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Does written corrective feedback make a difference in EFL academic writing?
Abstract
This study investigated the effect of feedback on written assignments in English,
analysing texts from student teachers of English to see whether their academic writing
would improve in subsequent new writings, in relation to type (direct or indirect) and
syntactic form (e.g. questions or statements) of written feedback. Also, the teacher
intent of the feedback (e.g. giving directives or positive encouragement) was analysed
for this purpose.
Although results showed improvement in several targeted areas it was also found
that some linguistic and textual problems had instead increased, despite the feedback
provided. Significant differences were noted regarding feedback characteristics, which
raise questions in relation to learner up-take. The findings merit further study,
especially since previous research has shown that corrective feedback generally does
make a difference (Hartshorn et al., 2010; Jönsson, 2013; Truscott & Hsu, 2008) and
that feedback is central to the development of student learning (Hattie, 2009; Hattie &
Timperley, 2007).

Keywords: EFL writing, feedback types, formative assessment, ESL writing, teacher
feedback, written corrective feedback

1. Introduction
Feedback as an integral part of teaching and learning, and its possible impact on
students’ writing skills, has been debated since Truscott’s claim that feedback in the
form of error correction should be abandoned (cf. Chandler, 2003; Ferris, 1999;
Truscott, 1996). Since then, research has shown that there is more to feedback than
simply correcting linguistic errors; it can (and should) be a formative tool for teaching
and learning. Despite this, feedback is still an area in need of more investigation to
understand its full potential for supporting and improving learning (Hyland & Hyland,
2006; Jönsson, 2013; Sadler, 2010; Weaver, 2006). When feedback is timely,
appropriate and understood, it may improve written production and also provide the
relevant tools for the learner to be able to work independently (Jönsson, 2013; Nicol &
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). Furthermore, if feedback is “directed at the right level it can
assist students to comprehend, engage, or develop effective strategies to process the
information intended to be learnt” (Hattie, 2009, p. 177). Studies on students’
understanding and use of feedback are still fairly limited in number (Jönsson, 2013)
and many of them show inconsistent results. However, some point out that students
neither understood the feedback given, nor understood what they were expected to do
with it (Goldstein, 2004; McMartin-Miller, 2014). It seems obvious, then, that students
first have to be made aware of the feedback and then ”be given ample opportunities to
apply the corrections” (Guénette, 2007, p. 52), how else can they learn from it? Hattie
(2009) states that ”when feedback is combined with effective instruction in classrooms,
it can be very powerful in enhancing learning” (p. 178).
Researchers have called for more “research in naturalistic classroom contexts to
explore the real needs of teachers and students” (Lee, 2014, p. 1) as well as students’
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role in self-monitoring their own learning. Such research will add new knowledge to
the current research base on feedback in writing. There is also comparatively little
research done in the EFL context, and Lee (2014) states that such studies “will be a
welcome addition to the field” (p. 2).
Although writing is seen as a generic skill, most feedback research has focused
on the editing of drafts of text(s), i.e. revision, rather than investigating its effect on
the production of new texts. Thus, there is a need for more research on the effect of
feedback on new writings. In the present study, revisions were not required to be
resubmitted. Instead, new texts were produced, whereby the generic skill of writing
academic texts in English was focused, while the topics differed.
Student teachers of English in training, provided a unique possibility to work with
feedback from a pedagogical point of view, while also catering for more direct
individual needs. The purpose was twofold: by working on their own writing skills,
being exposed to and themselves using feedback, they were in a position to learn from
teachers and peers how to work with feedback in their future classrooms. It is important
that teachers have the pedagogical skills to provide “sustainable feedback” (Hounsell,
2007) so as to help students not only develop their writing skills but also develop learner
autonomy through self-regulatory processes (Parr & Timperley, 2010) and this can be
achieved, e.g. by working hands-on with feedback, experiencing it first-hand.
2. Previous research
A substantial amount of research investigating feedback within the narrow field of error
correction, e.g. studies in ESL writing, have generally focused one particular
grammatical area (Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Bitchener, Young, & Cameron, 2005;
Ellis, Sheen, Murakami, & Takashima, 2008; Sheen, 2007; Sheen, Wright, & Moldawa,
2009). This model has been supported by e.g. van Beuningen, de Jong and Kuiken
(2012), claiming that there seem to be limitations as to how comprehensive feedback
