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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to examine the effect that a writing teacher’s 

written comments had on improvement in L2 writing; whether the types of changes 

students made in their drafts after teacher comments were substantial at the content level 

and/or language level; to what extent the focus (content- and language-focused) and the 

directness (direct and indirect) of teacher feedback predicted improvement in L2 writing; 

and the teacher’s and students’ attitudes toward and perception of good writing and the 

role of teacher comments.  

The study had three major components. First, a quantitative study was conducted 

to examine the rate of students’ successful revisions in response to the teacher written 

feedback. Using descriptive statistics, it was found that students revised more 

successfully in response to language-focused comments and direct comments than in 

response to content-focused comments and indirect comments. 

The next phase of the study investigated how the focus and directness of teacher 

comments resulted in and predicted improvement in writing. Using paired sample t-tests, 

it was found that teacher’s comments on student drafts did lead to overall improvement in 

the grades on the revised essays. Employing hierarchical regressions, it was also found 

that higher rates of successful revision in response to content-focused comments and 

direct comments resulted in higher grades in the subsequent revisions. Using a one-way 

repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA), it was also found that while students’ 

writing improved significantly for new essay assignments in the area of content, there 
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was no statistically significant improvement in students’ linguistic accuracy in their 

writing over the course of the semester.  

The final part of the study examined the students’ perceived need for teacher 

feedback and revision, and the teacher’s view on writing. Using surveys and interviews, it 

was found that the teacher and students had different opinions about the role and 

importance of feedback. The students reported that direct corrections of linguistic errors 

were less beneficial to them, even though the teacher gave much more direct corrective 

feedback than indirect feedback over the course of the semester. In addition, while the 

students expected to have received the grades of each writing assignment, the teacher 

only commented on the drafts and gave out a single overall grade at the end of semester. 

The study, using quantitative and qualitative methods to analyze multiple sources 

of data, presented strong empirical evidence that the content-focused comments and 

direct comments provided by the teacher contributed to higher grades in the subsequent 

revisions of the same essay assignment, and that there was no effect of teacher comments, 

especially direct corrections on linguistic features, on longer-term improvement in L2 

writing. These results suggest that when giving written feedback, writing teachers should 

take into account whether students are developmentally ready to learn the lexical and 

grammatical forms and structures corrected by teachers. The study, designed as 

longitudinal study in a real world setting, provided a rich description of the effect of a 

teacher’s commenting practice and L2 writers’ revision behaviors.   
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 CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Statement of the Problem 

How writing teachers respond to student writing has long been a source of interest 

and a controversial topic for teachers, students, and researchers. The value of teacher 

feedback has been increasingly highlighted in composition research and writing 

classrooms where the process approach to teaching composition is dominant (Ferris, 

2003; Matsuda, 2003). Both teachers and students agree that teacher written feedback is 

an important part of the writing process. This is especially true for second language (L2) 

writing, since the goal of L2 writing is often to teach both the conventions of writing in a 

particular culture, as well as the linguistic forms of the target language (Hedgcock & 

Lefkowitz, 1994; Montgomery & Baker, 2007; Paulus, 1999). Writing teachers thus seek 

to improve their L2 learners’ writing by providing written feedback on student papers. 

Though teacher-written feedback is intended to help students realize that there are parts 

of a draft that could be better, the ways teachers give comments vary greatly; some 

teachers directly correct errors, others underline, or mark problematic areas with or 

without descriptions, while others provide virtually no written feedback at all. Perhaps 

the most consuming dilemma for second language (L2) writing teachers concerns the 

types of written comments that teachers decide to make on student papers in order to help 

improve student writing.  

