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Abstract

Knowledge of politeness and polite expressions in English language use is vital for every
school going child to thrive and succeed in society as well as contribute to its well-being.
Effective communication and interpersonal skills are essential for success in society, and
politeness and polite expressions are a vital aspect of English language use. This qualitative
study, conducted at Makerere University's School of Education, in the department of
Humanities and Language Education, explores how English language teacher trainers (ELTT)
nurture politeness and polite expressions in preservice English language teachers (PELT).
Four ELTT and Twenty PELT were purposively selected to participate in the study. Interview
guide, focus group discussions guide and document analysis guide were used to collect data.
The research revealed that while politeness and polite expressions are not explicitly addressed
in the English language teaching curriculum, ELTT spontaneously nurture politeness through
lecturer-learner interactions. The study recommends integrating politeness and polite
expressions into the curriculum, managing PELT admissions, and implementing a marking
policy that prioritizes attendance, participation, and research to promote a more holistic
learning approach. Thus, this research study addresses the importance of politeness in English
language teaching and its impact on interpersonal communication.
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Introduction

Politeness and polite expressions are concerned with the interactors’ concern for the
wellbeing of others. It is one of the components of interpersonal communication skills that
every school going child should be taught. Politeness as exhibited in polite expressions is
being conscious of other people’s feelings, status in society and desirous of upholding their
dignity. In interpersonal relations (IR), interpersonal communication skills (ICS) are vital in
achieving success in communication and the knowledge of politeness and polite expressions
is paramount.

In Uganda education system, teachers are trained either as in-service or preservice. In service
category involves training teachers who are already in the service of teaching, attached to a
school and study during official holidays. Preservice category on the other hand is where the
individuals are admitted to a Teacher Education Institution or University, trained for
specified period of time, go through practicum also known as school practice before engaging
fully in the teaching profession. Pre-service teacher education is therefore, a teacher
education program meant for students who have never been to classrooms as teachers but
completed high school education certificate. It is called pre-service because the candidates
are prepared and equipped with knowledge, skills and content in an education institute or
university and thereafter, they undergo practicum in which they are supervised by the
Teacher educators before they finally get certified to begin teaching. Ryan et al. (2017) argue
that Pre-service education programmes are meant to stimulate experience in students that
require the application of theory to practice, as pre-service teachers transform and become
teachers. Ryan, Young, and Kraglund-Gauthier (2017) have all argued that in pre-service
teacher preparation programs, the dominant focus is on understanding what it means to be a
teacher and learning how to be a teacher rather than learning how to teach a specific subject
to students. Therefore, in this study, the interest was on pre-service teachers of English
language education since they entirely depend on the training to be able to practice teaching
as a career.

Thus, in this study, the first component of interpersonal communication is politeness and
polite expressions. This component involves the use of phrases/words, statements or
expressions that show respect, regard or consideration for others in socially acceptable
behavior. Phrases such as please, excuse me, I beg your pardon, and could you please among
others, ought to be used by the teachers and also teach them such that the English Language
Teacher trainers (ELTT) may nurture interpersonal communication skills among the teacher
trainees. This will result in promoting health and successful impersonal relationships among
the learners.

Definition and the Gist of Politeness

Oxford dictionary defines politeness as behaviour that is respectful and considerate of other
people. For society to thrive and coexist, there must be agreed standards of peaceful
coexistence. Politeness and polite expressions plays this role. When an individual exhibits
politeness, t means that tribe, race, religion, ethnicity, social status, political affiliation comes
are nonissues. It is more like thinking as a human being before anything else. Whenever
politeness fails, then humanity is buried at the expense of tribe, race, religion, ethnicity,
social status, and/or political affiliations.
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Politeness as a skill in interpersonal communication is not only concerned with how well the
message is delivered but also, how well the communicators create a lasting mutual
relationship that can keep the communication lines open. As Hébert & Tabler (2019) discuss
the six functions of language presented by Roman Jacobson in his book, An Introduction to
Semiotics, the sixth function is the phatic function which is concerned with greetings for the
purposes of establishing a mutual relationship with the communicants. This function
reverberates well with politeness as both use language to establish a mutual relationship.

Therefore, in this study, the aspects of politeness are civility, gentility, courtesy, and phrases
that are used to avoid offense, greetings, self-introduction, and phrases of regret, apologies,
and inquiries among others.