can be before any effects may be lost, indicating that feedback may work better if it
focuses on more than one, but not too many, areas. However, others suggest that this
might be challenging (Guénette, 2012) since teachers feel obligated to give
comprehensive feedback lest they be accused of being “incompetent or lazy if they had
not flagged the error” (p. 120). Van Beuningen et al. (2012) point out that “evidence on
the language learning potential of unfocused CF [corrective feedback], which involves
comprehensive correction of every error in students’ writing, is scarce” (p. 5). Only a
handful of studies have actually investigated if comprehensive feedback may yield a
learning effect on new texts (cf. Ellis et al., 2008; Sheen et al., 2009; Truscott & Hsu,
2008; van Beuningen, de Jong, & Kuiken, 2008). There are now several studies that
focus on the long-term effects of corrective feedback looking at results on pretests and
comparing this to delayed posttests, but they are generally about focused feedback, thus
targeting only one or two error types at a time. This can be criticized for not being how
teachers actually work in real life. Therefore, using comprehensive feedback seems
more realistic. Other approaches (e.g. Ellis et al., 2008; Lee, 2011), again, discuss the
advantages of more selective feedback. This could be timesaving for the teacher and by
highlighting typical error patterns the responsibility for self-correction of unmarked
errors is transferred to the learner (McMartin-Miller, 2014, p. 25), thus promoting
learner self-efficacy. However, “little research has examined how teachers actually
practice selective feedback in the classroom, and how students perceive their teachers’
approach” (Lee, 2014).
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Today, there is an increasing number of studies looking into whether written
feedback may help improve writing, some focusing on the impact on new texts
(Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Ellis et al., 2008; Sheen, 2007) but there
is still uncertainty as to the actual positive long-term effectiveness (Truscott & Hsu,
2008). The fact that learners sometimes do not understand comments or concepts used
by their teachers (e.g. Lea & Street, 2000; Parr & Timperley, 2010; Weaver, 2006;
Wingate, 2010) or that they may have misunderstood the need for their own active part
in feedback (McMartin-Miller, 2014) for it to be efficient, should be considered in
relation to student use of feedback.
Feedback can be delivered in many different forms and previous research has
generally focused on two major categories; direct, providing a correct solution, or
indirect, indicating an error or error area but not providing correction (e.g. Sheen,
2011). Results have been inconsistent, for example Chandler (2003) concluded that
direct correction was preferred by students and “for producing accurate revisions” (p.
267), whereas indirect feedback by underlining errors, was felt to be better for
promoting learning since students had to self-correct. Sheen (2007) also found that
direct corrective feedback seemed to work well, at least for specific grammatical
features. Others suggest that direct written feedback (WF) combined with
metalinguistic comments may promote long-term improvement of language accuracy
(e.g. Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Bitchener et al., 2005; Wingate, 2010). On the other
hand, Eslami (2014) found that “the indirect feedback group outperformed the direct
feedback group on both immediate post-test and delayed post-test”, and Ferris (2006,
2011) also suggests that indirect WF has more potential to promote long-term learning.
However, in van Beuningen et al. (2012), both direct and indirect comprehensive CF
led to improved accuracy compared to two control groups, thus, results still seem
inconclusive.
Other studies have investigated the impact of different linguistic forms of teacher
comments. These discuss the use of imperatives, questions and statements (e.g. Ferris,
2003; Gascoigne, 2004; Mehr, 2013; Sugita, 2006), and the way comments are
formulated may decide how or if the feedback is used (cf. Ferris, 2003).
Lea and Street (2000) suggest that “imperatives cause difficulty in interpretation, which
confuse or upset students, and the opportunity for learning is thus lost”. On the other
hand, several studies report that students engage better with imperatives, resulting in
improved revisions (e.g. Gascoigne, 2004; Mehr, 2013; Sugita, 2006). Others advocate
the use of questions as a means to promote learner self-regulation (Guénette, 2012).
The use of questions has been debated, proposing that it could be difficult for L2
learners to interpret the meaning of such implicit pointers (Ferris, 1997, 2007; Hyland
& Hyland, 2001) and therefore students would not act upon the feedback given.
Thus, it seems that, despite ongoing research, the essential question of how we
can help students develop their writing skills “has remained elusive” (Hartshorn, Evans,
Merrill, Sudweeks, Strong-Krause, & Anderson, 2010). Therefore, to find out more
about the use and usefulness of feedback on written assignments in English, the present
study carried out in 2012 had a twofold aim: one part focusing learner beliefs and selfassessment, and the other looking into whether feedback would lead to improvement
regarding content and language in the writing of subsequent new texts. This paper
reports on the latter part, focusing on:
•
•

