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The What and The How of Feedback in
ESL and EFL Writing: What Research Says

Jitlada Judto®

ABSTRACT

Although feedback has been studied in ESL and EFL writing research
for over two decades, the studies report mixed results. This has
generated pedagogical problems, particularly in  students’
understanding of teacher feedback and teachers’ practices of giving
feedback. The presentation reports a systematic analysis of studies
on feedback in ESL and EFL writing at a college level which are
categorized into three themes: 1) effects of different types of
feedback on quality of writing; 2) students’ attitudes towards
feedback types; and 3) teachers’ perceptions on errors and
feedback. The scopes of inquiry, research paradigms, data collection
strategies, and results of the studies are analyzed in order to
determine the extent to which the three research themes are
related and can inform one another. A systematic review of these
research studies can reveal students’ understanding of feedback
and the practices of giving feedback in ESL and EFL writing research

which will be useful for practitioners.
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Introduction

Within the past 20 years, there have been a large number of
research studies on feedback or response to ESL and EFL students’
writing. From an overall perspective, there are three main areas
consisting of : (1) effects of different kinds of feedback on students’
quality of writing (e.g. Bitchener & Knoch, 2009; Bitchener & Knoch,
2010; Bitchener, Young, & Cameron, 2005; Chandler, 2003; Ells,
Sheen, Murakami, & Takashima, 2008; Ferris & Roberts, 2001;
Hashemenezad & Mohammednejad, 2011) ; (2) students’ attitudes
toward peer feedback and teacher feedback (e.g. Enginarlar, 1993,
Hyland, 2003; Miao, Badger, & Zhen, 2006; Nordin, Halib, Ghazali, &
Ali, 2010; Storch & Tapper, 1997; Zhang, 1999; Zhao, 2010) ; and (3)
teachers’ perceptions of feedback (e.g. Evans, Hartshorn, & Tuioti,
2010; Ferris, Brown, Liu, Eugenia , & Stine, 2011; Hyland & Anan,
2006; Lee, 2008; Montgomery & Baker, 2007). Most of the studies
focused primarily on students’performance especially in terms of
grammatical accuracy in their writing. However, teachers’ views on

their feedback and their practices have been less explored.

Motivated by the arguments each research strand has made and a
lack of a document analysis of ESL and EFL writing research, the
present study aims to organize and synthesize these writing research
studies into themes. The proposed study aims to make a clearer
picture of each theme on writing feedback in ESL and EFL contexts.
Moreover, the present study attempts to reveal the extent to which
the three themes of writing feedback research (effects of different
kinds of feedback on students’ improvement, students’ attitudes
toward teacher feedback, and teachers’ perceptions on feedback

and errors) would inform one another. It is hoped that a systematic
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review of these research studies can reveal the practices of giving
feedback in ESL and EFL writing research which will be useful for

pedagogical purposes.
Debates on corrective feedback

A review of studies conducted to determine the extent to which
corrective feedback benefited students’ writing showed that the
issue could be traced back to the debate on grammatical correction
or corrective feedback in ESL writing for over two decades. Several
studies reported that corrective feedback helped students increase
their grammatical accuracy both in revision (e.g. Chandler, 2003,
Ferris & Roberts, 2001) and subsequent writing (e.g. Bitchener &
Knoch, 2009; Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Bitchener et al, 2005;
Chandler, 2003; Ellis et al, 2008); however, some scholars
questioned the effectiveness of corrective feedback. For example,
Truscott (1996) argued,
“There is some reason to think that syntactic,
morphological, and lexical knowledge are acquired in
different manners. If this is the case, then probably no
single form of correction can be effective for all
three.”(p. 343).

According to Truscott, the acquisition of grammatical features was a
process that was subject to change over a period of time, not a
sudden change which happens as soon as correction is given.
Teachers may correct students’ errors by using various effective

methods, not only a single form of correction.

Ferris (1999) did not agree with Truscott. She stated,
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“There is tremendous variability in students’ ability to
benefit from grammar instruction and feedback and to learn
to self-correct, and many students have made dramatic
improvements in their accuracy over the course of a

semester” (p. 7).

She also argued for systematic correction in students’ writing which
could promote language learning “..it was not possible to dismiss
correction in general as it depended on the quality of the correction
-in other words, if the correction was clear and consistent it would
work” (Ferris, 1999 as cited in Ellis et al.,, 2008, p. 354). There were
two main reasons which Ferris used to support her study in order to
continue giving error correction, namely students’ attitudes toward
writing and course contents, and self-editing. Nonetheless, Truscott
claimed “students believe in correction...that does not mean that
teachers should give it to them” (1996, p. 359).