Since the goal of politeness and polite expressions is to avoid conflict and create a lasting
harmonious relationship between the communicators, the language users need to understand
the language well, pronounce words correctly, know how to punctuate sentences well or
understand the appropriate use of prosodic features, learn the use of idiomatic expressions or
phrasal verbs as well as achieve illocutionary competence in the language. This implies that
ELT trainers have a big role to play in preparing pre-service ELT to execute their teaching
obligation. The teaching of language ought to be holistic, without paying attention to one part
and forgetting the others. This is because politeness can be detected in writing and speaking
discourse. The reader of written material can detect a polite tone or a rude tone, a humorous
tone, or an arrogant one. In the same way, the listener can detect a disrespectful attitude, a
condescending one or a respectful attitude or a unpretentious attitude (Permana &
Tressyalina, 2020; Umaroh & Kurniawati, 2018).

Theoretical Underpinning

This study was guided by two theories: 1 Transactional Model of Communication (Barnlund,
1970), and 2, Scaffolding theory (Bruner, 1966).

Transactional Model of Communication (Barnlund 1970)

The transactional model of communication describes communication as a process in which
communicators generate social realities within social, rational and cultural contexts. In this
model, individuals do not just communicate to exchange messages; they communicate to
create relationships, form intercultural alliances, shape their self-concepts, and engage with
others in dialogue to create communities. In other words, interactors do not communicate
about their realities, instead, communication helps them to construct their realities (Barnlund,
1970). According to this this model, interpersonal Communication is a continuous process of
sending and receiving of messages which happens simultaneously between communicators.
The sender interchanges roles with the receiver simultaneously.

Transactional model of communication guided this study through the idea that
communication is meant to create relationships. The study investigated how ELT trainers
attempted to create a relational context that enabled them build relationships with their
learners during lectures. As well as the idea that communication was meant to form
intercultural alliance. In this aspect, the study focused on how the ELT trainers helped their
learners to build social context that allowed intellectual conversations, partnerships and
tolerance among themselves within their lectures.
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Scaffolding Theories (Bruner 1966)

The term scaffolding generally means support. In education, scaffolding is defined as an
actively interactive process that happens between the teacher and the learner or the support
given by a teacher to a learners during activity/task performance (van de Pol et al., 2010).
According to Gonulal & Leowen (2018), the idea is imported from building construction
where it refers to temporary structure used to help workers construct or renovate buildings.
Later, the concept of scaffolding was used by Brunner & Sherwood (1976) in which the
authors investigated the interaction between the mother and her child during the time of
Peekaboo. Scaffolding is used in this scenario to refer to the interventions of the mother in
the child needed during the game. Wood, Brunner & Rose (1976) are recognized for
introducing the concept of scaffolding in education. Wood et al. (1976) used the term
scaffolding to describe the role of parents during problem solving tasks carried out at home
with their children. Wood et al. identify six scaffolding features of adult help. These are:
recruitment of the child’s interest in the task; 2, reduction in degree of freedom; 3,
Maintaining goal orientation; 4, marking critical task features; 5, controlling frustration; and
6, modeling solutions.

Gonulal and Loewen (2018), as cited in Walqui (2006) who is credited for introducing
Scaffolding theory in language teaching in their work; “Scaffolding technique”, argue that for
the second language teacher to give appropriate support to the learners, the following salient
instruction scaffolding techniques ought to be followed. 1. Modeling, bridging,
contextualizing, schema building, re-presenting text, and developing metacognition. In
modeling, English language teachers can model proper pronunciation, prosodic features, or
give them examples that guide the learners with concrete guidelines. In bridging, teachers can
use learners’ previous knowledge to build new skills, knowledge and attitudes that are
necessary. In contextualization, teachers can use visual and non-verbal materials such as
pictures, videos and drawings to help support learners in grasping the context of the items
under study. In schema building, teachers support learners by helping them to connect new
knowledge, skills and attitudes to the already existing structures. In re-presenting texts,
teachers guide the learners in transforming linguistic structures found in one genre to another
like a poem into a story. Lastly, in developing metacognition, teachers help learners carry out
self-assessment such as think-loud. This study worked closely with the principles of
scaffolding as observed by Gonulal & Leowen, 2018, and Puntambekar, 2022.