The approaches and practices of teacher written commentary vary according to 

teachers’ beliefs about what constitutes good writing and what is good commentary, and 

these beliefs influence the way they respond to students’ writing. Numerous studies have 
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shown (e.g., Carson, 2001; Casanave, 2004; Leki, 1995; Polio, 2001) that teachers and 

researchers of L2 writing distinguish between two very different conceptions of 

improvement in writing: One has to do with the quality of writing of a particular text, 

while the other has to do with the development of L2 writers’ second language 

proficiency. L2 writing teachers who are concerned mainly with improvement in students’ 

textual quality will make certain decisions in writing instruction and in giving feedback 

on student papers. These teachers are more likely to make comments on content and ideas 

(e.g., Elbow, 1993; MacGowan-Gilhooly, 1991; Williams, 2004). In contrast, those 

teachers particularly concerned with second language acquisition in L2 writing will make 

other decisions; their responses tend to address the formalities of global and local writing 

problems such as linguistic and grammatical issues (e.g., Carson, 2001; Polio, 2001).   

          The dilemma for L2 writing teachers involves the need for teachers to have a sense 

of what they mean by improvement in writing. The differing conceptions of improvement 

in writing concern the tensions between the two different goals that teachers set for L2 

writers; that of developing fluent writing, and that of developing writing that is 

grammatically accurate and formally acceptable (Casanave, 2004). In her article urging a 

fluency-first approach to L2 writing and reading, MacGowan-Gilhooly (1991) argued 

that the fluency-oriented approach could better help students to improve in their writing 

in that they can build fluency in language through large amounts of reading and writing, 

while being less concerned about making linguistic mistakes or errors. On the other hand, 

other studies have shown (Ferris, 1995; Leki, 1991; Master, 1995) that attending to 

fluency over accuracy in writing may not meet the expectations of L2 writers, whose 

major concern is often to have error-free work, and that a lack of accuracy in students’ 
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written language may distract teachers from understanding the students’ thoughts and 

ideas expressed in their writing. 

          Teachers’ conceptions of improvement in writing are also contextualized in 

programmatic and institutional attitudes towards writing. Considering the role of context, 

conflicts between the goals of textual quality and L2 proficiency, and between fluency 

and accuracy are revisited in the product versus process debate. In the product-oriented 

contexts the focus is on the finished products of students’ writing, teachers are concerned 

with not how students got to the final stage of writing, nor with how they develop writing 

strategies during the act of writing, but with how much the finished writing products are 

more native-like, rhetorically and linguistically (Casanave, 2004; Matsuda, 2003). From 

this perspective, investigations of the role of feedback for L2 writers have included 

studies which have examined the effect and focus of teacher feedback on students’ final 

products (Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Cumming, 1985; Fathman &Whalley, 1990; 

Kepner, 1991; Sommers, 1982; Zamel, 1985). These studies have focused on students’ 

revised papers to examine the extent to which they have successfully incorporated teacher 

feedback into their final revisions. When the focus is on writing as a product, 

improvement (or success of revisions) is evaluated by the form of the writing in the final 

product, and the changes in the features commented on by the teacher.  

  In process-oriented settings, in contrast, teachers are more concerned with how 

their students go through multiple writing stages such as planning, drafting, revising, 

editing, and so on. Defining the act of writing as a nonlinear, recursive, and mutually 

engaging activity of meaning-making between teachers and students (Matsuda, 2003), 

teachers clearly need to take into account what their students want from feedback, and 
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how students utilize teacher feedback in their revisions (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; 

Hedgecock & Lefkowitz, 1994; Leki & Carson, 1994, 1997). According to the 

proponents of process writing, written feedback on student revisions in subsequent 

writing may be more effective when the teacher, acting more as “a collaborator than an 

evaluator” (Casanave, 2004, p. 69), works together with students. Through the process of 

writing, students are expected to develop effective outlining, drafting, and revising 

strategies, and to increase awareness and fluency, all of which are considered signals of 

improvement in writing. 

Numerous contextual factors, such as program goals, curricula, syllabi, requirements 

of writing assignments (e.g., length, draft requirements, the number of papers, etc.), and 

teachers’ scoring rubrics can affect teacher commentary practices and student revision. 

