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Using English: causes and eff ects

We make certain assumptions when we communicate with 
people. These assumptions lead us to decide (either consciously 
or unconsciously) what type of language we should use in 
communication with others. Some choices are more appropriate in 
particular contexts or situations than in others. It is often the case in 
hierarchical organisations, for example, that a teacher will call their 
students by their fi rst name to mark the diff erence of status but that 
the students will use title and surname in response. Our choice of how 
we address someone will refl ect our relationship with that person and 
will also be a refl ection of the context we fi nd ourselves in when we are 
communicating with others. 

In the same way, diff erences will occur in the language we choose to 
use because in certain situations, we need to be more direct whereas in 
others we need to be less so. In addition, in some situations we convey 
certain messages which we know will be interpreted in particular 
ways even though we have not spoken those messages explicitly. The 
following things heavily impact on how we speak to diff erent people: 

 • Who is the audience?

 • What do they know?

 • What do they need to know?

 • How will you structure your message accordingly? 

So, for example, when we make a request to someone (or a group) we 
could say any of the following

 • ‘I’d really appreciate your help with this.’

 • ‘I would be grateful if you could…’

 • ‘I would appreciate it if…’

 • ‘Come on, Ingrid, give us a hand with this!’

 • ‘Stop chatting and help with the lunch!’

Exercise

Think of a situation where you might choose each of the above 
phrases. What does your choice depend on? Use the table on the 
next page to record your responses. An example is given for the fi rst 
request, but there is space for you to add your own example.

Request Situation where I would use 

this type of request

I would use this request 

because…

‘I’d really appreciate 

your help with this.’

Example: with someone whose 

knowledge and skills I value, but 

who is known to be very busy.

Example: the audience knows how 

to help me, but will need some 

persuasion to give up their time – so 

I will use ‘really’ to emphasise how 

much I would appreciate their time. 

They are also not very close to me, so 

I would need to be polite.
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Request Situation where I would use 

this type of request

I would use this request 

because…

‘I’d really appreciate 

your help with this.’

‘I would be grateful if 

you could…’

‘I would appreciate 

it if…’

‘Come on, Ingrid, 

give us a hand with 

this!’

‘Stop chatting and 

help with the lunch!’

Thinking about next steps? Save any work you do here in case it 
is useful to you when the course begins – your tutor, for instance, 
might invite you to discuss your experience of the taster activity. 


