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Abstract: Complimenting is known as a complex speech act which may serve various functions in interaction. In the genre of writing,

complimenting often serves as a positive evaluation and as criticisms or suggestions for improvement. To bring positive feelings for

the writers, writing tutors in writing centers often incorporate compliment acts in their asynchronous e-feedback. It is commonly

recognized that the main goal of giving feedback in the domain of L2 writing is to help students do better writing and consequently

enhance the quality of their work. This is true to both writing tutors in the writing centers and L2 writing instructors in different contexts

of teaching and learning L2 writing. This paper aims to discuss the role of the speech act of compliments in asynchronous online

feedback from writing tutors and further explore the implications of the compliment act for teacher feedback in L2 writing classrooms.
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1. Introduction

What are the compliment strategies used in
asynchronous online feedback? What are the functions of
the compliments used in asynchronous online feedback?
Should L2 writing teachers give compliments on their
feedback? These are interesting questions being asked by
many writing tutors working at writing centers in higher
education institutions. In everyday conversations,
compliments such as I like your hat! or you're doing
great are often understood as utterances that refer to
something good and as verbal gifts that the addresser
gives to the addressee (Holmes, 1988). Most often
perceived as positive speech acts, such compliments aim
to satisfy the hearer’s positive face wants (Lau, 2025) and

to facilitate the conversation.
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In the genre of writing, the compliment act was
supposed to contain positive comments about various
aspects of writing such as the paper (i.e. the writing
product), the writer (i.e. the addressee), the writing
process, and the rhetorical effect (i.e. the impact of the
writing product on the reader) (Johnson & Roen, 1992).
Example [1] contains a compliment written by an
American graduate female tutor (Sadie) on September
9th of 2020 in a public research university in the South
Central region of the United States:

[1] “Hi Ekaterina! With the allotted time, I was able
to read through your Literature Review chapter twice,
and provided comments throughout. Overall, your
writing is extremely polished, and you present your
discussion of previous literature clearly and effectively.
The narrative you create is also very easy and enjoyable
to follow, and each section leads naturally to the next. 1
was hard-pressed to find areas of revision, and
highlighted sections that caused me pause, typically due
to the following reasons.”
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Sadie’s feedback consisted of many types of
compliments. The feedback first contained a general
compliment about the paper (‘Overall, your writing is
extremely polished,’), and a compliment about the writer
of the paper (‘, and you present your discussion of
previous literature clearly and effectively’). Her feedback
finally consisted of a compliment about the effect of the
paper on the reader (‘The narrative you create is also very
easy and enjoyable to follow, and each section leads
naturally to the next’). Sadie’s feedback ended with few
suggestions that may help to improve the paper. The
compliments like Sadie’s were very common in online
feedback
sessions in a public research university in the South

involving asynchronous writing tutoring

Central region of the United States.

2. Asynchronous writing tutoring sessions

Asynchronous writing tutoring (or e-tutoring)
sessions have been very common in many public research
universities in America, especially under the Covid-19
pandemic. In recent years, the writing center tutoring
service has also received lots of attention from many
English-medium universities in Vietnam, for example at
International University (VNU-HCM). Students were
required to upload a writing product or an assignment
when making an appointment. Detailed comments
throughout the assignment that pointed out major and
minor errors for revision together with overall comments
from the tutor (henceforth called e-feedback) would be
sent back to the students within 48 hours.

It is also important to emphasize that e-tutoring
sessions do not offer students any opportunities for
questions, response to tutors’ comments, raising new
issues or actively engaging with tutors during the
revision process (Kourbani, 2018). Written comments
were the only means of communication between tutors
and students. According to Samburskiy and Quah
(2014), error feedback was effective in helping students
produce more accurate texts, and so asynchronous e-
feedback deeply and directly influenced the revision
process of students. Due to the significant importance
of asynchronous e-feedback in students’ revision
process, the question emerging was whether or not
giving compliments in asynchronous e-feedback can
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contribute to students’ revision process and enhance
writing quality.

For writing tutors, one way to show politeness in the
context of peer feedback was to pay compliments on
students’ writing and ideas. Finding something positive
to say about a student’s writing was significantly
important as compliments can make students accept
negative evaluation more easily (Sabatino & Rafoth,
2012). Yet, not many tutors may understand how written
compliments form and function in improving the writer
and revising the paper as well.

Written compliments on the one hand can serve as a
positive speech act to enhance students’ revision process.
Written compliments on the other hand can be used as
sarcasm or disapproval to put someone down (Johnson &
Roen, 1992). Under those -circumstances, giving
compliments in asynchronous e-feedback can produce a
negative effect or misinterpretation on students’ revision
process.

In the genre of writing, a compliment often performs
two major functions, as positive evaluation and as
criticisms and suggestions for improvement.