whether there would be an improvement in writing from pre- to posttest after
feedback
whether any improvement would apply to all, or only specific, feedback areas
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•

whether a relation between type of feedback and improvement could be
discerned

The project was set out as a pilot study using a relatively limited material, thus no major
generalizations can be made from the results. However, several interesting tendencies
were found relating to intent, type and form of the feedback, giving rise to further ideas
as to what a future large- scale study should focus on.
3. Method and Material
The study is quasi-experimental in that participants were enrolled in a program and
randomly divided into two classes. No control group was used since feedback is part of
the regular teaching of the course and thus, depriving one group feedback, was neither
realistic nor conducive to motivation in this type of research. It was also considered
unethical (cf. Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; Evans et al., 2010) since participants, albeit
part of two groups, are very likely to confer and compare the course content and
teaching since they are all part of the same educational program.
It was longitudinal, running over one semester, providing a pre- and a posttest.
This naturalistic, classroom-based research intended to explore relationships between
feedback and the process of writing.
3.1 Participants
The original cohort consisted of 32 student teachers training to become English teachers
in the upper secondary school, chosen by convenience sampling, i.e. the researcher had
easy access to these groups enrolled in the teacher education program. A major
advantage was that these students attended a five-year educational program, and
therefore the same students would be available for delayed posttests later on. All
students were informed that participation was voluntary (a) at the introduction seminar
and (b) through a flyer handed out at the same seminar. Confidentiality was guaranteed
since only the researcher could match the written material to each individual for
comparisons of results.
The participants formed two classes (A and B) and the members were numbered
(A 1-21 and B 1-11) from the start. These originally designated codes were retained
by each participant despite some late drop-outs. After the posttest was collected, 25
participants remained (class A=16 and B=9) having taken the pre- and posttest, and
attended the writing course classes for feedback. The dropout rate was thus 22%,
totalling 25 student teachers and their two teachers.
In order to be eligible for the teacher education program, a general level of
Swedish is required equivalent to a pass mark from upper secondary school level. Thus,
students are expected to master Swedish to this level, irrespective of original L1.
Among the participants, there were four other L1s–Chinese, Bosnian, Persian and
Arabic– but they all mastered Swedish very well and therefore no problems were
foreseen with the course assignments (writing English summaries of Swedish original
texts).
The level of English was monitored through a diagnostic test given to all firstyear students of English at the department. This is a multiple-choice test of general
vocabulary size and applied basic grammar knowledge, resting on many decades of
statistically stable and reliable results and, although it is not a production test, it was
considered useful in establishing the overall proficiency level of the participants. The
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participants in the study were well set at, or above, the pass mark of 10 points, with a
mean of 14.8 points (SD=2.9), i.e. pass with distinction at this level, suggesting a good
to high level of proficiency in English for all of them (Table 1).
Table 1. Group results on the Diagnostic proficiency VOC/MCT test.
Points
<10 pts (=F)
10-12 pts (=P)
13-15 pts (=PwD)
16-18 pts (=PwD)
19-20 pts (=PwD)
Total

Group A

Group B
5 (31%)
3 (19%)
7 (44%)
1 (6%)

N=16

1 (11%)
4 (44.5%)
4 (44.5%)
N=9

Although all participants achieved either a pass (P) or pass with distinction (PwD), it
seemed that there was a higher proportion in the top range (Figure 1) in group B, where
89% of the students reached the PwD level, compared to 69% in group A.

Figure 1. Comparison of diagnostic test results in the two participant groups.
Still, these results suggest a relatively similar level of proficiency in vocabulary size
and basic grammatical knowledge.
The two teachers in the study were female university lecturers aged 40-55 with
Swedish as their L1s, both with longstanding experience in teaching English writing
and grammar courses in school and at university level. One of them was also the
researcher. They were coded according to the class they taught (Teacher A and B).
Having cooperated for many years, providing feedback in these courses, the teachers
also had norming sessions comparing assessment before grading. The posttests were
anonymous and marking divided evenly between the two teachers. This was considered
to ensure an acceptable level of interrater reliability for this small-scale study.
3.2 Material
To ensure enough material to work with, a pretest (summary), several practice texts
(text 1-2-3) and an immediate posttest (exam summary) were collected from the
participants. Written feedback was provided to all texts except the posttest. Apart from
the pretest summary, all practice texts constituted regular course work and thus
participation did not affect the workload in any way for students or teachers.
All the data was collected during the first semester of English studies when the
students took the academic writing course Written and oral proficiency running over
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one semester of 20 weeks. All students’ texts were coded so that participants could later
be matched individually to each text produced.
Prior to studying English, the participants had had one semester of core courses
covering pedagogy, subject didactics and practical training in schools. During the
second semester, they took English consisting of 3+3 parallel courses of which
academic writing was one; the others covered English grammar, literature, culture,
phonetics/ pronunciation, and didactics. The students were thus exposed to more
reading and writing input than from the academic writing course alone.
In general, everything in the classroom was done in and through English as the
target language. The few exceptions relate to these students training to become teachers
in the Swedish school system, so some exercises target contrastive differences, at this
first level mainly between Swedish and English linguistic areas. One example of this
was the summary where the original text was in Swedish and the assignment was to
transform it into a summary in good, idiomatic English, using their own words – a type
of ‘geared free writing’. This text type was targeted throughout the course, facilitating
comparison of the collected material over time.
The project was launched at the beginning of the semester in order to make sure
the pretest was as ‘clean’ as possible, i.e. the students’ writing skills and proficiency
could be tested before they had been given any teaching regarding text type, format and
style at this level. The participants were given the pretest before the course began. They
were asked to summarize the content of a Swedish article at home and send it in to their
group teacher using the university learning platform. Once the writing course began,
groups met once every other week for ten 2-hour-classes, over the 20 weeks (Fig. 2).
The same procedure was followed throughout the course: setting the assignment,
students writing at home, handing in text, individual feedback from teacher, work in
peer response groups, in-class oral general feedback and second round of peer response,
revisions (done but not handed back to teacher), new assignment given, thus:

Figure 2. Procedure: collection of material during the autumn 2012
The pretest was a full-length summary, started off in class week 2, with minimal
information about the genre as such. The writing was finalized at home and the text
(approx. 350 words) was sent in two days later. Feedback on this text was provided in
week 3 (FB1). Students were expected to revise within two weeks but no further
feedback was given to revisions. After this, the class worked with vocabulary and
paragraphing, and in week 7 a new assignment was introduced. Text 1 (the paragraph,
50-75 words) was then written at home and sent in a week later (week 8). This text was
returned with feedback in week 11 (FB2). Text 2 was a mini-summary (approx. 100
words) started in class week 12, then finished at home and sent in three days later.
Feedback was returned after three weeks (FB3). The last practice text, Text 3, was a full
summary (approx. 350 words) written at home and sent in a week later followed by a
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final feedback session in week 19 (FB4). After this, the immediate posttest (the actual
exam) was taken. This was a full summary (approx. 350 words) written under different
conditions since it was timed (3hrs) and written by hand in an exam hall.
Revisions were not collected, instead improvement was measured by comparing
the pre- and posttests, investigating whether feedback on error areas and strong points
in the practice texts would lead to improved new texts, reducing errors and
strengthening students’ writing skills.
Although the Swedish original texts in the pre- and posttest were not identical
topic-wise, the texts were comparable regarding level of difficulty and complexity.
Writing summaries is a generic skill that should be applicable to any topic and new text.
It is the general language use and text structure that are assessed. The original Swedish
texts functioned as prompts for students’ free writing. This made the set up useful for
finding out whether the feedback might have had a favourable impact on the students’
proficiency development when producing new texts.
3.3 Feedback
In order for the teachers to feel comfortable with the teaching situation, comprehensive
feedback was encouraged. This approach most closely resembled the regular teaching
practice in the writing courses at the time. It is also supported in research reporting on
learners expecting to receive comprehensive feedback, as well as teachers feeling that
it would be unprofessional not to give language learners information and comments on
all mistakes (e.g. Evans, Hartshorn, McCollum, & Wolfsberger, 2010; Ferris, 2011).
Theoretical issues surrounding the corrective feedback debate were investigated by
closely considering the pedagogical value of giving comprehensive error correction. It
was then decided by the teacher-researcher in collaboration with the other participating
teacher that comprehensive, rather than selective feedback focusing on only one or two
specified areas, was to be used.
In the study, feedback was provided in three ways: written individual teacher
comments, in-class oral teacher feedback, and peer response (in class and in student led
workshops). The teachers provided written feedback covering both content and
language on each text in the form of marginal comments delivered to students
electronically.
When the texts contained an abundance of spelling, vocabulary and stylistic
errors, teacher A used in-text colour coding instead of marginal comments. These
colour codes were explained to the students early on. Teacher B, instead used a system
whereby she carried out some of the suggestions and the system displayed the change
made so the student simply had to accept or reject them in the returned document. Thus,
the student did not necessarily have to consider or find out about the type of change
required, but could simply click OK and the change was done for him/her. This
difference between the teachers and the different amount of feedback provided on the
pretest were the reasons for keeping the two groups separate throughout the study.
The individual feedback was sent to the students in time to browse through before
class, and they were expected to bring this along for classroom work. In class followed
a feedback run-through of a more general kind by the group teacher, and then, each
student got a clean copy back (no feedback notes) to swop with peers and work in small
peer response groups in class before taking on their own text for revision.
The ‘two stars and a wish’-model was used for peer response, i.e. the reader wrote
two positive things about the text and one suggestion for improvement or clarification
before handing it back to the writer. For the practice texts the students were also asked

8

to work with peer response in their study groups before sending their final versions to
the teacher in order to practice giving and receiving response. The writer could then
compare the peer response with the teacher feedback brought to class and they were
then encouraged to rewrite at home, making use of both. No revisions were returned to
the teacher, instead a new assignment was introduced (see Fig. 2). In addition, the
students had access to their course literature (Fawcett, 2011, Evergreen. A Guide to
Writing with Readings and an exercise compendium). This material was referred to in
the general feedback in class giving concrete tips on suitable exercises.
None of the practice texts were graded and the teachers emphasized that these
texts were for improving their writing skills and becoming independent learners able to
monitor their own writing, but also learning how to give and receive feedback
themselves. Grades were only given on the final posttest, which was the actual exam
paper. However, for research purposes the pretest was unofficially given a grade known
to the researcher but never disclosed to the participants.
3.4 Analysis of data
To investigate possible links between feedback type/form and the quality of the
summaries, the teacher feedback was analysed and compared to the students’ linguistic
quality of and grades on pre- and posttest. Students’ overall development was measured
comparing their summaries in pre- and posttests to see if the feedback might have
influenced the writing of new texts. Grades (fail–pass–pass with distinction) provided
at the end of the course depended on more than just the number of linguistic problems
in the texts, it was also about quality and accuracy of content and structure. The
summaries were graded by the two teachers, first separately, then together in a norming
session to ensure consistency and agreement. This assessment was based on criteria for
task and course fulfilment in the curriculum, considering language accuracy, structure
and content coverage required in summary writing.
To compare results in pre- and posttest, two-tailed t-tests with the alpha level set
at .05 were used. However, due to the limited size of the material, it is important to
view the results only as tendencies pointing out a direction for further investigation. It
is also important to remember that since the participants were both EFL learners and
language teachers-to-be, the goal of the course was to develop more effective L2 writers
by working with participants’ language, but also to improve how they could teach
writing themselves, consequently much focus was on language accuracy and text
structure.
In the analysis, ‘comment’ referred to any feedback entry, or part of such an entry,
relating to a specific area of grammar, content, structure etc. Therefore, a long comment
giving feedback on several areas counted as more than one comment. Thus, an entry
like Word order plus verb form was counted as two ‘comments’ since it deals with two
areas. It should be noted, however, that most comments were not of this kind.
Furthermore, differences in text length were controlled for by calculating the number
of comments per 100 words.
A total of 1,927 feedback comments from all texts were analysed. All comments
were divided into four more manageable categories; ‘text structure’, ‘verb mastery’,
‘sentence structure’ and ‘other areas’ (Table 2). These are sometimes jointly labelled
‘targeted areas’ comprising the following subcategories:
Table 2. Categories of targeted areas used in the analysis.
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Category
TEXT structure
VERB mastery