The debate on whether error correction should be given to help
students increase their accuracy has motivated studies to shed light
on corrective feedback and how students viewed and used

feedback sources in their writing.
2. Methodology

To address the aim of the paper, the researcher used the Scopus
database to find published, scholarly reviewed articles on writing
feedback. The key words “feedback” and “writing” were used to
search for the articles. The studies published between 1990 and

2013 were included. This is because in the last 20 years, there have
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been many studies on writing feedback especially in ESL and EFL
contexts. In total, there were 18 studies.

A document analysis of the studies was used. The analysis
can help the researcher to categorize research studies into themes
and compare each of them in terms of 1) topics of investigation; 2)
research paradigms and designs; 3) data collection techniques and
data gathering strategies; and 4) findings. This analytical approach to
the research studies can allow the researcher to study how the four
components might be related and might affect the interpretation of
findings.

3. Findings

The sections below present the preliminary findings of the research

studies in each strand.
Effects of corrective feedback on students’ accuracy

The studies conducted in the theme aimed to determine the extent
to which corrective feedback or feedback on errors improves
students’ writing in terms of accuracy. The research strand was
mainly impacted by the debate on error correction stated earlier in
the paper. The studies in this strand investigated a single form of
corrective feedback (direct versus indirect feedback, i.e. errors were
underlined or circled, given codes and description, direct versus no
feedback) and a combination of feedback (direct, written meta-
linguistic explanation, oral feedback, and indirect feedback) and
used a quantitative design with statistical analyses. The scope of
these studies was on local grammatical features namely verb errors,

noun ending errors, article errors, word choices.
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The data were collected from students’ essays in various rhetorical
patterns, either in multiple drafts or new pieces of writing. Moreover,
in more recent studies (Bitchener & Knoch, 2009; Bitchener & Knoch,
2010), the researchers investigated whether or not time impacted
students’ accuracy after the students were given corrective
feedback. This was conducted in the analysis of multiple drafts
written in a pre-test and a post-test. The essays were then analyzed
by using statistical procedures (e.g. ANOVAs, t-test) to establish
correlations. The results revealed the relationship between
corrective feedback types and students’ grammatical accuracy that
is direct corrective feedback help students increase their accuracy
rather than indirect corrective feedback. However, a study revealed
that there was no statistic difference between direct and indirect
corrective feedback (Ferris & Roberts, 2001). The results indicated
that a combination of feedback can improve students’ accuracy
rather than a single form of feedback; however, the research studies
in this strand focused on specific grammatical features. The results
then had to be treated with caution because they cannot be
generalized to feedback given to more complex structures. Table 1
presents a summary of the studies in the theme of corrective
feedback.
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Table 1: Effects of corrective feedback on grammatical features.

J3}saWlas ayj 1sao

Kouany pue Aseinodse pasosdu)
oMy Apnig

sdnoud omy By} usamiag
FDUIBYP OU NG SHFAM T JBM0
sdnoid yjoq w Lousny pasosduw’
dnoss eyuawadxa ayy

u Aoeinooe paacidw) auo Apnig

(35933 pue

YAONYW “YAONY “31) sainpadosd
1easie)s pue durjes dsnoy

B D{IOM UBPUM BAI4 oM Apnig
(352}-3 pue ‘uoissaiiay

YANDDNY @) saunpasaxd
1EDIISIIELS SHIOM USJIM SA14

:Buo Apnis

sse)d

OM} WO SJUSPNJs 3]enpeidispun
Jo dnoib Jusiayp omy ispuedpipey

Sunum Juanbasgns

pUE UCISIAGI 4jog

UO UOI}D3.4I03 JOLD JO Spun
UBI3YIP IN0J (oM ApNIS
fominaoe

S,JU3PN}S UO UOIPDBLI0D

J0u52 Jo spaya taue Apmig

£00Z “1=)pueyD

sdnaoub sapoo ou pue sapod
uIaMmlaq Souuawp o sdnod
S3pOD OU pue $3POD Yioq Ul
Suipps-§as wssueunopsd 19yeg

JUNOD pIom ABSSS Ly -

(SUOIIR)2410D pUE ‘$1531-) ‘SYADNY
“a1) saunpaooud jeysi3es isataud v -
WUNOD pIoMm :alieuuoiisanb y-
sjuspnys

