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Vietnamese students increasingly communicate with teachers 
through a mixture of institutional email and instant messaging 
(Zalo). The same request, such as asking to miss a class or 
submit an assignment late, must be designed differently 
depending on the platform.
This difference creates a pragmatic learning opportunity for 
EFL learners. Grammatical accuracy alone does not ensure 
appropriateness; learners must judge the relationship, formal 
expectations, and resources available on each platform.

1. How do students formulate requests to teachers in email and 
Zalo?
2. How do platform affordances and learner strategies shape 
the expression of politeness and respect?

Pragmatic Competence: Involves both pragmalinguistic 
resources (forms) and sociopragmatic judgments 
(appropriateness in context).
Email as an Institutional Genre: Asynchronous and persistent. 
Requires managing genre expectations like salutations, 
explanations, and relational closings (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007).
Zalo / Instant Messaging: Characterized by synchronicity, 
brevity, and multimodality. Emojis and stickers act as 
pragmatic tools to signal affect, soften requests, and manage 
face without removing the need for respect (Herring, 2013).

Email: A Formal & Scripted Space
Strong orientation toward conventional request-letter 
structures (salutation, reason, request, apology, closing).
High reliance on machine translation or memorized templates, 
often resulting in unnatural or overly formal phrasing.
Respect is made visible through explicit genre conventions and 
formal wording.

Zalo: A Relational Space
Messages are conversational, segmented, and significantly 
shorter.

Multimodality: Emojis and stickers (e.g., illness-related 
symbols, prayer hands) are used actively to soften requests and 
prevent short messages from appearing demanding.

Respect is signaled through prompt timing, concise 
explanations, and relational warmth.

Adaptation over Inconsistency: Students do not use a single 
"formal" or "informal" register; they adapt their L2 
pragmatic resources to fit the specific platform's 
conventions and audience.

Digital communication is a central site for pragmatic learning. 
EFL instruction should teach students how to adapt politeness 
strategies across mediums.
Platform-Comparison Tasks: Have students draft requests in 
both Email and Zalo to highlight audience design and 
affordances.
Pedagogical Mediation of Translation: Treat machine 
translation as an object of study. Teach students to critically 
edit output to ensure it matches their intended social meaning.
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