SENTENCE structure
OTHER areas

Content
paragraph structure, summary format and main content
coverage
subject–verb agreement, tense/aspect usage, verb form
(regular vs. irregular form; verb + infinitive/gerund/bare
infinitive)
coordination/subordination, word order
spelling, vocabulary, article usage, punctuation etc

The decision what to include in these categories rests on the researcher’s long teaching
experience as to what seems to be the most common problem areas in EFL writing
courses. These are also areas that are important for the overall function of texts.
The feedback provided was then categorised as direct or indirect feedback using
Sheen’s (2011) terminology while incorporating positive as well as corrective
comments (Table 3).
Table 3. Examples of direct versus indirect written feedback comments.
Direct feedback comments
a)“Good coherence through parallel
structure with the –ing form: being,
seeking out, meeting, being“ B4
b) “Cut ’the’…” A1
c) ”No article here” A13
d)“Inserted: -ly” B3 (=correction made)

Indirect feedback comments
e) ”Very good introduction” B1
f) “Incorrect expression – check and
rephrase“ A1
g) Colour code (blue=incorrect use of
contraction) A11
h)”Check rules for punctuation for
coordinated sentences” B8

Comments of the type found in (b) and (c) have to be acted upon and performed by the
student according to suggestion, while (d) only has to be accepted or rejected by
clicking the comment online and the correction is made. However, both types were
treated as examples of direct feedback since the student did not have to find the solution.
Colour-coded ‘comments’ (g) were treated as indirect feedback since they did not give
the solution but simply implied what type of error had been made. The students only
knew what the colours stood for so these were considered similar to giving a short
comment like “Check vocabulary”, i.e. indirect metalinguistic WF.
The teachers’ feedback was further analysed using Ferris, Pezone, Tade, & Tinti’s
(1997) categories relating to the intent of the feedback, i.e. either giving directives (ask
for information, make a suggestion, inform on mistake) relating to the content,
commenting on grammar/mechanics (language or text structure) or providing positive
comments. The comments were also analysed in light of linguistic features leaning on
Ferris’ (1997) model for syntactic form – question, statement, exclamation and
imperative. Each comment was counted as one if it dealt with what could be reasonably
interpreted as one (syntactic) type. As Ferris et al. (1997) point out, this is a delicate
and not always easy task. There is of course a risk of being subjective in classifying
comments but it is difficult to see how else this could be done but trusting the
researcher’s good judgment as long as ample examples of how categorization was
generally done are provided.
Comments varied in length, and in cases where they contained more than one
clearly delimited clause these were defined as separate comments if they referred to
different areas, as in the following example where the first part (in bold) was defined
10

as direct WF and the latter as indirect WF, targeting vocabulary and spelling,
respectively:
“First I think you could remove ’amount of’ since ’sleep’ can stand on its own –
also there’s a spelling mistake in the phrase – can you spot it?” (A2-1)
Furthermore, looking at the intent of the comment and the linguistic features used, a
very long comment like the following was analysed thus:
”(a) First, check vocabulary use/meaning of 'mean', and (b) don't use 'folk'. (c) Then
I'm not sure you have quite understood what's said about FB and Google check facts
again and (d) also clarify what you mean in the final sentence - the text deals with the
change that's taken place in how people handle FB these days and what they upload,
doesn't it?” A13-1
Although this comment clearly has two sentences separated by a full stop, the analysis
resulted in four ‘parts’ relating to (a) grammar (use of ‘mean’), (b) grammar (word
choice due to style), (c) directive (suggestion as to writer’s interpretation of facts), and,
finally, (d) directive (suggestion as to writer’s misinterpretation of fact).
The linguistic forms of this comment were marked as (a) imperative, (b)
imperative, (c) statement + imperative, and (d) imperative + question. Even a short
comment like Incorrect expression – check and rephrase (A3) would have to be treated
as one comment using indirect WF, treating one area ‘Other’, intending to achieve a
change in language (grammar), rather than content but using two linguistic forms
(statement and imperative) – it would be problematic to do it differently. This means
that one feedback comment could deal with one or several areas (in grammar, structure,
content), and this could be expressed using several linguistic features.
Thus, applying these models for analyses at several different levels, comments
were sometimes treated and counted as one or several parts, and therefore the sums
between different kinds of analyses did not always match up.
4. Findings and discussion
The main research questions dealt with whether feedback would help develop students’
writing from pre- to posttest, and if there was a link to any particular type of feedback
provided. This was measured first by comparing results in the pre- and posttest followed
up by investigating the feedback from several perspectives.
In total, 104 texts were collected; 25 pretests, 54 practice texts and 25 posttests.
For the posttest (i.e. the exam), grades were given on a three-point scale; fail (F), pass
(P) and pass with distinction (PwD). Of the 25 participants, 56% (N=14) improved their
grade by one or two steps (from F to P, F to PwD, P to PwD). The remaining 44%
(N=11) either retained their original grade or, in one case, did worse going from pass
to fail in the posttest (Table 4).
Table 4. Assignments handed in and grades for pre- and posttest.
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Taking a closer look at those who improved (N=14) in the posttest, only 44% (N=7)
were from group A but 78% (N=7) from group B (Fig. 3). (One student in group A
actually did worse in the posttest than in the pretest.