Review of Related Literature

There are many benefits of being polite in daily interpersonal communications and
interactions. Politeness and polite expressions promotes the public image of the
communicants, mitigates the would-be conflict or tension between the communicants, uplifts
the listener or reader and grants peace and serenity in the conversational environment. It
should be noted that due to differences in cultural background, what could be polite in one
culture could be impolite in another. Some local languages exhibit a polite tone others do not
exhibit so. Politeness is very necessary in the life of the learner. It influences the attitude of
the language user positively, gives authority and support to the learners in order to achieve
communicative competence and success in interpersonal relations. Politeness not only
supports communicative competence but also leads to creation of understanding between the
communicants which is interpersonal communication (Meiratnasari et al., 2020).
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It is also important to note that when teachers of language embrace and emphasise the
importance of politeness and polite expressions in the classrooms, it might go a long way in
building a peaceful school environment and consequently building a peaceful society.
Therefore, regardless of what one’s cultural background is, while in school, in an English
language classroom, politeness and politeness expressions must be emphasised.

Authors of English language textbooks have politeness expressions implicitly indicated.
Some of the aspects of politeness are indicated in dialogues, comprehension passages and
nonfiction stories. The ELT curriculum on the other hand does not list politeness as a key
aspect to be covered in the lecture theaters. In their study, Meiratnasari et al. (2020) found
that the teachers of the English language believe that politeness can help learners reflect
better attitudes but they are limited by the syllabus which does not explicitly list politeness as
a key factor to be covered in English language content.

Some researchers have looked at politeness from two angles; the words, phrases and sentence
usage angle through the use of language by interactors, and the behaviour angle with
encompasses appropriate behaviour patterns as evoked by the context of communication
(Nurjati, et al., 2018). Impoliteness refers to aggressive language, rude and abusive while
politeness can be explained through the use of words, phrases and sentences in the use of
language by communicators (Nurjati et al., 2018).

It could be true that politeness can have various facets. There could be politeness at the
religious level, politeness at cultural level and politeness at educational level. This study is
looking at politeness at the linguistic level as one of the concepts that build relationships in
interpersonal communication. Nurjati et al. (2018) found eleven ways teachers of English can
teach politeness to students. The first aspect was addressing terms. These terms include;
mister/miss/madam, ladies and gentlemen, sir/madam, and any other title that is well known
to be possessed by an individual. The second aspect was rising intonation. Such intonation
could communicate to the learners the effect and they could adopt it. The third aspect was
code-switching and code-mixing where second language users drift back and forth to their
first language in bid to avoid being impolite. The forth aspect was using agreement such as
yes/yeah, no/nope, okay, all right, I understand among others. The fifth aspect was using
jokes in bid to lighten the tension brought by formality. Teachers use jokes to invite their
learners closer to them and make them approachable. The sixth aspect was using task-
oriented/ instruction where the teacher uses interrogatives to confirm whether the learners
have understood. Such interrogatives such as okay? Who is next? Are we together? The
seventh aspect was using directness. The eight aspect was using metaphor. The ninth aspect
was using non-serious utterances. The tenth aspect was using hyperbole and eleventh aspect
was using mockery. This study adopted the first aspects of politeness because they are clear
in explanation and applicable in the study context.

The above reviewed literature, with varying approaches to politeness and polite expressions,
do concur with one thing. it is vital for the learners to be taught how to be polite in a language
and how to exhibit politeness through polite expressions and phrases.

Methods

This research study adopted a qualitative research approach. This approach is appreciated

because it is realistic in explaining the phenomenon of the preservice English language
teachers’ interpersonal communication skills nurtured among them in their preparation for
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secondary school career. This study involved analysing the English language teacher trainers’
interpersonal communication skills nurtured among the preservice English language teachers
that meets with my interest as a researcher because of the desire to gain deep and
comprehensive understanding of the interpersonal communication skills. This was done
through interviews with the lecturers, focus group discussions with the teacher trainees and
analysing the ELT curriculum. The purpose was to establish whether the lecturers are
cognizant of the interpersonal communication skills they ought to nurture in the preservice
English language teachers and how they nurture the learners in that line. Similarly, establish
whether the preservice teachers are conscious of the interpersonal communication skills they
ought to possess.