Nevertheless, as Cumming (1995) states, teachers’ individual conceptions of L2 writing 

are highly consistent with their pedagogical practices in L2 writing, and teachers’ beliefs 

about teaching L2 writing ultimately have the most influence on the ways they read and 

respond to student writing. In this vein, studies have examined in what ways L2 writing 

teachers link their beliefs about improvement in writing to responding practices. Some 

have shown that writing teachers prioritize their feedback on the quality of content and 

ideas over linguistic features when reading student drafts (e.g., Cumming, 1985; Zamel, 

1985), while others have found that such prioritized feedback (i.e., content feedback first 

and language feedback later) does not have a beneficial effect on students’ revision, as 

compared to other patterns of feedback (e.g., language and content feedback 

simultaneously) (e.g., Ashwell, 2000; Fathman & Walley, 1990; Ferris, 1997).   
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   In a process-oriented writing context, teachers need to consider what students need 

to improve. Thus, research has been conducted in order to examine student responses to 

teacher written feedback by collecting survey and other self-report data. This research has 

demonstrated that in academic settings where accuracy was a major concern for L2 

writers, students particularly valued feedback on grammar (Ashwell, 2000; Cardelle & 

Corno, 1981; Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1997; Ferris 

& Roberts, 2001; Leki, 1990a; Leki & Carson, 1994, 1997; Hyland, 1998). These studies 

also found that students reported a preference for comments that give students specific 

revision strategies, whether commenting on language or content.  

          However, of the few studies listed above that considered the association between 

teacher comments and student revisions, none were designed to examine students’ change 

in writing over time. The previous studies have mainly focused their analysis on the kinds 

of features that characterize teacher written comments, and whether or not student 

revisions were successful after receiving teacher feedback on the draft writing. These 

researchers have recognized the limitations of their studies (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; 

Ferris, 1997, 2004, 2010), and have argued that further research in this area needs to be 

longitudinal and contextualize, yet no studies to date have used a longitudinal statistical 

model in the research design to examine whether there was improvement in writing 

across both the same essay assignment and new (subsequent) pieces of writing. 

          Ferris (2004) also urged researchers to contextualize their studies by exploring 

ways in which L2 writing teachers and students work together in the process of 

commenting, stating that the effect of written feedback on student revisions in subsequent 

writing may depend on students’ actions in response to it. In several studies of teacher 
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feedback (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Conrad & Goldstein, 1999), researchers have 

attempted to triangulate data collection and to contextualize their findings. However, 

these studies are all case studies with only a few participants and relatively small amounts 

of textual data. In addition, although the previous studies directly address the influence of 

teacher feedback and its effects not only on the types of student revisions but on the 

improvement of students’ textual quality, few attempts have been made to answer why 

student writers made or did not make changes in their texts. In other words, the questions 

of how students perceive the individual written comments of the teacher, and of how they 

utilize these comments in the revision process, have not been explored. One way to 

address this gap in the research is by studying exactly how and why students address 

teachers’ feedback, through the use of retrospective interviews in which they examine 

their drafts and revisions and discuss the effects of the teacher comment on their 

decision-making. The unique interaction between teacher factors (e.g., teachers’ 

perception of writing, goals for L2 writing) and individual student factors (e.g., students’ 

perception of writing, needs, and expectations) affects how teachers respond to student 

writing and how students use that teacher commentary in revision (Goldstein, 2004; 

Williams, 2004). 