3. Positive evaluation

A written compliment like your in-text citations are
well-constructed and accurate according to APA
guidelines was a good example of a compliment that
functions as positive evaluation. This kind of compliment
contained positive evaluative terms (or positive
comments) such as ‘well-constructed’ and ‘accurate’,
and conveyed a sense of agreement and approval between
the tutor and the writer. Compliments as positive
evaluation frequently contain positive comments about
the paper, its writer, the writing process and the rhetorical
effect (Johnson & Roen, 1992). Thus, compliments as
positive evaluation tend to work as a positive speech act
and aim to create positive feelings for the writer. This
kind of compliment disregards criticisms or suggestions
for revision.

4. Criticisms and suggestions for improvement

Another function of compliments in written
interaction is to offer criticisms and suggestions for
improvement (Johnson & Roen, 1992). Written
compliments, such as Examples [2] and [3] extracted
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from Sadie’s collection of e-feedback, mainly offered
suggestions for improvement:

[2] “Overall, your writing is engaging, and offers
interesting support and insight in the discussion. The
following are just a few strategies to consider,”

[3] “Overall, the citations looked great. One thing
you will want to revise throughout is moving the page
numbers to be next to the date in your parentheticals
(except when it comes to block quotes, because block
quotes are weird).”

Aside from compliments as positive evaluation
simply containing positive comments, compliments as
criticisms and suggestions for improvement sound more
constructive, including both positive comments and
specific suggestions for revision.

The main aim of such compliments is to offer
specific suggestions for revision. On the part of the
writer, such compliments may constitute face threatening
acts and discourage the writer or even make them give
up. In order to show politeness and mitigate criticism,
online tutors usually offer praise before criticism
(Sabatino & Rafoth, 2012), so compliments as criticisms
and suggestions for improvement more frequently
contain positive comments prior to specific criticisms or
suggestions. The main message of this kind of
compliment was not to attribute credit to the person
addressed, but to draw specific suggestions for the
revision process.

5. Teacher feedback in L2 writing

To bring positive feelings for the writer when
receiving feedback and to make the revision process
more effective and less tortured, writing tutors in writing
centers were encouraged to give compliments in
asynchronous e-feedback before offering criticisms or
suggestions for improvement. Should L2 writing teachers
give compliments on their feedback?

Working as a lecturer in a public research university
in Vietnam, [ was often told to give low scores and be too
harsh on students’ essays and various drafts of
undergraduate theses though my intention was to
motivate students to do better writing. I remember one
foreign student under my thesis supervision was
irresponsible for her work and so careless in her thesis

writing that frustrated me a lot, and as a result I gave her
seriously negative feedback. I have never thought that
she got hurt for that. A few days after she successfully
defended her thesis, she scheduled an appointment with
me in person to say thank you but unexpectedly she cried
in front of me. She said that she was hurt by my feedback
though she knew I wanted her to do better. This is an
interesting story that brings us back to the question:
Should L2 writing teachers give compliments on their
feedback?

In L2 writing instruction, teachers providing
feedback on students’ essays and other kinds of writing
products was an important part to help students do better
writing. Traditionally, teacher feedback was more
product-oriented (i.e. too much focus on discourse level
form (Yu, 2021) while teacher feedback, according to the
process and genre-oriented approach to writing, put an
emphasis on audience, writing purposes, and the writer’s
processes. The main focus of writing was on the content
development and its appropriate genre structures (Yu,
2021). Language accuracy and discourse level form
(Goldstein, 2004; Lee, 2017) will not receive priority in
teacher feedback from a genre L2 writing teaching
perspective.

However, teachers giving feedback on students’
writing was so time-consuming and labor-intensive as the
majority of L2 writing classes in Vietnam are very big in
size. Further, research shows that students were often
reluctant to engage with feedback (Xu et al., 2024, p. 1).
Teachers may spend a huge amount of time giving
feedback on students’ writing, students may not
appreciate their teachers’ time and effort when receiving
feedback. Students, especially undergraduate students,
may feel overwhelmed with lots of feedback in one piece
of writing (Yu, 2021). The question emerging is how to
help students accept teacher feedback positively and
engage with their teacher feedback? To address this
question, research in teacher feedback suggests L2
writing teachers analyzing students’ needs and improving
feedback strategies (Lee et al., 2015). To partly address
this question, the paper proposes some techniques for
giving compliments in teacher feedback in L2 writing
instruction.

6. Techniques for giving compliments in teacher
feedback in L2 writing
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As discussed earlier, in the genre of writing, a
compliment may perform two major functions, as
positive evaluation and as criticisms and suggestions for
improvement. For positive evaluation purposes, teacher
feedback can focus on positive comments about the
writing product, about the writer, about the writing

process, and about the rhetorical effect (i.e. impact of the
paper on the reader). Feedback like criticisms or
suggestions for revision should be given after a
compliment. Teachers can wuse either formulaic
compliments (see Table 1) or formulaic and non-
formulaic compliments (see Fig 1) in their feedback.

Table 1. The six compliment formulae (Source: Mackiewicz, 20006, p. 18)

No : Formula

Abbreviation of = Constructed Example
the Formula

1 | noun phrase + is/looks + (really) + adjective

NP is ADJ The introduction is really good.