The research therefore is grounded in interpretive paradigm which adopts reality through
subjective observation of the phenomenon. Consequently, content and thematic data analysis
was adopted. Nevertheless, in order to achieve the desired outcomes, case study research
design was embraced. This was because case study research design especially of a single
entity helps to give an in-depth understanding and holistic evidence of the problem under
investigation (Hollweck, 2015; Baskarada, 2014).

The study was conducted among ELT trainers and pre-service teachers of SoE, Makerere
University. The focus was on interviewing lecturers with the purposes of establishing the
interpersonal communication skills they nurture in the preservice English language teachers
and how they do it. This was triangulated with analysing the course units they taught and
involving the third year preservice English language teachers in four focus group discussions.

A total sample of twenty five (25) participants were purposively and conveniently selected.
The four (04) ELT trainers and twenty one (21) Preservice English Language teachers were
purposively and conveniently selected. Both purposive and convenient sampling was relevant
because the population under study were of the same characteristics and convenience
sampling was ideal given the big number of the population under study.

In this research study, three data collection methods were used; open ended interviews, focus
group discussion, and document analysis. These data collection methods enabled the
researcher to collect sufficient and pertinent data that helped to address the research
objectives and answer the research questions.

Results

The findings in this section were in response to the first question which sought to explore the
various aspects of politeness in the social, relational and cultural contexts that ELT trainers
nurtured in the preservice English language teachers. This question sought to identify the
various aspects of politeness and politeness expressions that ELT trainers use quite often
during their nurturing process in their learners. The results are based on the researcher’s
analysis of five (05) course outlines, four (04) lecturers’ in-depth interview and four focus
group discussions, each group comprising of five members of the preservice English
language teachers. The data was qualitative in nature and the data collected from document
analysis guide was contently presented while the data collected by the help of interview guide
and focus group discussion guide were thematically presented.

From the data collected and analysed form the three instruments, the results are thematically
and contently summarised is in the table and the graph below:
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Table 1: Summary of the Data Collected From Document Analysis

Document Analysed Aspects Interpersonal Communication

DocO1:ELT2201 Professional Issues in No aspects of politeness and Polite Expressions
ELT

Doc02:ELL 3101 Literature Resources No aspects of Politeness and Polite Expressions
in ELT

Doc03: ELE 3101 Methods of No aspects of Politeness and Polite Expressions
Teaching Poetry

Doc04: ELE 3201 Methods of No aspects of Politeness and Polite Expressions
Teaching Literature (Novel, Plays)

Doc05: ELM3201 Language Skills in No aspects of Politeness and Polite Expressions

ELT The ELT Curriculum does not cater for aspects of
Overall Comment Politeness and Polite Expressions to be nurtured in the
PELT.

The data analysed from the documents of the five-course outlines indicate that politeness and
polite expressions as skills in interpersonal communication are not catered for in the syllabus.
This is in consonance with all the data collected from the in-depth interviews and focus group
discussions. The analysed data shows that politeness is a very important component of ICS
that every language teacher should possess. It further revealed that many factors are involved
in a learner becoming politenss, but ELT trainers are responsible for nurturing it.
Unfortunately, the curriculum does not cater for it and the trainers feel it would be asking too
much from them. The table below summaries the data collected from analysis the ELT
Curriculum, specifically from five course outlines.

The table below shows the modes of nurturing politeness as an aspect of interpersonal
communication skills.

Table 2: Modes of Nurturing Politeness and Polite Expressions
Modes of Nurturing Politeness Interview Guide Document Analysis Guide FGD Guide

And Polite Expressions

Counselling 04 00 10
Mentorship 04 00 09
Modelling 04 00 08
Correction 04 00 07
Lecturer seekers 04 00 04

Table 2 above illustrates the manner in which politeness and polite expressions are nurtured
in the preservice English language teachers who are English language teachers in waiting.
Since the study revealed that the ELT curriculum does not provide for interpersonal
communication skills to be taught, the ELT trainers do not plan for politeness and polite
expressions to be taught but nurture it through counselling as the highest ranked mode
followed by mentorship, modeling, corrections and lecturer seekers respectively. The study
results revealed that the ELT trainers nurture politeness and polite expressions by counselling
learners, probably on how to be polite, when to be polite and what it entails to be polite. They
further go ahead and model politeness and polite expressions in the way they speak to the
learners, correct them when they use wrong phrases mentor some of them as well as grab the
opportunity with those who seek out lecturers for attention and other issues.
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Also, the study findings revealed that the ELT trainers nurture politeness and polite
expressions in various contexts. The ELTT are said to model politeness during lectures in
lecture theaters and in some cases, outside lecture theaters in the lecturer-learners interaction.
The case seemed to be different when it came to examination administration rooms. The
study revealed that the ELTT seemed to forget politeness and polite expressions when they
push learners out of the examination rooms due to tuition related issues.

