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ABSTRACT

When I receive correspondence from students in my writing classes, I wonder if
it is representative of my teaching or of the class’s capabilities. Reflecting on that
dynamic, I designed a study to assess if I needed to modify either what I need to
teach or how I perceive students’ capabilities (or something in between). My
data suggest that my students are more than capable of identifying shifts in tone
for power-distance communication and that I therefore need to be aware of
negativity dominance.

INTRODUCTION

If your average teaching day is anything like mine, you likely teach many different
student cohorts and receive numerous written requests of various quality.
Indeed, Pignata et al. (2015) found that academic staff members at a large
Australian university receive 45 emails per day and send 30 on average, so we all
have ample opportunities to receive correspondence that may either impress or
underwhelm with tone, grammar, or details. Because I teach a lot of writing, I
often fixate as much on the expression of that correspondence as much as I do on
its content. You see, often my writing papers teach how to soften requests, how
to structure different genres, or how to assess which register might be appropriate
for one’s intended reader or purpose. I care about what I teach, but I also care
about my students and wonder: if I receive such correspondence from students
writing to their writing teacher, what type of correspondence do those same
students send to other—potentially professional—recipients?

I have been reflecting on negativity dominance with regards to my writing
teaching practice. Negativity dominance is the tendency where “the holistic
perception and appraisal of integrated negative and positive events (or objects,
individuals, hedonic episodes, personality traits, etc.) is more negative than the
algebraic sum of the subjective values of those individual entities” (Rozin and
Royzman, 2001, pp. 298—-299). More simply and specifically to my teaching of
writing, because I sometimes get written correspondence from students that does
not necessarily adhere to standard grammatical or academic conventions, I have
been worrying that all my students may go on to deploy similar communication
in their subsequent professional lives—to their detriment. For example, in their
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research with 183 university students applying for a co-op program, Wingate et
al. (2025) concluded that “it is not only the objective or verifiable content of [CVs
and cover letters] (e.g., prior experience and achievements) that leads applicants
to succeed on the job market. After controlling for such factors, we found that
applicants who write resumes and cover letters with greater detail, clarity, and
structure secure interviews more easily and take less time to secure a job” (pp. 7—
8). How one writes does appear to have implications for professional afterlives.

My reflections, therefore, led me to ask what students in my writing classes
believe to be appropriate language for power-distance communication. Hofstede
(2011) defines power-distance as “the extent to which the less powerful members
of organizations and institutions (like the family) accept and expect that power is
distributed unequally. This represents inequality (more versus less), but defined
from below not above. It suggests that a society’s level of inequality is endorsed
as much by the followers as by the leaders” (p. 9). It is important to note here that
the Power Distance Index in Hofstede et al. (2010) also found New Zealand to
have one of the smallest power distances out of the countries measured. On one
hand, writing research suggests that demonstrating a sense of power distance in
one’s writing ingratiates writers to recipients who are in higher positions. On the
other hand, maybe students in New Zealand don’t adopt such deference and/or
care in their writing because it may be less important here. In balancing these
ideas, I designed a study to ask students to reflect on what they thought was
appropriate language for potential power-distance communication requests. My
reflection on my teaching, therefore, was based on data-driven student reflection
on writing.

THE BACKGROUND FOR MY REFLECTION

Studies have shown that striking the wrong tone in email correspondence can
have negative effects. For instance, Stephens, Houser, and Cowan (2009) had
four key findings about casual email correspondence (grammar and tone) from
students: “overly casual email messages sent to instructors cause the instructor
to like the student less, view them as less credible, have a lesser opinion of the
message quality, and make them less willing to comply with students’ simple
email requests” (p. 318; also see Floral et al. 2010; Lewin-Jones and Mason 2014,
Economidou-Kogetsidis 2016, and Savi¢ 2018). They posit that professors likely
have the similar expectations of grammar and tone in emails that they have for
other genres of writing—which I likely share because my similar expectations
seem to have stimulated this reflection.

There have also been numerous studies about teenagers and the
pragmatics of email correspondence (for L2 language users in particular) where
linguistic competence makes less developed pragmatic competence seem like
rudeness. For example, Economidou-Kogetsidis (2015) found that for young
students, politeness strategies are difficult to master in power-distance
communication, and Bar6n and Ortega (2018) found that 18- to 20-year-old non-
native speakers of English struggled with the pragmatics of writing an email to
teachers about missing an exam, often opening the emails with a high degree of
familiarity. Soler’s study (2013) suggests that sixteen-year-olds studying their
International Baccalaureates (n=59; 29 British English and 30 international
English speakers) may simply misperceive their social distance from their
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recipients when they send emails of request. That is, some high schoolers and
university students alike seem to struggle to recognize the social (or power)
distance between interlocutors—struggles that I also seemed to perceive in their
correspondence with me and that I worried would carry forward into their
professional lives.

