Giving Effective Positive Feedback

“Good job so far with your assignment!” the tutor says, somewhat feigning enthusiasm. The tutee responds with a thank you and smiles in a gesture of gratitude. The compliment does the trick, even if it was slightly contrived, the tutee has warmed up to the tutor, and now the session is ready to begin. It is common to see tutors compliment or encourage their tutees. Sometimes a compliment or a positive reinforcement means that tutors are not 100% frank with their tutees, but the intent is always benevolent; tutors want to give their tutees positive feedback on their work or motivate them to do good work. The consequences always seem positive; the tutee is happy or grateful and more receptive to the tutor’s comments afterwards. Indeed, many of the tutoring manuals I have looked at in researching for this project recommend tutors to frequently give “positive reinforcement” while tutoring. But, positive reinforcement, which is seemingly so common in peer tutoring, is rarely discussed in depth. We do not reflect much on positive reinforcement. What exactly is positive reinforcement? When should a tutor give positive reinforcement to a tutee? And, is positive reinforcement always so positive? In this paper, I will analyze the act of positive reinforcement and its resulting effects on tutees in peer tutoring. Specifically, I will discuss the reasons a tutor uses positive reinforcement, the types of positive reinforcement, the consequences of these different positive reinforcement, and finally I will offer a prescription of what I see to be is a reasonable method of reinforcing tutees.


I hear positive reinforcement all the time in the tutorial center. “Good job,” “I like this,” “You did this part well,” “Excellent,” and so on. Let us analyze the details of such positive reinforcement. Positive reinforcement falls under the category of motivation. In his book A Guide to Motivating Learners, author Howard N. Sloan defines motivation as “the extent to which certain stimulus objects or events effect the occurrence or nonoccurrence of the behavior in question.” Usually, positive reinforcement is a stimulus event that affects the occurrence of a behavior rather than the nonoccurrence of a behavior. For example, when a tutee reads his or her paper to a tutor and the tutor says “good” in response, the tutor rewards the occurrence of a tutee’s compliant behavior and thereby motivates the tutee to behave in such a way more often. 


Generally, a tutor will say that he or she gives positive reinforcement for one of three reasons: to reward the tutee for a certain action or behavior, to give the tutee positive feedback, or to encourage the tutee. 

There are multiple reasons a tutor might reward a tutee for a certain behavior, such as reading a paper aloud. One reason is to make the tutee feel good and thereby make tutoring a positive event in general. Another reason is so that in the future that sort of behavior will happen more frequently. There are also multiple reasons a tutor might give a tutee positive feedback, such as commenting on the interesting title. For one, a tutor might do this because a tutor is always giving critical remarks and wants to give some positive feedback. Secondly, a tutor might do this because the tutee deserves validation for work well done. Thirdly, positive feedback might motivate a tutee by giving him or her more self-confidence in his or her writing. 

Then, there are multiple reasons for a tutor to give encouragement to the tutee, such as saying, “you can do it.” Firstly, this might give the tutee more self-confidence in his or her writing abilities so that he or she is better able to complete the assignment. Secondly, encouragement might give the tutee more motivation to complete the assignment because if the tutee completes the assignment, he or she will get validation from the tutor. Thirdly, positive encouragement might put the tutee in a better mood so that he or she can think more positively or clearly about the assignment. 


So, now that we are clear that positive reinforcement affects behavior and clear about the reasons behind different positive reinforcements, let’s examine the different types of positive reinforcement. The website of The Canadian Association of Student Activity Advisors distinguishes between two types of positive reinforcements, praise and encouragement. Praise focuses on the student. Encouragement focuses on the work of the student. (Tutoring Tips: Using the Right Words). Then, based on the traits of a tutor’s “Readerly Responses,” I have come up with two different ways to give positive reinforcement, evaluatively or objectively. A tutor says something evaluatively when he or she judges or evaluates if something is good or bad. A tutor says something objectively when he or she identifies the positive or negative qualities of a certain work or behavior. So, let’s examine the consequences of the various positive reinforcements and how the positive reinforcements affect or motivate the tutee’s behavior.