When it came to the lecturers offices, there was a contradiction of sort. Whereas the in-depth
interviews revealed that some learners go to the lecturers’ office for assistance in a range of
issues, the FGD revealed the opposite. It was argued that when it comes to the lecturers’
offices, politeness and polite expressions that are nurtured or denurtured depending on the
need at hand. For example, when the PELT were in search of missing marks, the ELTT
forgot the politeness and polite expressions but when it was about consolations or passing by
for a courtesy call, which they termed ‘greetings’, the story would be different. Rude and
raising tone is experienced including being asked to get out of the offices. The table below
shows the various contexts politeness and polite expressions are nurtured.

Table 3: Contexts in Which Nurturing Politeness and Polite Expressions Occur

Contexts for Nurturing Politeness Interview Guide Document Analysis Guide FGD Guide

And Polite Expressions

Outside Lecture Theater 04 00 05
Lecturer’s Personal Space 04 00 05
Examination Rooms 04 00 05
Lecture Theatre 04 00 04
Lecturer’s Office 04 00 03

Table 3 above illustrates the various contexts in which nurturing politeness and polite
expressions occurs. The study revealed that outside lecture theaters, examinations rooms and
lecturer’s personal space as the highest ranked contexts in which nurturing or de-nurturing
politeness and polite expressions occur, while lecture theaters and lecturers’ offices were the
least ranked contexts. The study, therefore, revealed five contexts in which politeness and
polite expressions are nurtured and denurtured. For example, in the lecture theater and
outside Lecture Theater, the lectures are polite and use polite expressions in addressing the
learners. When it comes to the lecturers’ offices, especially when tackling marks related
issues, the learners reported that the politeness and polite expressions are replaced with less
polite words and phrases. When it comes to examination rooms and what they termed as
personal space, no politeness in exhibited.

Therefore, it could be concluded that since ELT trainers nurture politeness and polite
expressions through counselling, mentorship and modeling, then what happens in the other
contexts undo whatever politeness and polite expressions that would been taught. It is against
this background that this study advocates for interpersonal communication skills to be
included in all language education units for teaching and examining.
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Discussions

The examined findings in this study established that politeness and polite expressions are not
catered for in the ELT curriculum. This established observation is in congruent with the study
conducted by Meiratnasari et al. (2020) who established that the teachers of the English
language believe that politeness can help learners reflect better attitudes but they are limited
by the syllabus which does not explicitly list politeness as a key factor to be covered in
English language content. This is very unfortunate because, interpersonal relations fail and
result into conflicts just because of failure to communicate effectively. In this study,
interpersonal communication skills are those skills that can help interactants establish a
lasting relationship and mitigate conflicts (Meiratnasari et al., 2020). This established fact is a
pain in the neck, seeing that the curriculum does not guide the language teacher in instilling
the most important values in communication, politeness.

However, politeness as established by this study, can be learned spontaneously through
modelling and imitation. It was established that the ELT trainers nurture politeness through
modelling, counselling, mentorship and corrections or rebukes. Aspects such as respect,
consideration and use of soft tone of voice which is calm and gentle are nurtured in the
preservice English language teachers. These findings are in congruent with Ivashchyshyn &
Kashchyshyn (2020), and Yeomans et al. (2019) who argued that communication once the
attitude of the speaker is arrogant and the tone of voice is rude, the communication changes
direction from the message to self-reflection or defense.

Furthermore, Ivashchyshyn & Kashchyshyn (2020) argue that politeness is showing values
and respect to the reader or listener, and softening one’s communication. All these can be
achieved through linguistic features and the teacher’s demeanor in and out of the lecture
rooms. It is important to note that mentorship and counselling as a mode of nurturing
politeness in the preservice English language teachers is both ideal and realistic. It is ideal
because the learners do imitate their trainers and realistic because that is what is actually
happening in their three years training.

