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Thanking and responding to thanks in American English: Language patterning and 
contextual appropriateness 

Anne Barron (Leuphana Universität Lüneburg) 

Level(s): Advanced 
Aims: 
• Develop students’ awareness of patterns of formulaic expressions of gratitude with

reference to their relative frequencies of use
• Familiarize students with the variety of responses to expressions of gratitude
• Enhance students’ understanding of the contextual appropriateness of various thanking

forms
Class time: 40 minutes 
Preparation time: None 
Resources: Computers, Internet, handout 

Introduction 
Research on English for general purposes (EGP) textbooks has highlighted a lack of variety in 
the formulaic routines and the range of speech act realizations presented to learners. Such 
studies also reveal that these EGP textbooks communicate contextual constraints only 
implicitly. Two potential consequences of these limitations are overgeneralization and 
pragmatic failure (e.g. Barron 2016, Limberg 2016). In the particular case of responses to 
thanks, Schneider (2006, p. 43) comments that the responses found in TESOL textbooks 
frequently do not mirror the forms employed in language use (see also De Pablos-Ortega, 2011 
for Spanish as a foreign language). 

The present lesson is designed to address these textbook deficits by employing naturally-
occurring data in contrast to the intuitive data so often used in textbooks. We analyze 
realizations of thanks and responses to thanks in American English. The corpus we use is the 
freely available Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English (MICASE), a corpus of academic 
English currently encompassing 152 transcripts (totaling 1,848,364 words) (Simpson et al. 
2002). 

Steps 
1. Invite students to visit the Michigan Corpus of Academic Spoken English (MICASE) at

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/c/corpus/corpus?c=micase;page=simple.
2. In the search panel on the left entitled “Find”, ask students to enter the form thanks (see

Figure 1).

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/c/corpus/corpus?c=micase;page=simple


 
Figure 1: Search panel in MICASE 

 
3. Under “Native speaker status”, ask students to choose “Native speaker, American English” 

(see Figure 1). The remaining options should be left as they are. 
4. Have students click on the “Submit Search” button on the left (see Figure 1). The new page 

will display concordance lines where thanks appears in red in the middle of the screen (see 
the column “Match” in Figure 2). 

 

 



Figure 2: Concordance lines for thanks uttered by native speakers of American English in 
MICASE 

 
5. Ask students to note the search term thanks in the table provided in the online support 

materials (under “Expression of gratitude search term”) and also its number of 
occurrences (under “Frequency”). The total number of occurrences of thanks is found on 
the top left in Figure 2 (i.e. 283). 

6. Direct students to the “Sort results by” panel (see Figure 2); and ask them to choose “1R” 
for the first drop-down menu provided, “2R” for the second, and “3R” for the third (see 
Figure 3). They should then click on “Sort”. This command sorts the original results in 
alphabetical order according to the first, second and third words to the right of the search 
term (see Figure 3). Using this command, we can find frequent formulaic sequences 
involving thanks. 
 

 
Figure 3: Concordance lines for thanks uttered by native speakers of American English 

sorted to the right 
 
7. Invite students to look through the alphabetically sorted words to the right of the search 

term and identify formulaic sequences. The first one in Figure 3 is thanks a lot, an 
intensified form of thanks. Another is thanks for + verb. 

8. Ask students what other patterns realizing thanks they can find. They should enter these 
in the table provided in the online support materials, which also contain sample answers. 
They can also be asked to discuss how these compare to the textbook forms they have 
met to date. 

9. Using the same concordance lines sorted to the right, now ask students to find responses 
to expressions of gratitude (e.g. you’re welcome) following thanks and to note these in the 
table provided in the online support materials. If students are unsure whether a particular 
form is a response or not, they can click on the hyperlink provided under “Transcript ID” 
(see the left-hand side in Figure 3) for the relevant concordance line. This will allow them 
to access a complete transcript with speaker changes for any concordance line. When the 



transcript appears, students should use the search function in their Internet browser to 
search for thanks until they find the relevant line. 

10. Based on the data, ask students to answer the following questions: 
a. Is you’re welcome used as a response to gratitude? (You’re welcome is used, but, 

despite frequently being viewed as the prototypical response pattern, we see that 
responses to thanks also take other forms.) 

b. What other forms respond to an expression of gratitude? (The possible response 
tokens include okay, sure, hey, yeah and yep. Thanks may also be followed by a further 
thanks (cf. online support materials).) 

c. Are there any verbalizations which are non-lexical in form (e.g. mhm, laughter)? (Some 
responses to thanks take a non-lexical form – such as mhm – or a non-verbal form – 
such as laughter or applause.) 

d. Does a response to thanks always follow thanks? (Thanks is not always followed by a 
response. In the online support materials, for instance, we see that pauses frequently 
follow thanks or indeed actions such as scanning materials.) 