Figure 3. Grades development from pre- to posttest for students in group A and B.
This result could depend on students’ proficiency levels, however, the diagnostic test
indicated that the groups were very similar (A = mean 14.7 pts, B = mean 15.1 pts). A
majority of the participants, 20 of 25 (80%), handed in at least two of the practice texts
apart from the pretest, and received feedback on these. Thus, the number of texts written
were basically the same in both groups, offering all students the same opportunity to
receive feedback. The average number of words/student text in the pretest was 337
(M=337, SD= 31.7) and in the posttest 350 (M=350, SD=47.9).
First, pre- and posttests were compared to monitor any change in results. Unless
they were clearly positive comments, all feedback comments were considered an
indication of problems or errors in need of attention to improve the text(s). In the
pretest, there were a total of 625 WF comments, i.e. 7.5 comments/100 words, having
decreased to 6.5 in the posttest (Table 5).
Although the overall results indicated fewer comments/100 words in the posttest
(pointing to a decrease in problems) compared to the pretest, this reduction was not
significant at the .05 level, nor did it necessarily result in improved final grades. For
12

instance, a couple of students had fewer comments in the posttest, however, the final
grade remained unchanged. This suggests that the grades provided at the end of the
course depended on more than just the number of problems in the texts, it was also a
question of quality and accuracy of content and structure. However, in this study, the
number of comments/100 words was used as a way to measure what happened between
the pre- and posttest in order to provide an overview of whether feedback might have
affected the writing.
Table 5. Difference in number of WF comments/100 words in pre- and posttest.

In the posttest, group A received more comments on average (M=7.3) than group B
(M=5.3), and although this difference was not statistically significant (p > .05), it is
still worth keeping in mind (Table 6) as it could suggest more problems than in the
other group. Comparing the amount of WF provided in the practice texts, it was clear
that, on average, group A received significantly (p < .05) less feedback. The difference
was noticeable comparing posttest results, where those who did better had received
significantly fewer WF comments (p = 0.01). This could indicate fewer problems. Since
78% from group B and 44% from group A improved maybe the feedback provided in
group B worked better.
In the practice texts, group B received significantly more WF (p < .05) compared
to group A, suggesting they had more problems to begin with, but these had been taken
care of by the time of the posttest, possibly pointed out through feedback. It was beyond
the scope of this study to investigate the type of errors in detail, instead it focused on
the types of feedback to try to find a pattern and perhaps suggestions for providing
feedback.
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Table 6. The amount of WF comments/100 words in pretest summaries and all practice
texts compared to posttest summaries.

The students who improved had received more comments in all practice texts (M=7.7)
except the full summary, compared to those who showed no change. Although not
statistically significant (p > .05), this difference could be an indication that more WF
in the practice texts increased the chance of it having an effect on new writing in the
posttest.
A closer look at areas targeted by the feedback revealed that six of nine
subcategories had fewer comments in the posttest. As fewer WF comments were taken
as a sign of improvement, the remaining categories, subject-verb agreement,
tense/aspect and other areas (Table 7), seemed to pose continuous problems.
Table 7. The amount of WF comments in all written summaries in pre- and posttests
distributed over target areas of analysis.

Although all areas were targeted through comprehensive feedback, it seemed the impact
was strongest for ‘Text structure’, where the most noticeable effect appeared in
summary format and content coverage. In fact, these were the only subcategories with
a result significant at the .05 level. This is not surprising since these areas match the
main focus of the course. Minor improvements (not statistically significant) also
appeared in ‘Sentence structure’ where problems with coordination/subordination and
word order decreased somewhat. In ‘Verb mastery’, only verb form showed a small
improvement (again not significant at .05). Many students still did not master verb
agreement and tense in the posttest, where, individually, they either showed no change
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at all or made even more mistakes than in the pretest. These areas commonly create
contrastive problems for EFL learners, therefore they are regularly focused in writing
classes. There was also an increase, albeit not significant, in comments targeting
problems in the ‘Other areas’ category. A more detailed look revealed that more than
half of these involved vocabulary choice and spelling.
In both teaching groups, most feedback comments targeted ‘Text structure’ and
‘Other areas’. However, group B was offered significantly more feedback than group
A in both of these areas (Table 8).
Table 8. The amount of WF comments/100 words for targeted areas in the study groups
and among those who improved or not in the posttest.