2 | pronoun is (really) a adjective + noun phrase

PROisa ADJNP | Itis a really good introduction.

3 | you+ verb + (a) + (really) + adjective +
noun phrase

YouVaADJINP | You wrote a really good introduction.

4 | Adjective + noun phrase ADJ NP Good introduction.

5 | You + verb + (noun phrase) + (really) + You VNP ADV | You organized the introduction really
adverb| well.

6 | I+ (really) + like + noun phrase I like NP I really like the introduction.

Non-formulaic

NP is ADJ It looked like the conclusion
The description was good. wrapped it up pretty well.
32 42
29.9% 39%
PRO is a ADJ NP
1Tgats a good idea. | like NP
14% I like that.
2
1.9%
You V a ADJ NP
You had a good example. You VNP ADV
8 / You gauged the purpose
7.5% ADJ NP and audience very well.
. 4
Excellent idea.
: xcellent idea 3.7%
37%

Fig 1. Formulaic and non-formulaic compliments (Source: Mackiewicz, 2006, p. 18)

In Table 1, Mackiewicz (2006) proposes six
compliment formulae that L2 writing teachers can use
when giving feedback to students’ writing. Compliment
formulae (1), (2) and (4) in Table 1 are good
constructions for a compliment on the writing product.
Teachers can use formulae (3) and (5) for a compliment
on the writer and the writing process. Formulae (5) is a
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perfect construction for a compliment on the rhetorical
effect on the reader. As shown in Table 1, formulae (1),
(2) and (3) are dominant as L2 writing teachers tend to
give compliments on the paper and on the writer. Using
appropriate formulaic compliments, L2 writing teachers
can respond to students’ ideas with positive feedback,
which aims to mitigate students’ face threats possibly
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posed from the teachers’ suggestions and criticisms
(Mackiewicz, 20006).

In some cases, Mackiewicz (2006) also suggests
using non-formulaic and formulaic compliments (see Fig
1). Non-formulaic compliments differ from formulaic
ones in syntactic complexity and semantic variation. As
discussed in Mackiewicz (2006), the non-formulaic
compliments are used to offer specific and individualized
feedback, to focus on students as writers, and to focus on
students’ expertise in the subject matter (see Fig 1 for
illustrative examples). Going beyond formulaicity,
writing teachers can provide more specific feedback and
put the focus more on the writer. These compliment
strategies may help the students accept teacher feedback
with ease and to some extent help students to further
engage with the teacher feedback.

7. Conclusion

This paper has presented the act of giving
compliments in asynchronous online feedback from
writing tutors and then discusses its implications for
teacher feedback in L2 writing. Throughout the paper, we
have attempted to seek an answer to the three questions
regarding the compliment strategies used in
asynchronous online feedback, the major functions of
compliments in asynchronous online feedback, and
whether L2 writing teachers should give compliments on
their feedback. The paper concludes with some
techniques for giving compliments in teacher feedback in
L2 writing.
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LOI KHEN TRONG PHAN HOI TRUC TUYEN KHONG PONG BQ:
UNG DUNG TRONG LOP HQC VIET NHU NGON NGU HAI
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Trwdng Bai hoc Quéc té - Pai hoc Quéc gia Thanh phé H& Chi Minh
Tdc gid lién hé: Lau Méng Thu - Email: Imthu@hcmiu.edu.vn
Ngay nhan bai: 31-8-2025; ngay nhan bai stra: 3-11-2025; ngay duyét dang: 20-11-2025

Tém tat: Khen ngoi duwgc biét dén nhw mot hanh dong 16 néi phire tap, cé thé dadm nhiém nhidu chirc nang khac nhau trong twong
tac. Trong thé loai van viét, 1&i khen thwérng mang tinh danh gia tich cuc, cling nhw phé binh hodc goi y cai thién. D& mang lai cam
xuc tich cwe cho ngudi viét, cac gia sw tai cac trung tam day viét thwong 16ng ghép cac hanh dong khen ngoi vao phan hdi tric tuyén
khong dong bo clia ho. Ngudi ta thwéng cdng nhan rng muc tiéu chinh ciia viéc phan hdi trong Iinh vire viét nhw ngdn ngiv hai 1a gitp
hoc sinh viét tt hon va do d6 nang cao chét lwong bai viét clia cac em. Didu nay ding véi ca gia sw viét tai cac trung tam viét va gido
vién day viét nhw ngon ngi¥ hai trong cac bdi canh day va hoc viét khac nhau. Bai viét nay nham muc dich thdo luan v& vai trd cia
hanh dong khen ngoi trong phan héi trwc tuyén khéng ddng bo tlr cac gia sw viét va tim hiéu sau hon vé& y nghia ctia hanh dong khen
ngoi dbi véi phan hdi cla gido vién trong cac I&p hoc viét nhw ngdn ngtr hai.

Tir khéa: khen nggi; phan hdi trwc tuyén khong ddng bd; phan hdi clia gido vién; day viét ngdn ngi thi hai.
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