The study findings are further strengthened by the study of Umaroh & Kurniawati (2018)
who asserted that the Politeness of the communicants is seen at two levels. The behaviour
level and the linguistic level. Family background and religious background could be
responsible for politeness exhibited in the behaviour of the communicators but linguistic
politeness is grown and fostered at school. On top of that the present study is in agreement
with the study conducted by Permana & Tressyalina (2020) who observed that politeness is
learned at both behaviour and linguistic level.

In conclusion therefore, the data collected and analysed from three different tools of data
collection reveal that ICS are neither planned nor taught as specific units, topics or themes.
What is seen however, is that fact that the nurturing happens spontaneously through
counselling as the highest ranked mode, followed by mentorship, modeling, corrections and
lecturer seeking as the list mode preferred by the students.

Conclusions
The problem that led to this study was the failure of secondary school learners to have

effective and health interpersonal relations in secondary schools, sparking off a lot of
assaults, fights, and strikes which in some cases are fatal, leading to death or loss of property
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or both. The study therefore investigated the politeness and polite expressions ELT trainers’
nurture in the preservice English language teachers. This was based on the assumption that
these preservice teachers, when trained in interpersonal communication skills such as
politeness and polite expressions, they would nurture the same in their learners in order to
harness health interpersonal relations in secondary schools and consequently spread to our
society.

For that reason therefore, based on the analysed and discussed findings of this study, the
following salient conclusions can be made:

Politeness and polite expressions should be catered for in the ELT curriculum/syllabus since
this study established that politeness and polite expressions are successfully taught
spontaneously based on the circumstances that arise during lecturer-learner interaction, either
in the lecture theaters, outside lecture theaters, lecturers’ offices, or in the examination rooms.

Two vital mysteries were unearthed during this study. First of all, the learners admitted to
pursue Bachelor of Arts with Education degree in Makerere University, College of Education
and External Studies, School of Education in the department of Humanities and language
education, and Literature in English and English language section in particular, were so many
that the group had to be split into two. This large number of learners are inconsistent in
lecture attendance and they mostly come to University when there is course work
presentations that require their presence or during examinations. This implies that the
majority of the preservice English language teachers lack quality of the training since they
may possess the grades but not the knowledge required to teach politeness and polite
expressions adequately and sufficiently. Secondly, having discovered that politeness and
polite expressions are not catered for in the ELT teaching curriculum, these learners who
avail themselves for examination period are inadequately trained since they miss the
spontaneous acquisition of these skills which are only summoned when circumstances arise
in the lecture rooms or in any learning setting available in the university.

It could be therefore, argued that the prevailing poor relations among secondary school
learners and the physical assault in and outside classrooms could be as a result of a majority
of poorly trained English language teachers who possess the grades but not the skills. This
study argues that the monster called examinations must be dealt with henceforth without any
delay. The biggest percentage of marks should be attached to lecture attendance, active
participation, engagement and arguments and presentations. Whereas grade should remain
vital in selection and placement of learners, the examinations should not determine the
grading.

Recommendations

Based on the analysed research findings, discussions and conclusions, it is recommended
that:

The English Language Teaching (ELT) curriculum or syllabus should be designed to
incorporate interpersonal communication skills, either by integrating relevant topics into
existing course units or by proposing a dedicated course unit focused on this area. Explicitly,
the content should encompass the teaching of politeness and polite expressions in diverse
contexts, enabling PELT to develop essential communication skills.
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In order to improve the quality of English language teacher graduates, the university needs to
address the staffing disproportion in the School of Education. This can be achieved by either
boosting the teaching staff in the Literature in English and English Language section or
streamlining the admission of preservice English language teachers to ensure more
personalised attention and mentorship.

A revision of the university's marks policy is necessary to prioritise students’ lecture
engagement, motivation and active participation. Due to the significant impact of grades on
learner motivation, the policy should allocate marks for lecture attendance, active
participation, group discussions, and coursework presentations. This approach would enable
students to track their progress daily, with clear awareness of the marks earned for each
attended lecture. Furthermore, the weightage of final examination marks should be reduced to
less than 40% to underscore the importance of consistent lecture attendances, engagement
and participation in the learning process, ultimately enhancing knowledge and skills
acquisition.
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