11. Ask students to click on “View results statistics” at the top of the page in Figure 3. The 
results will show the exact speech event titles in which thanks is employed within the 
corpus (see Figure 4). The raw frequencies (cf. “Matches” in Figure 4) as well as the 
frequencies per 10,000 words per speech event are displayed (the former are less useful 
as the different speech events may be represented in the corpus with different 
frequencies). 

 

 
Figure 4: Statistics for thanks uttered by native speakers of American English 

 
12. Ask students to examine the “Frequencies /10,000 words” column and note down the top 

three speech events with their frequencies in the table provided in the online support 
materials. 

 
Points for consideration and alternative steps 



• Steps 2-12 can be repeated for other thanking forms, such as thank you, appreciate, 
cheers, ta and grateful.  For some of these searches, it will be especially important to read 
through the concordance lines and ensure that the concordance lines returned actually 
realize an expression of gratitude (e.g. I really did not appreciate how unequal the world 
was is not an expression of gratitude). 

• Alternatively, the lesson can be implemented in small groups with each one in charge of a 
different form (e.g. Group 1: thanks; Group 2: thank you; Group 3: cheers). Findings can 
then be compared in a plenum and the following questions discussed: 
• Are some words/phrases used more frequently than others? 
• Are different words/phrases employed more often in different speech events? 
• Are there differences in patterns of usage? 
• Are there any differences in response patterns? 

• The findings of the present task might be compared to how expressions of thanks and 
responses to thanks are represented in textbooks. This activity is particularly interesting 
for future teachers of English. 

 
References and suggested reading 
Barron, A. (2016). Developing pragmatic competence using EFL textbooks: Focus on requests. 

Literacy Information and Computer Education Journal (LICEJ), 7(1), 2172–2179. 
http://infonomics-society.org/wp-content/uploads/licej/published-papers/volume-7-
2016/Developing-Pragmatic-Competence-Using-EFL-Textbooks-Focus-on-
Requests.pdf 

De Pablos-Ortega, C. (2011). The pragmatics of thanking reflected in the textbooks for teaching 
Spanish as a Foreign Language. Journal of Pragmatics, 43(9), 2411–2433. 

Limberg, H. (2016). Teaching how to apologize: EFL textbooks and pragmatic input. Language 
Teaching Research, 20(6), 700–718. 

Schauer, G. A., & Adolphs, S. (2006). Expressions of gratitude in corpus and DCT data: 
Vocabulary, formulaic sequences, and pedagogy. System, 34(1), 119–134. 

Schneider, K. P. (2006). Fluchen, danken, Komplimente machen: Kommunikationsnormen in 
Varietäten des Englischen erforschen. Der fremdsprachliche Unterricht Englisch, 83, 
43–45.  

Simpson, R. C., S. L. Briggs, J. Ovens, and J. M. Swales. (2002). The Michigan Corpus of Academic 
Spoken English. Ann Arbor, MI: The Regents of the University of Michigan. 

 

http://infonomics-society.org/wp-content/uploads/licej/published-papers/volume-7-2016/Developing-Pragmatic-Competence-Using-EFL-Textbooks-Focus-on-Requests.pdf
http://infonomics-society.org/wp-content/uploads/licej/published-papers/volume-7-2016/Developing-Pragmatic-Competence-Using-EFL-Textbooks-Focus-on-Requests.pdf
http://infonomics-society.org/wp-content/uploads/licej/published-papers/volume-7-2016/Developing-Pragmatic-Competence-Using-EFL-Textbooks-Focus-on-Requests.pdf


Online support materials 
Template for analyzing patterns of expressions of gratitude and responses to these 
 

Expression of gratitude 
search term 

Frequency (152 
transcripts, 1,848,364 

words) 

Thanking patterns to 
the right of the search 

term 

Responses to 
expression of 

gratitude 

Speech events with the highest 
frequencies per 10,000 words 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    



 
  



Online support materials 
Sample answers for thanks and responses to this form uttered by native speakers of American English in MICASE 
 

Expression of 
gratitude search 

term 

Frequency (152 
transcripts; 1,848,364 

words) 

Thanking patterns to 
the right of the search 

term 

Responses to 
expression of 

gratitude 

Speech events with the highest 
frequencies per 10,000 words 

Thanks 283 in 78 transcripts Thanks a lot 

Thanks very much 

Thanks again 

Thanks for + verb phrase 
(VP) 

Thanks for + noun 
phrase (NP) 

Thanks + names (Ali, 
Dennis, …) 

Thanks to 

Thanks – Sure 

Thanks – Thank you 

Thanks – You’re 
welcome 

Thanks – applause 

Thanks – Okay 

Thanks – Yeah 
 
Thanks – Yep 

Thanks – Hey 

Thanks – Mhm 

Thanks – PAUSE 
(different durations) 

Thanks – LAUGH 
 

Service encounters (Science 
Learning Center): 107.97 
 
Service encounters (Media 
Union): 13.1 
 
Office hours (Art History): 5.41 



Thanks – SCANS (no 
verbal/ non-verbal 
response recorded) 
 
Thanks – LEAVES (no 
verbal/ non-verbal 
response recorded) 
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