Purpose of the Study 

As a response to the dearth of longitudinal, contextualized studies, and to the 

absence of studies that investigate statistically the relationship between teacher comments 

and student revisions, the purpose of the present study is to identify ways in which an L2 

writing teacher can provide effective written comments on student papers to improve L2 

writing. This study will, in particular, examine the relationship between the focus and 
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directness of teacher comments and improvement in student writing. Improvement in 

writing will be measured in terms of both the percentage of successful revisions in 

response to teacher comments, and the grades of subsequent writing. In this study, a 

hierarchical regression will be run in order to investigate the relationship between teacher 

comments and improvement in writing. Hierarchical regression is a useful statistical 

technique to measure and describe a relationship between two variables. This study aims 

to examine the amount of variability in improvement in writing that the focus and 

directness of teacher comments account for after controlling for scores on draft writing. 

The response variable (i.e., grades on revision papers) and the explanatory variables (i.e., 

grades on drafts and rates of successful revision in response to teacher comments) are 

usually simply observed as they exist naturally in the environment; there is no attempt to 

control and manipulate the variables. Based on the relationship, teacher can make a 

prediction about the potential success of students. However, it should be noted that this 

prediction is not perfectly accurate. Not every student who receives a certain type of 

comments will have success in revising. Thus, in addition to examining the predictive 

relationship between a particular type of teacher comment and improvement in students’ 

writing over a given period, it will be important and meaningful to explore potential 

factors which influence students’ writing (e.g., students’ preferences for teacher 

comments, the revision process, and the perception of teacher written feedback).  

         As the first step in the analysis of the overall improvement in writing, I will use 

paired sample t-tests, and compare the mean grades of drafts and revisions for individual 

essay assignments,. Secondly, using hierarchical regression analyses, I will examine 

whether a success rates of revision in response to the focus and/or directness of teacher 
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comments contribute to higher grades on revision papers. Lastly, I will examine the effect 

of teacher comments on new writing assignments over time, employing a one-way 

repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA).  

          In the next phase, the results from the quantitative analysis of the written data will 

be used in conjunction with qualitative data, including retrospective interviews with the 

teacher and students in relation to the individual comments and how the students 

perceived and interpreted these comments. This approach will provide me insight into the 

individual characteristics and responses that influence the choices that students make as 

they revise. Surveys will also be conducted with the students in order to assess their 

perceived needs and attitudes toward teacher written comments. In summary, this study 

seeks to find out whether there is a relationship between the focus and directness of 

teacher comments and improvement in student writing. In addition, the study will 

examine what the teacher prioritizes in giving comments on student writing, and how 

students perceive the teacher’s comments. By triangulating multiple sources of data, this 

study will also investigate whether there is a match or mismatch between the teacher’s 

and students’ perceptions of writing and written feedback.       

Definitions of Terms 

          The following terms are defined according to how they will be used in this study.  

          Second language (L2) proficiency can be defined in various ways according to 

theoretical attitude. It refers to a learner’s ability to use the linguistic form of the target 

language according to the linguistic and situational context (Ellis, 1994). It can also be 

defined as a learner’s sociolinguistic and discourse competence in addition to 

grammatical competence (Hymes, 1974). 
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With regard to second language writing, L2 proficiency is defined as “a learner’s passing 

through a series of grammars, each one systematic in nature” (Yates & Kenkel, 2002, p. 

31). Given that L2 proficiency can be understood as systematic changes in L2 learners’ 

interlanguages (Carson, 2001; Casanave, 2004; Yates & Kenkel, 2002), L2 teachers or 

researchers under this view are particularly interested in how L2 writers’ grammatical 

knowledge is represented, and how their textual concerns interface with grammatical 

choices. For this study, L2 proficiency is defined as the L2 knowledge of a writer 

including grammatical knowledge (lexical and syntactic elements) and textual knowledge 

(rhetorical organization and coherence), so that L2 learners are able to effectively use that 

knowledge to convey meaning in a given context. 

Fluency in writing, according to Wolfe-Quintero et al., (1998), can be defined as 

writers’ ability to produce and manipulate sentence structures in order to produce 

comprehensible text. Fluent writers write without fear of making mistakes, knowing that 

fluency may be related not only to quality or accuracy of word and structures, but also to 

the amount of text and ease of reading (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998).  Accuracy in writing, 

on the other hand, usually refers to a writer’s ability to produce language that is free of 

language errors at the word and sentence level. In this meaning it is less concerned with a 

writer’s accurate reporting of content (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998).  