Receiving emails that are challenging to decipher is one thing, but I have
been tending to see those emails as representative of what they might write after
leaving university—hence my reflection on negativity dominance. That is, I worry
about my students’ subsequent professional lives because studies have long
suggested how similar writing characteristics might affect prospective employers’
perceptions. For example, McDowell (1987) found that “spelling errors, poor
grammar, and poor organization are primary reasons to reject cover letters”
(183). Risavy’s (2017) survey of research literature in the field showed that the
field’s opinion had not changed over the subsequent thirty years since McDowell’s
research was published. His section on stylistic concerns for cover letters and
résumés concludes that “perhaps one of the reasons why student applicants may
have grammatical, spelling, word choice, punctuation, neatness, and professional
appearance issues in their resumes and cover letters is that they typically
underestimate the impact that these errors have on the evaluation of their
application materials” (p. 176). Of general note here on professionalism, in a
large-scale study of government communication, Linos et al. (2024) found that
“formality operates as a heuristic for source credibility and importance” (p. 300),
prompting recipients to act. That is, as students do with emails of request to their
lecturers, applicants seem to underestimate the value of how they state what are
also essentially requests (i.e., for interview or employment).

Even though I know these dynamics, on days when such email traffic
seems particularly heavy, I (admittedly rather unkindly) wonder if students in
general at best lack the understanding of what recipients might perceive to be an
appropriate tone in power-distance correspondence or at worst simply do not
care to try achieve it (i.e., negativity dominance). So, the question I needed to
answer to understand my perceptions was as follows: are my students able to
adequately identify the appropriate tone for a professional writing situation?

MY DATA: STUDENTS ARE INDEED ABLE TO IDENTIFY
APPROPRIATE FORMALITY

I designed a study that students in my first-year English paper at Otakou
Whakaihu Waka/University of Otago could opt into, a study to evaluate which
style of language they deemed appropriate in lower-to-higher power-distance
correspondence that they might encounter in their subsequent professional lives.
This activity was not part of an assessment (i.e., the students opted in rather than
received grades). That is, the study tried to avoid the potential difficulties of
students worrying about providing answers that they might think aligned with
course material (and the paper hadn’t yet discussed readability metrics). I gave
participants (n=47) an actual Seek job advertisement along with three different
versions of the same cover letter responding to that job ad. All three cover letters
had the exact same underlying content, but I altered the language to make each
letter either less or more difficult to read. The accompanying survey then asked
the students to rank which applicant they thought would be best for the job (first,
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second, or third) and to evaluate the language—in particular the formality—of
each of the three cover letters. Category B ethical approval was obtained for this
research through the Department of English and Linguistics, University of
Otago.!

I used Flesch-Kincaid grade level scores to manipulate the readability of
the cover letters. I chose Flesch-Kincaid because its metrics are the default
metrics of Word and therefore widely used (Zhou et al., 2017). The Seek job ad
was for an early childhood centre, and its Flesch-Kincaid grade level was 11.2 (a
senior high school student’s reading level). I wrote one cover letter from an
imaginary job applicant (Chris Spenser), matching the cover letter’s grade level
to the ad’s grade level. Basing the remaining two cover letters on Chris’s letter, I
composed one with a higher grade level (Pat Morgan; a university student’s
reading level) and one with a lower grade level (Alex Fisher; an intermediate
school student’s reading level). While Chris’s letter matched the job ad’s
readability, Pat’s letter was roughly as much less readable for the average reader
as Alex’s was more readable (see Table 1). So that I could focus on how students
perceived readability and formality (instead of other potential factors), I used
androgynous applicant names with similar-sounding provenance and kept the
applicants’ underlying qualifications consistent across all three letters.