There were minor differences between those who improved and those who did not. In
all areas, except ‘Verb mastery’, those with better results received more WF, although
this is not statistically significant. Thus, it seemed that the targeted areas were the same
irrespective of group.
Moving on to the intent of the WF, a clear majority of comments, 75% (N=1047),
dealt with grammar/mechanics. A closer look at the entries revealed that these were
comments on language errors that needed attention to improve the text(s). These were
followed by positive remarks (14%, N=190), such as ‘Good summary’ or ‘Neat
paragraph’, and directives about content (11%, N=153). There were clear contrasts
between the teaching groups (Table 9). Group B received more comments on
grammar/mechanics, a statistically very significant (p = 0.01) difference. The same
group was also given significantly (p = 0.00) more positive comments, e.g. Good
paragraphing, than the A group. These comments generally focused on text-type
format and content.

Table 9. The amount of WF comments/100 words regarding the intent of comments in
all practice texts distributed over study groups and those who improved or not in the
posttest.
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Although not statistically significant, grammar/mechanics comments were slightly
more common for the group that did not improve. In this group, directives were also
more common and this difference is significant (p = 0.02). Positive comments were
more frequent for those who improved, and although not statistically significant, this
could indicate that maybe receiving more positive input than directives during the
writing process might impact end results favourably. On the whole, directives (focusing
content and organisation of ideas) were the least used type. A likely reason could be
that language accuracy, covered through grammar/mechanics, was given a higher
priority in this first writing course. Some research has suggested that directives do not
affect revisions and might even have a detrimental effect on “students’ thinking”
(Bruno & Santos, 2010; Goldstein, 2004). Ferris (1997), on the other hand, found the
opposite. However, none of these refer to the effect on new texts as the present study
does. Ferris (1997) also noted positive comments not resulting in any improvement, and
Hattie and Timperley (2007) suggest that the focus of positive comments matters –
personal comments (Good girl!) are not likely to enhance performance of the task at
hand. In the material, positive WF generally focused on text structure, e.g. Good title
or Excellent paragraph with or without further explanation, so maybe these were
helpful.
If the areas targeted and the intent of WF seemed to be less influential on results,
maybe the way it was delivered held the answer. In the practice texts, 61% (N=827) of
the feedback comments were indirect, either in the form of very general positive
comments without explanation as to why the marked part was good, or metalinguistic
clues or codes referring to a specific type of error. The remaining comments, 39%
(N=528), were direct WF, either positive comments clearly explaining what was good,
or giving the correct solution in the comment or by deletion/insertion directly in the
text.
Group A received significantly more indirect than direct WF (p < 0.00). The B
group was instead provided with significantly (p < 0.00) more direct WF. Since only
44% from group A, but 78% from group B did better in the posttest, this suggests that
maybe direct WF provided a better chance to improve (Table 10).

Table 10. The amount of direct and indirect WF comments/100 words in all practice
texts distributed over study groups and those who improved or not in the posttest.
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Although more direct WF was given to those who improved compared to those who
did not, this difference was not statistically significant (p = 0.35). In fact, both groups
received more indirect than direct WF, however, the difference is only significant for
those who did not improve (p =0.01). Since there are studies suggesting that learners
might have problems with indirect feedback as it might be misunderstood (Parr &
Timperley, 2010) this could explain why they did not do better. However, it is not
possible to statistically link either of these types to the success of some students and
not others. If anything, maybe a balance between the types feedback is to be
recommended. Research seems to point in that direction, e.g. Chandler (2003)
suggesting that direct WF is useful for short-term correction, and van Beuningen et al.
(2012) proposing it is suitable for grammatical problems, while indirect WF is better
for non-grammatical problems. So, it seems the choice between explicit or implicit
feedback to develop writing is less than clear-cut.
Next, focus was turned to linguistic form of the feedback. Most of the comments,
34% (N=566), were statements followed by deletion/insertion at 20% (N=330). After
these, comments were fairly evenly distributed between imperatives 17% (N=280),
questions 15% (N=239) and colour codes 9% (N=156), followed by exclamations 3%
(N=43) and abbreviations 2% (N=38) last.
Although the overall pattern in groups A and B coincided, there were two
noticeable differences. In group A, significantly more questions (p = 0.00) and colour
codes (p = 0.03) were used than for group B. Another very significant difference was
that group B received many more statements (p = 0.01) and much more
deletion/insertion (p < 0.00) than group A. For the remaining categories, there was no
statistically significant difference between the two teaching groups (Table 11).
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Table 11. The amount of different linguistic forms of WF comments/100 words in all
practice texts distributed over study groups and those who improved or not in the
posttest.