Evaluative Praise. “You are becoming a better writer.” Praise focuses on the student and a tutor says something evaluative-ly when he or she judges or evaluates if something is good or bad. Here, the tutor gives praise to the tutee by evaluating that something about tutee is good. According to the theory of “the many hats tutors wear” in Leigh Ryan and Lisa Zimerelli’s The Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors 4th Ed., this puts the tutor in the role of Commentator. “The tutor-commentator provides perspective, makes connections to larger issues, gives students a sense of when and how they are moving forward”(28). According to Sloan’s theory of motivation, positive reinforcement causes the tutee to increase the occurrence of a certain behavior. The question in this case is, what is that behavior? The positive reinforcement is not aimed at one specific behavior; rather it is about the writing behavior of the tutee in general. Therefore, the consequences of such a positive reinforcement are that it might encourage the tutee to feel positive about writing and give him or her more self-esteem. However, there is no explanation behind this compliment. It is solely the tutor who decided, based on a general evaluation, that the tutee has become a better writer. What if the tutee doesn’t think so? There is no evidence, so if the tutee personally feels like he or she does not deserve the positive reinforcement he or she may feel that the tutor is being dishonest. 

Also, by complimenting the personal qualities of the tutee, this positive reinforcement implies that the tutee should not have to struggle as hard with the workload. Therefore, he or she might resent the comment because there is still a struggle. INTERESTING. 

Finally, this comment can be misleading. If the tutee really believes that he or she is “becoming a better writer,” than the tutee may become overly confident in his or her writing and ignorant about his or her mistakes. 

In my opinion, I think an evaluative praise needs to be followed by evidence. Otherwise, it is both a meaningless positive reinforcement and an inadequate motivator. 

This is also dangerous because a tutor must be careful to not mislead a tutee by giving positive evaluation them too hastily. One tutor I talked to experienced this kind of misleading praise from a teacher when studying for a test, and then winded up doing poorly on the test. Furthermore, this sort of comment is more about how the tutee has met the tutor’s standards of a good writer rather than being about how the tutee has improved as a writer. The tutee’s goal is not to please the tutor, but to improve as a writer. I think with this type of positive reinforcement, the tutee is encouraged to please the tutor more and more versus improving in the writing.

Objective Praise. “It seems you are finding grammar easier.” Praise focuses on the student and a tutor says something objectively when he or she identifies the positive or negative qualities of a certain work or behavior. Here, the tutor gives praise to the tutee based on an objective summary of the tutor’s experience with the tutee. It is difficult to give objective praise because usually praise involves some kind of evaluation. For example, it is easier to say: “You are doing well in grammar.” or “You are improving on your grammar.” In any case, this put t he tutor in the role of Commentator. The consequences of such a positive reinforcement are that it might encourage the tutee to have a higher self-esteem about that skill in their writing. Also, it might make the tutee more motivated to work in writing because the tutee has seen an improvement in his or her abilities. 

In my opinion, objective praise can be very useful because it gives the tutee a general view of their improvement and it’s a self-esteem booster. Even if a tutor throws in a bit of an evaluation, objective praise gives the tutee clear evidence to feel good about him or herself. Many tutors I have talked to say that one of the most important things they have done with their tutees is boost their self-esteem and I think that giving objective praise is a very reasonable way to do so. The drawbacks are similar to the drawbacks of evaluative praise. It is possible that with this kind of positive reinforcement, the tutee may try to meet the tutor’s standards more and more. But I think if one is careful about how to be more objective rather than evaluative, such a positive reinforcement can be very effective and complimentary to a tutee.

Evaluative Encouragement. “I like this paragraph.” or “This paragraph is good.” Encouragement focuses on the work of the student and a tutor says something evaluative-ly when he or she judges or evaluates if something is good or bad. Here the tutor gives encouragement to the tutee based on an evaluation of the tutee’s paragraph. . This puts the tutor in the role of Commentator and Writing Expert. A tutee sees a Writing Expert as someone who knows more about writing than the tutee does (29). This kind of positive reinforcements is aimed so that the tutee repeats this kind of work. Also, it gives the tutee positive feedback, sort of like a congratulation for a job well done. While such a positive reinforcement may make a tutee feel good and perhaps smile, it is not directed at the details of a tutee’s writing. Rather, it emphasizes that the tutee’s writing meets the tutor’s standards of good writing or a good paragraph. Therefore, this kind of positive reinforcement might make the tutee more inclined to meet the tutor’s expectations. 