Text Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level
Job Advertisement 11.2
Chris Spenser’s Cover Letter 11.4
Pat Morgan’s Cover Letter 14.6
Alex Fisher’s Cover Letter 7.8

Table 1: Flesch-Kincaid Grade Levels for the Job Advertisement and Applicant
Cover Letters

I altered each letter’s readability through Flesch-Kincaid’s two main criteria:
word complexity and sentence length. For word complexity, I adapted
Oppenheimer’s (2006) technique of substituting synonyms of greater or lesser
complexity, based on how many syllables the words have. For example, if begin
was the base word (two syllables), start (one syllable) would be considered an
easier word, and initiate (four syllables) would be more complex. For sentence
length, I nominalised verbs and/or substituted phrases for single words,
substitutions that you can see in the following three versions of applicants
describing prior work experience:

e Chris: “Each week, we take the school children to the garden to learn about
which parts of the plants are edible and how to pick the vegetables without
harming the plants.” (30 words; two have more than two syllables)

e Pat: “On a weekly basis, we escort the pupils on excursions to the allotment
to explore the consumable components of the vegetation and how to
harvest the produce without inflicting damage upon the plants.” (33
words; six have more than two syllables)

1T thank Dr Carrie Ankerstein for her contributions setting up the initial study.
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e Alex: “We often show the kids around the veggie patch to find out the plant
parts that they can eat and how to take veggies without hurting the plants.”
(28 words; none has more than two syllables)

The data show that participants most frequently ranked Chris's cover letter
(the grade level almost identical to the job ad’s) as the most appropriate, with
more than half the respondents ranking it as the most appropriate (26 of the 47
participants ranked it first). Chris’s average rank was 1.5 out of 3. Notably, Pat’s
(the least readable letter) was not far behind with an average rank of 1.8, being
ranked first 19 times. The most readable letter (Alex’s) had an average rank of 2.7;
Alex’s letter was ranked first only 2 times; comparatively, it was ranked last 36
times. Put another way, Alex had far more last place ranks (36) than Chris had
first place ranks (26): students clearly preferred the cover letters with more
complex language and rejected Alex’s simpler language for this power-distance
communication situation.

Participants’ comments also showed that students equated very high
readability with low formality, noting that Chris was sufficiently formal and easily
readable:

Chris has a good balance of being professional but also seems down to
earth.

I think that Chris Spenser would have the best cover letter for the
position as he was very clear with his approach without being to [sic]
formal.

Chris[’s] letter was appropriately formal and easy to understand.

As well, when the students were asked to rate the formality of each letter by using
a seven-point Likert scale (where 1 was “very inappropriate” and 7 was “very
appropriate”), Chris’s received the highest average score for appropriate
formality: 6.0. That is, students not only preferred Chris for the job, but they also
perceived the appropriate formality in the letter that aligned most closely with
the job ad’s readability. Notably, students had Pat’s formality as similar to Chris’s
(5.6) whereas Alex’s average score for appropriate formality was nearly half that
of Chris’s (3.1). The key point here is that students roundly rejected the letter
written with the simplest wording, finding it inappropriate to the rhetorical
situation; they largely preferred the formality that matched what they gleaned
about the recipient (the author/s of the job ad).

Only two students out of the 47 students selected Alex as the most
appropriate candidate for the position, and both of their explanations are
revealing:

A job providing casual relief should have someone that can
speak/write in clear simple language, especially in younger students.
Pat overcomplicated his writing and the tone felt more corporate
whereas Chris was rather passive and indirect about their ability and
eventual contribution to the role. Alex’s was pleasant to read.
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Depending on which letter is easier to read than others. The job is an
early childhood teacher in the end.

Both students recognise that higher readability might be preferable for someone
applying to work at an early childhood centre, which, again, suggests that first-
year New Zealand university students may have flexible and responsive
interpretations in analysing which register is appropriate for different
communication situations.

The data are not perfect, and the study certainly needs follow up to
contribute significantly to writing studies, but they were sufficient for reflection
on my teaching practice and perception of student writing at large. They suggest
that I likely do not need to fret about the tone of the writing my students will
produce in meaningful professional situations because my students seem more
than capable of choosing an appropriate register in power-distance
communication when they are specifically considering tone. The numerous
emails that I receive likely neither reflect students’ general understanding of
formal correspondence conventions nor indicate some sort of communication
crisis; rather, perhaps such correspondence points to individual motivation or
time pressures—among myriad other possibilities that I cannot truly know until
I get curious about their individual circumstances. That is, I need to be mindful
that students’ motivation for crafting emails to me will likely be less than their
motivations for, say, finding a job, and, while Pignata et al. (2015) noted that
academic staff receive a lot of correspondence, they did not note from whom we
receive those emails. The students who are doing fine perhaps are not reaching
out for help in the first place.

My reflection, therefore, brought me to a place of empathy. When I receive
emails that do not adhere to standard grammatical or stylistic conventions, I
should read them less iteratively (i.e., as general example of poor
correspondence) and more empathetically for the help that the specific student
may need, help that may be apparent either explicitly from the content of the
message or implicitly through the way that they express that content. I need to
get more curious about each student’s correspondence rather than about such
correspondence as a general phenomenon.
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