27. I was wondering if…

…you could make that request more politely

Tim Knight
Appendix A

Directions: Listen to part of a professor’s lecture and read what he says. The professor, from an American university, is telling a true story about a Japanese student who annoyed him when he was spending a year studying (what he calls his sabbatical) at a university in New Zealand. Fill in the missing words, where you see a blank line.

‘A Japanese student had just finished her Master’s at Auckland University where I was on sabbatical for 12 months. She comes into my office, puts the thesis on the desk and says, “Professor Cohen, ________________ this.” So she had learned in Asia that you say “please” plus whatever it is you want and that’s enough.

     And I had one of those experiences, a meta-experience, when I sort of step outside my body and a visceral reaction starts happening and I found myself saying – you know how you sometimes watch what you’re saying? You say, am I really saying that? – and I said, “No, I’m not going to read your thesis. I’m not being paid here. I’m on sabbatical. I don’t want to read your thesis.” And I realized afterwards if she had said, “Professor Cohen, ______________________________ if you might just take a quick look at this because I would appreciate your feedback,” how could I refuse her? If she said that I would probably have said, “Oh, sure,” – you know – “I’ll go through it.” But I was so riled. It was just _______________________.’

Glossary

Sabbatical: time off from a normal job to study or travel (usually for university teachers)

A visceral reaction: a reaction resulting from strong emotions rather than careful thought

Riled: annoyed, angry

Answer key: please read / I was wondering / her language
Questions:

1. How did the Japanese student make her request?

2. Did the professor grant her request?

3. What phrase did the professor say would have probably persuaded him to grant her request?

4. Is a Master’s thesis a long or short piece of writing?

5. Was it his job to read her thesis?

6. What was the social relationship of the people in the conversation? Were they equals? Close or distant?

7. Place an X on the line to show what you think of the student’s request. Was it a small or big request for the professor to say ‘yes’ to?

Small request<--------------------------------------------------------------------------->Big request

8. Why was ‘please read this’ not a polite enough request in this case?

Answer Key:

1. Please read this.

2. No.

3. I was wondering if you might just take a quick look at this.

4. Long.

5. No.

6. Not equals, one is higher in the social hierarchy. Distant.

7. Answers will vary.

8. It’s too direct for a request that makes a big imposition.

Appendix B

Directions: Read the following requests and answer the two questions following them.

a. It’d be cool if you could move up a seat so my friend can sit here.

b. Get us a pie, mate.

c. If you could just grab a copy of that for a moment.

d. I was wondering if I could have, um, 3 weeks annual leave?

e. Would it be OK if I handed my assignment in next Monday?

f. Could you just pop that up there for me?

1. Which request do you think is the biggest – probably the hardest to request and the biggest to grant?

2. What language does the speaker use in making that request?

Answer key: (1) d. (2) I was wondering if…
Note, also, how the filled pause ‘um’ makes the request more tentative and softer, another tactic native speakers often adopt when making a big request.

Appendix C

Directions: Read the situations under 1. below and decide whether the phrase ‘I was wondering if ….’  would be the most appropriate choice. Write Yes, or No, or Maybe.

1. Situations

a. You want to borrow your friend’s pen during a lecture.

b. You want a professor who is not your usual teacher to check your speech for the English speech contest.

c. You want your teacher to let you leave class 20 minutes early because you have a job interview.

d. You want a professor of English who is not your usual teacher to check your 10 page research paper.

e. You want your academic advisor to write a reference for you.

f. You want your homestay mother to make you a cup of tea.

g. You want your homestay mother to give you an extra blanket because you were cold last night.

h. You want your homestay mother to drive you to the airport when you leave to return home. 

2. For those situations above for which you answered Yes or Maybe, write what you would say using I was wondering if…:

Answer key: 

1. I was wondering if… would be appropriate for b, c, d, e and h. It would be considered overly polite, or overly tentative for a, f, and g. 

2. Answers will vary, but for example, b. Professor (name), I was wondering if you could check my speech for the speech contest.