153 Jo sdnoub sauy) ssyuedinipey

3oeqpaa)
2AI]D3U0D OU pUB (53p02

ou pue 53pod) yeqpas)
SAI}DS1I0D 13341 JO SIP3U3

1002 ‘sHaqoy 7y suiad

séulpuld

Asocpoylaw

yoJeasal Jo snoo4

(5)4aYyoieasay




59

99 10 atfu 2 (2557)

a ay

gl

§ UNINYIABYUATIVEN

Urnans

M5a15fa

aneuuonsanb e uy-

(SWNCINY

Kem-au0 20y-3sod yyum

WAONY "31) $a11513815 pue siskjeue
uoise10o Aio1edngo ayj : (udissp
1581-150d pue aid) SBUNLIM SAIBLEN -
(35233 10 £=nyn | oy

dnoi 1013u0 3y} -3s0d ypm ‘YAONY “31) sainpasoxd 2eqpas) 800Z ‘euwiysexe]

ueyj sdnoud pasnaojun ay} pue 1B213511835 1353] UCI}ILIO0D oL Uy - BAIIBII0D JD3UIp pasnIojun 7 lueeiny

pasnaoy 3y} jo adueuuoyad 13129 sjuapmys asaueder isyuedidiped pue pasnioy Jo 5319343 ‘uzays ‘sn)a
y2eqpsay souewopad Y}Jeqp=a) SNIBL0D ON'E
U2} PUR 22U243U0D SUNEI3) (SIUSPN]S 3UILLLaP 0] (20Y yoegpaay
dnosd ayy wasuay apduns ysed 1504 pue “YAONY “27) saunpasoid usum yandxa ‘pangz
40 3sn ayj w Aoeindoe pascsdw) - 1EN1SIIE}S pue adesn 102103 N0 Buipuaiajuod pue Yoeqpasy
sadAy puy 01 sisAjeue voiseao0 Aojedngo uapum yonda oang 1

3oeqPa3y ssoide punoy suoiysodaud 3y} SIUIWIUBISSE BUIPM INO4- sadA} yoeqpaay anjoauod SO0Z ‘uouawen

4O 35N 3Y3 Ul UDIIELBA ON -

sjuspnys Jnpe ssjuedioiped

P3up 33141 JO S1PBY3

g ‘Bunay, susyoug

ssupuy

ASojopoyiap

Youessad JO snoCH

(s)4aynieasay




o

99 10 atfu 2 (2557)

Ay

gl

§ UNINYIABYUATIVEN

Urnans

M5a15fa

60

pue uoijeuejdxs J3sINdUI-e1EW
uapm ay3 pue dnoub uoneuedxa
J13SINBUI-E12W UM

Ul s3uapnys Jo Adeinooe pasoaduw)-

sdnoJd Juswiean

Y SYAONY ARM-3UO  YAONY
pajeadal Aem-0my e 271y sisjeue
1eJ}sIIR]S pUE S24NJR3) JIISINGUIN
40 abesn 10auod puy 0} siskjeuy
uolseso Aojedngo Suisn (udissp jsal

@unPID)sIoNs

40 BUN2II PRUPUIZ
uoijeueda Jsindun
-BjaW UM T
Surm Sjuapn3s uo

22143 W sUEpNgs Jo Aoeindoe -3s0d pue 2ud) Sugum aaduosag - 3DBQPI2) BAIIRLI0D UIPUM 0102
panoidu A)33_1p3 i) Sjuapn}s 53 pasueape sjuedidipied JO UOIRUIGUIOD B JO S1D343 ‘Yoouy| 1p JIBUBYDHY
Auo
(suosuedwiod yoegpaa3) anj0aLU0D JPaIdE
asm-ned doy 1sod s Asyn | uoljeue)dxs
YIM YAONY ABm 2U0 JI3SINGUIN-B33W UR}IUM pue
B WAONY Aem-omy e 371)3s31-1s0d | 32eqpaay aAID3103 130T
}533-150d padejep | pueisaj-aid 10j sainpadoid Bonsiiels uoneue)dxa Ji3sinGun
Js1y 2y} wi sadKyspegpasy sy pue sisjeue uoised0 Lojedngo -B}BLU BIO pUe ‘Us)Ium
3y} SUOWE punoy SAJURIAYIP ON- 3y} suisn :(uisap jsa-jsod pue aud) | SoeqPaa) BADRLI0D PPRIAT
sdnoub 3143 )8 Sunum sadusssp jo ssoaid inog- Bunum sjuspnys
u1(3523-350d 23BIpaLUILL) JUIWEI} sjuspn}s U0 YDBqP2) SAJD1I0D 6002
ay3Jaye Loeindde pascidw) - 753 s1Epauusiu Mo ssjuedioiped uajjum 1331 JO s10ay3 ‘Yoouny g Jauayapg
sBuipuly ASoycpouyiaiy yoieasal Jo snoo4 (s)}3Yydieasay




