, by words and expressions 
that directly express politeness, e.g. performative 
verbs (to thank, to advice, to remind, to request, 
etc.); verbal phrases (to be disappointed, be to be 
pleased, to be interested in, to look forward to, to 
draw someone's attention, etc.); and the word 
“please”. The grammatical level includes the in-
verted word order in the form of a question (May 
we advise you ...); and the subjunctive mood  
(I would like to ...). The syntactic level is 
represented by declarative or interrogative simple 
sentences. 
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The grammatical and lexical analysis has  
the following results. 

Salutations.This speech act is used in all  
the business letters. It is represented by both 
purely official and less official formulas (“Dear 
Sir (s)”, “Dear Madam”, “Dear Mr. Hamp-
shire”, “Dear Josef”, etc.).  

Complimentary closes. This speech action is 
used in all the business letters as well. The choice 
of the speech formula depends on the relationship 
between the business partners. In formal relations 
such phrases as “Very truly yours”, “Sincerely 
yours” are used and in the less formal relations – 
“Cordially yours”, “Yours”, “Sincerely”, “With 
kind regards”, etc. 

Expressing hope for further cooperation. 
Typically, this speech act is expressed with  
the performative verb “hope”, as well as the noun 
“hope”, e. g. “In the hope that we can come to 
terms …”, etc.  

Gratitude (Thanks). In business letters, gra-
titude and appreciation are expressed with verbal 
and nominative phrases, e. g. “I would very much 
appreciate it if you ...”, “We are very pleased to 
confirm ...”, etc.  

Claims. To mitigate the communicative ef-
fect of claims and author's dissatisfaction various 
linguistic means, both grammatical and lexical, 
are used: the subjunctive mood, e. g. “I wish to 
complain”, “We would appreciate it if”, “Unfor-
tunately”, “I am disappointed because…”, etc. 

Apologies. The most common means are  
the verb “to apologize” and the noun “apology” 
combined with a range of lexical means that pro-
videa positive communicative effect, e. g.“We 
apologize for ...”, “Please accept our sincere 
apologies for this delay”, “We offer an apology 
for ...”, etc. 

3.2. Developing a system of exercises  
To do it, we use the principles of the me-

thodic theory by N. Gromova [9]. The theory is 
based on the five stages to teach a foreign lan-
guage in business communication: 

Stage 1. Developing a general overview of 
the business texts contents, their compositional 
structure and typical language means. 

Stage 2. Analyzing some sample texts for 
their content, compositional structure and lin-
guistic means. 

Stage 3. Developing language skills to use 
typical phrases necessary for business texts 
reading or producing. 

Stage 4. Developing the skills of prepared 

oral and written speech for business texts reading 
or producing. 

Stage 5. Developing the skills of unprepared 
oral and written speech for business texts reading 
or producing [9, pp. 232–237]. 

Based on the stages, we propose the following 
system of teaching business letters writing.  

Stage 1. It includes a range of business texts 
in a foreign language introducing the concept of 
politeness as a means to provide the effective 
intercultural business contacts; politeness stra-
tegies aiming at establishing and developing 
business contacts (positive strategies) and 
avoiding conflicts (negative strategies); using 
politeness means in different structural parts of 
a business letter and their specifics (at the lexical, 
grammatical and syntactic levels). At the stage, 
students study the example letters of all the types 
in a foreign language.  

The suggested types of exercises: 
1. Read the text and answer the questions 

(on the text). 
2. Read the text and choose the true state-

ments. 
3. Think about the situations of polite and 

impolite people’s behavior. Tell your group-
mates. 

4. Read the letter. What structural parts 
does it have? 

5. Put the parts of the letter in the correct 
order. 

6. Divide the politeness means into two 
groups: positive and negative ones. 

7. Read the letters. Which letters use the po-
liteness means? 

8. Read the letters. What kinds are they? 
What politeness strategies do they use? Which 
linguistic means do they express? 

Stage 2. It aims at developing a set of skills 
to produce texts through analyzing sample busi-
ness letters. At the stage students study sample 
business letters paying attention to how the po-
liteness means are used depending on the letter 
type and its place in the compositional structure.  

The suggested types of exercises: 
1. Define the type of the business letter and 

analyze its compositional structure. 
2. Read the letters. Make the politeness pat-

ters.  
Example: “Salutation + claim + request + 

complimentary close”. 
3. Define the type of the business letter 

based on the pattern given. 
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4. Read the letters. Check the linguistic 
means of politeness used in them. 

5. Read the letter below. Check the phrases 
of request, expressing hope for further coopera-
tion, a recommendation, a claim, thanks, etc.  

6. Use the missing phrases from the box in 
the gaps.  

Stage 3. The stage develops the lexical skills 
of politeness. Students practice using standard 
politeness phrases and speech formulas in busi-
ness letters of different types.  

The suggested types of exercises: 
1. Check the phrases used to prevent con-

flicts. 
2. Match the words from the columns to 

make politeness phrases. 
3. Match the politeness phrases and the 

speech acts. 
4. Make polite requests using the phrases 

below. 
5. Restore the correct word order in the sen-

tences below.  
6. Give the synonyms for the phrases  

below. 
7. Choose the politeness phrases for the si-

tuations below.  
8. Read the claim below. Check the polite-

ness phrases used in it. Change them to produce 
less rigorous and more rigorous effect.  

9. Read the letter below. Add politeness 
phrases where necessary.  

Stage 4. The stage develops skills to read 
and write letters of different types. Students prac-
tice reading and writing business letters based  
on the samples and schemes. 