In my opinion, evaluative encouragements do not give the tutee very much information so they are only helpful in a limited way. They tell the tutee that the tutor is happy with the ”paragraph” or the work so the benefits of such a positive reinforcement are limited to a boost in self-esteem or a general boost in motivation to write because the writer has gotten validation for their work. However, the drawbacks are that the tutee does not understand why the paragraph is good and the tutee may become dependent on the tutor’s opinion for validation. Also, it is possible that these positive reinforcements can mislead the tutee about his or her writing ability. 

Objective Encouragement. “This is a convincing argument.” or “The introduction gives interesting facts about the topic.” Encouragement focuses on the work of the student and a tutor says something objectively when he or she identifies the positive or negative qualities of a certain work or behavior. Here, the tutor gives encouragement based on an objective evaluation of the work. This puts the tutor in the roles of Commentator and Writing Expert. This kind of reinforcement gives tutees direct feedback about their writing, regardless of whether it is positive or negative. When it is positive reinforcement, that is, the observation relates to a positive quality of the writing, the tutee knows that he or she has met an important criterion of writing. Therefore, it gives the tutee good reason to feel accomplished for that aspect of their work and have an overall increased self-esteem about his or her writing. Also, it might encourage the tutee to strive for meeting that criterion in the future. 


In my opinion, objective encouragement is the ideal kind of positive reinforcement because it is based on the tutee’s own work. The tutee can knowingly take pride in his or her work because he or she becomes aware of the positive elements in the work. The positive reinforcement exists for a clear reason that is in front of the tutee and it is lasting. The drawback with objective encouragement is that it is so difficult for a tutor to separate him or herself from an analysis of the writing. Other than that, I see it as a very effective and positive feedback that is a strong positive reinforcement. 


If tutors find themselves giving out a lot of positive reinforcement, it could be a sign of codependency. In Karin Winnard’s article “Codependency: Teaching Tutors Not to Rescue” published in the Journal of College Reading & Literacy, Winnard defines codependency as “the need to rescue, take care of, fix, or control another person or situation”(95). Codependent tutors take too much control of or responsibility for a tutee’s work and thereby inhibit the tutee’s writing progress. One characteristic of codependents is that they “consistently seek approval and affirmation”(97). Giving tutees positive reinforcement makes the tutees feel good or smile, if only temporarily, and ironically it can give codependent tutors the approval or affirmation they are looking for. For codependents, it means they are doing a good job or that they are well liked. Winnard suggests that codependents focus on their tutoring responsibilities, which are to help the tutees’ writing ability not their writing. 


In conclusion, although positive reinforcement is meant to motivate a tutee, each type of positive reinforcement motivates a tutee in slightly different ways. A tutor should be aware of the various results and potential results of all the different types of positive reinforcement and of course be keen as to how each individual tutee will take positive reinforcement. To establish a simple positive reinforcement vocabulary; there is praise for the person and encouragement about the work, and there is an evaluative approach based on the tutor’s judgments and an objective approach based on the evidence at hand. The trend that I find behind effective positive reinforcement is distinct reasons or explanations behind positive reinforcement. It is not enough to say that something is good or someone is improving. Sure, if a tutor tells a student that his or her writing has improved, the tutee might have a boost in self-esteem. But, for what reason? Because the tutor approves of them of the tutee’s writing? This could easily lead to codependency because the tutor takes too much responsibility for the tutee’s writing. 

Furthermore, that kind of positive reinforcement does not give the tutee any feedback about his or her writing, and it may even have adverse effects because the tutee may perceive the comment as dishonest. What leaves a more lasting impact as a positive reinforcement is if the tutor gives reasons or evidence for his evaluations. 

If the tutor tells the tutee what the tutor has seen in the tutee’s writing, or better yet if the tutor avoids evaluating at all and exclusively looks objectively at the tutee’s writing, for better or worse.
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