61

99 10 atfu 2 (2557)

a ay

gl

§ UNINYIABYUATIVEN

Urnans

M5a15fa

(PePO2)¥2eqpasy
1593-3-2115138)S ISYRIp SIUapnIs - IAIIBLOD PINPY| Z
(BUISIABL | YDeqPaB) sAIIIBL0D PRI T
NOBQPIa) DAIJIBLOD pue ‘Buimalaal Buiyeip Buziuedio Aoeindoe sjuapnis uo FATIA
P3IpUl UBy) aaBYe SI0W 3] 0} ‘seap) Suijeiauad) : %00q a3 v- (Pap0O2)32eqpa3) 3AI1Da31I03 ‘pefaupelwiwegon
puNoy YIegpas) aAIPBL0D BIP- sjuspnis ueiuel :sjuedidiped 128JIpUl PUR 1231IP JO S10a3 7 peEYZauBYseEH
UQI1D3L0D O UoIDni3sul
P35N20J-ULI0) 12I0 pue
1318) f3am uoljeue)dxa
U2] UOIIONIISUI PRSNI0-ULIOY (210 (@sm-nied doy jsod s Asyn ) 213SINGUN-BIBW USHUME
ssulpuly ASoyopoylaw yoJeasal Jo snoo4 (s)daydieasay




62 NIasfaleans uninendeguasvsndl U 10 adu 2 (2557)

What students think about feedback types

The second research area puts an emphasis on students’ views on
feedback. It is based on the notion that it is necessary to explore
what students think about feedback they receive as the practice of

giving feedback involves not just teachers but also students.

Research studies in this field reported mixed results of how students
think and make use of different kinds of feedback such as teacher
feedback, self-feedback, and peer feedback. It is possible that the
mixed results are due to the fact that the researchers used different
data collection techniques in their studies. To gain insight into
students’ perceptions, interviews, questionnaires, as well as
classroom observation were used as tools to gather data related to
students’ preferences (Zhang, 1999), understanding (Zhao, 2010),
use and engagement of teacher feedback (Hyland, 2003). Students’
annotations were proposed as an alternative method by Storch and
Tapper’s study (1997) to allow the students to express their views

on their own writing including their strengths and weaknesses.

The data from the students’ annotations on drafts and interviews
were categorized into feedback points: content, structure,
grammar/expression, information, g¢lobal/general comments. The
guestionnaires were converted into a rank order for preferences,
and in Zhang’s study (1999), statistical correlations were performed
to find a relationship between proficiency levels and preferences for

feedback types.

The results of these studies reported that students expected both
teacher feedback and peer feedback in their writing and that



MNIasAaleans uninendeguasvsndl U 10 adu 2 (2557) 63

proficiency levels were not related to preferences for a certain
feedback type. However, teacher feedback was more desirable than
peer feedback. Surprisingly, they used teacher feedback without
their understanding. This contrasted with peer feedback because
students understood peer feedback. This is because students could
negotiate with their friends while giving peer feedback. Table 2 gives

a summary of the studies in the area of students’ views.
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Students’ attitudes toward feedback types.

Table 2
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Teachers’ perceptions on errors and feedback

Although feedback has been studied for more than two decades,
research studies on teachers’ perceptions have been relatively less
explored. The studies in this area primarily focus on how teachers
think of and react to errors and how their practices of giving
feedback may be related to several factors such as their language
backeround, experience, and training.

The studies showed relationships between teachers’
backeround and their practices. For instance, Hyland & Anan’s study
(2006) revealed that English native-speaking teachers considered
errors, which were rated on the basis of gravity, that caused
intelligibility more serious than grammatical errors that did not affect
comprehensibility, and hence the teachers responded to the former.
The EFL teachers assigned more gravity scores on grammatical
errors. These differences were also noted in Evans, Hartshorn &
Tuioti (2010), who reported that practitioners in different countries
varied in their views on corrective feedback with the majority of
them believing that correction of errors was part of their work.
Montgomery & Baker (2007) provided a better insight into teachers’
practices by matching teachers’ beliefs with their actual
performance in  giving feedback. The results showed
contradictions—the teachers focused more on local points than
they reported. The results of the studies in this theme underscored
the significance of training as Lee (2008) argued in her study of
English secondary school teachers’ practices, values, and beliefs in
giving feedback.

Table 3 shows that the studies in this theme used a
combination of quantitative and qualitative designs. In other words,

the researchers explored teachers’ perceptions by using
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questionnaires and interviews. Students’ drafts with teacher
feedback were employed to cather data related to teachers’

practices which were then triangulated with the perception data.
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Table 3: Teachers’ perceptions and practices of giving feedback.
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The results from the three research themes indicate that corrective
feedback can improve grammatical accuracy in certain areas and
that students’ expectations and understanding of feedback may not
always be in line with this. Moreover, there are some inconsistencies
in the findings related to teachers’ perceptions of feedback and
their practices. Therefore, a promising area of research on feedback
should take into account both teachers’ and students’ views and
use a mixed-method paradiem to shed light on this pedagogically
important issue and to augment the validity of research into

reciprocity between teaching and learning.
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