For those who improved their grades, the order of occurrence of the types of comments
was more or less identical to that of the whole cohort. Although the use of colour codes
and deletion/insertion were more frequent in this group, the difference was not
statistically significant for either type. Instead, significantly fewer questions (p = 0.04)
and imperatives (p = 0.05) were used compared to those who did not improve, where
these types were instead clearly more frequent. Although the use of questions has been
encouraged in different studies (Ferris, 2014) they can also be problematic since
students may find them confusing and fail to recognize them as triggers to improve the
text. Rhetorical and indirect questions might be misinterpreted and the learner might
try to answer them instead (Bruno & Santos, 2010; Ferris, 2007; Lea & Street, 1998).
In other studies, imperatives seem to have been more effective for revisions than
questions and statements (Mehr, 2013; Sugita, 2006). Perhaps the use of more questions
in the A group explains why fewer students from that group improved in the posttest.
It is worth noting, however, that the use of deletion/insertion was extremely
significant in the B group, and 78% from group B improved in the posttest. This seems
to suggest that there could be a link between direct correction of language problems
targeted by this type of feedback and results. Previous research has shown that students
receiving explicit teacher corrections made fewer errors in revisions, especially
regarding ‘treatable’ areas although it might yield better short-term than long-term
effects (e.g. Bitchener et al., 2005; Chandler, 2003; Ferris, 2003, 2014). The areas
targeted here are mainly ‘treatable’ types (Bitchener et al., 2005; Ferris, 1999) from the
‘Other areas’ category.
5. Concluding remarks
The aim of this small-scale study was to investigate whether there would be a
discernible improvement in writing after receiving feedback, and if such improvement
could be linked to certain types of feedback provided. To do this, written work from
two groups of student teachers in an academic EFL writing course, and the teachers’
written feedback to the students, were collected over a 20-week period. All in all, 56%
of the participants had improved by the end of the course, suggesting the feedback may
have had an effect at least for some of the students, although this general improvement
was not statistically significant at alfa level .05.
Results from the initial diagnostic test suggested that the groups were similar in
language competence from the beginning, and this seems to be supported by looking at
the error areas targeted in the pretest which were very similar, too. So, the two original
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groups could be seen as comparable and similar regarding their proficiency level. The
distribution of feedback comments on the four targeted areas was also similar for those
who improved and those who did not; the most frequently commented areas were ‘other
areas’ and ‘text structure’.
Focusing on the participants with improved results from pretest to posttest, the
findings showed that they received more feedback comments in general on their
practice texts. The intent of these comments was more frequently to point out language
mistakes in need of attention, i.e. mainly grammar/mechanics comments, rather than
giving directives on the content.
More direct WF (although not statistically significant) was provided those who
improved compared to those who did not - but the interesting point is that within the
improved group there was a more even balance between direct and indirect feedback –
some research suggests that a balance between these two types is better since they may
impact different types of errors areas. Direct feedback seems to work better for
grammatical errors, while indirect is better for non-grammatical errors. Here more
research into what areas were targeted by the respective feedback type is needed.
Looking into linguistic form of the direct WF comments, colour codes and
deletion/insertion were more frequently used in the group who performed better on the
posttest. The latter category seems to have been used for treatable errors, i.e. errors
where language rules are involved. These results coincide with previous studies
showing similar results in favour of direct feedback having yielded positive results at
least in a short-term perspective. Therefore, it would be interesting to further investigate
possible long-term effects of direct versus indirect feedback.
There were also significantly fewer questions and more statements used in the
WF for those who improved. This suggests a clearer and more direct approach to what
needs to be done. The use of questions has been discussed as being problematic with
EFL learners specifically, because they often mistakenly interpret questions as being
‘real’ questions and therefore optional, rather than coercive, albeit polite, pointers
indicating required attention to errors. Thus, no action is taken. If the feedback is not
clearly understood, how are students supposed to be able to act upon it? This could,
perhaps, partly explain why the students receiving more questions did not succeed as
well as the others.
For those who did not improve, the intent of the feedback was significantly more
often directives, generally asking for or giving information about the content. The
feedback provided was also more indirect for this group, and they were given
significantly more comments in the form of questions and imperatives than the group
who improved.
These diverse findings have raised further questions about the possible impact of
the type and form of feedback given, whether it was appropriate or not, and if and how
it was actually used and understood by the learners (e.g. McMartin-Miller, 2014; Nicol
& MacFarlane-Dick, 2006; Weaver, 2006). If the feedback did not make a lasting
enough impression and subsequently did not help minimizing errors for some students
- maybe it was not clear enough, or there was too much of it, or perhaps too little.
Further investigation of learners’ perception and interpretation of feedback could
perhaps give a better idea about their use of it. It could also provide a better
understanding of how teachers could direct their WF to optimize the learning effect.
It seems that it might also be worthwhile trying to work more intensively with
fewer selected areas where it is more difficult for the students themselves to identify
and remedy the mistake without feedback from the teacher. The findings of this study
suggest that teachers should not avoid using explicit correction, at least for short-term
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purposes. Instead, if used pedagogically, e.g. by combining it with advice on
individually suited exercises (found in a course book, an exercise compendium, or
handed out by the teacher as and when needed), the ‘other areas’ group errors could
very well be dealt with through direct feedback. These are advanced learners, so this
would be in line with Sheen’s (2007) suggestions to make sure direct correction is
accompanied by meta-linguistic comments to raise language awareness in these areas.
It also seems that it would make sense to try to give slightly more selective feedback to
certain areas where errors seem to be most persistent. It is important to explore how
teachers could use time efficiently without missing out on the most important feedback
areas – focused feedback within given typical L2 ‘problem’ areas that impede progress
might be a way forward without teachers feeling that they let their students down by
not commenting on everything (cf. Ferris, 2010).
The results from this small-scale study point out tendencies suggesting there is a
need for further research using a larger material looking at feedback type(s) and form
in combination with monitoring how students perceive and make use of feedback. This
should make for a better understanding of student uptake over time.
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