The suggested types of exercises: 
1. Write a gratitude letter. Choose the intro-

duction, the main body and complimentary close. 
2. Write an order / a reminder / claiming /  

a request letter choosing the necessary phrases 
from the list.  

3. Write the introduction, the main body 
and the complimentary close for an offer letter.  

4. Read the advertising letter. Write a re-
sponse to it based on the plan and the details  
below.  

Stage 5. It also aims at practicing reading 
and writing business letters imitating the real 
communicative situations. It needs a kind of crea-
tive thinking.  

The suggested types of exercises: 
1. You work for the Image Company. Write 

a gratitude letter to the Real Company. Give your 
thanks for the good quality and on-time delivery 
of the office equipment.  

2. Read the invitation letter to take part in 
the business forum from your partner from  
the USA. Write a response with thanks and  
the request to give some more details of it.  

3. Read the complaint letter. Write a re-
sponse to it as if you accept / don’t accept it.  

4. Read the quotation below and write  
an order letter.  

5. Read the contract below and write a busi-
ness offer letter.  

6. You bought a fridge but it doesn’t work. 
Write a letter to the producer asking to refund it.  

4. Discussion 
Teaching business letters writing for univer-

sity students aims at developing skills of recep-
tive and productive speech activities. The former 
includes understanding the general content of 
a business letter and extracting the most impor-
tant information, which needs good knowledge of 
lexical, grammatical means and its compositional 
structure. The latter includes the skills for  
the direct business interaction when the partners 
can inform the partners, make business contacts, 
agree or disagree with the partner’s opinion, 
make a polite refusal, request, claim or apology.  

The study showed that the skills are based 
not only on the basic genre peculiarities, as 
communicative aims, business letters types, 
compositional structure and linguistic means, but 
politeness formulas as well.  

Business letters style demonstrates two types 
of politeness strategies: the intimacy strategies 
(aiming at establishing and developing business 
contacts) and the distance ones (aiming at pre-
venting conflicts). These strategies use a parti-
cular set of speech acts which were found in all 
the letters analyzed, such as: greeting and saluta-
tion, expressing hope for further cooperation and 
hope for an early response, gratitude, requests, 
business offers, recommendations, reminders, 
claims, complimentary closes and saying good-
bye. Each letter has at least two politeness speech 
acts combined into typical pairs. Linguistically, 
politeness strategies are represented by speech 
cliché or formulas with their specifics on all  
the language levels: lexical, grammatical and 
syntactical ones.  

Methodically, the suggested system of teach-
ing business letters writing includes five stages:  

1. Introducing the concept of politeness and 
its linguistic means. 

2. Analyzing means of politeness in sample 
business letters. 

3. Developing lexical and grammatical 
skills of politeness. 
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4. Reading and writing business letters 
based on samples and schemes. 

5. Practicing reading and writing business 
letters imitating the real communicative situations. 

The suggested system of exercises tightly 
correlates with all the basic concepts considered 
(competence of polite business writing, genre 
peculiarities, politeness theory) as well as linguis-
tic and structural analysis conducted, as it is 
demonstrated in the table 1.  

Conclusion 
Our study shows that the results of analyzing 

linguistic and compositional peculiarities of 
business letters genre, based on new politeness 
theories, help to detail the structure of compe-
tence in the sphere of written business communi-
cation, which, in its turn, determine the contents 
and stages of a teaching process. The stages of 
developing the competence demonstrate succes-
sive process based on forming skills of receptive 
and productive speech.  

The system of exercises can be used in de-
veloping textbooks on Business English or Busi-
ness Writing, or as supporting materials at the 
English classes for university students.  
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ФОРМИРОВАНИЕ НАВЫКОВ ВЕЖЛИВОГО ОБЩЕНИЯ  
В ПРОЦЕССЕ ОБУЧЕНИЯ ДЕЛОВОМУ ПИСЬМУ В ВУЗЕ 
 
Е.В. Шапкина 
Южно-Уральский государственный университет, г. Челябинск, Россия 

 
 
Cтатья посвящена вопросам формирования навыков эффективного межкультурного

взаимодействия студентов вузов в области деловой переписки на английском языке. Акту-
альность настоящей работы определяется значимостью повышения эффективности дело-
вого общения в условиях расширения межкультурных деловых связей. Целью исследова-
ния является изучение лингвистических средств вежливости с последующей разработкой
системы упражнений, направленных на формирование навыков вежливого общения в де-
ловой переписке на английском языке студентов вузов. Методы исследования: описатель-
ный метод, предполагающий наблюдение и описание языковых средств вежливости;
метод конструирования педагогического процесса, предполагающий разработку системы
упражнений. Научная новизна работы заключается в изучении реализации категории веж-
ливости в деловой переписке с использованием новейших подходов к изучению данной
категории, а также применении полученных результатов в системе обучения иноязычному
деловому общению. В результате исследования выявлена и описана специфика лингвис-
тических средств вежливости в зависимости от тематической направленности и компози-
ционной структуры деловых писем. На основе данных результатов разработана методика
обучения деловой переписке студентов вузов, предполагающая комплекс упражнений, ко-
торый имеет пять стадий формирования навыков: формирование общего представления об
общем содержании деловых писем, их композиционной структуре и речевых особенно-
стях; анализ готовых образцов текстов на предмет содержательных, композиционных и
языковых особенностей делового общения; формирование языковых навыков использования
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стандартных фраз, необходимых для восприятия и создания деловых писем; умений под-
готовленной и неподготовленной устной или письменной речи при восприятии и порож-
дении деловых писем.  

Ключевые слова: обучение деловому английскому языку, обучение деловому письму,
технологии обучения, категория вежливости, стратегии вежливого поведения, деловая
коммуникация. 
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