  The product approach to writing refers to a perspective which views writers’ 

written products as “static representations of their knowledge and learning” (Ferris & 

Hedgcock, 1998, p. 5). From this perspective, the teacher may be less concerned with the 

procedures or strategies involved in writing, or the interactions with students who are 

composing a piece of writing. Instead, the teacher tends to analyze and evaluate the 
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rhetorical structures and linguistic forms of student writing. Thus, the teacher judges 

writing ability by scoring writing samples (Hamp-Lyons & Condon, 2000). The process 

approach, on the other hand, focuses more attention on what writers “actually do as they 

write” (Raimes, 1991, p. 409) and thus, in this paradigm, the teacher attempts to 

characterize the procedures used by writers such as planning, drafting, peer collaboration, 

revising, and editing of their texts. Deemphasizing grammar instruction and error 

correction, writing teachers in the process approach allow students to discover ideas 

through a recursive process of drafting, receiving teacher feedback, and revising (Ferris, 

2003). 

Teacher written feedback refers to a teacher’s written responses to student writing, 

which “allows for a level of individualized attention and one-on-one communication that 

is rarely possible in the day-to-day operations of a class, and it plays an important role in 

motivating and encouraging students” (Ferris et al., 1997, p. 155). In a process-oriented 

classroom, the teacher works as a collaborator rather than an evaluator, and intervenes in 

novice students’ composing processes in an attempt to help them consciously identify and 

solve composing problems (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1992, 1994). Given that teacher 

feedback can contribute to the quality of writing, both rhetorically and linguistically,  “all 

feedback given is considered as feedback points, including symbols and marks in the 

margins, underlining of problems, and complete corrections, as well as more detailed 

comments and suggestions” (Hyland, 1998, p. 261). 

  Improvement in writing is difficult to define, as described above. In this study, the 

term “improvement in writing” is measured in two different ways. As most studies have 

defined it, the term “improvement” confines itself to the rate of successful revision in 
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response to teacher feedback (Chapter 4), in order to demonstrate whether the results 

from this study support the findings of previous studies on the effect of teacher feedback. 

In addition, given that this study is contextualized in an L2 academic writing program in 

a university, “Improvement” in writing also needs to be examined by means of the grades 

of student writing in the course. Therefore, “improvement” in writing is operationalized 

as the grades of revised versions after receiving teacher comments, and measured by the 

relationship between the percentage of successful revision in response to teacher 

comments and the grades of the revised versions (Chapter 5). Terms referring to the 

large-scale categorization of the types of teacher written feedback vary according to 

researchers. In this study, the term, focus of teacher written feedback, is particularly 

concerned with what issues are addressed in teacher written feedback. Thus, it is 

categorized into two subcategories: Content feedback and language feedback, used by 

Ashwell’s (2000) and Searle and Dillon’s (1980) studies. “Content feedback” refers to 

teacher feedback focusing on meaning-focused features, which contribute to textual 

meaning such as organization (structural flow), idea development (elaboration), 

coherence, cohesion, argumentation, clarification, compliments, and criticism. On the 

other hand, “language feedback” refers to teacher feedback focusing on surface-level 

features, which include sentence-level clarity, lexical choice, grammar, mechanics, 

punctuation, and documentation.  

Directness of teacher written feedback refers to the way teachers address written 

comments on students’ writing. Employing the terms, “direct” and “indirect” feedback, 

based on the literature (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 1995a, b, 1997; Ferris & 

Hedgecock, 1998; Hyland, 1998; Hyland & Hyland, 2001; Landale, 1982; Robb, Ross, & 
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Shortreed, 1986), in this study “direct feedback” is defined as teacher corrections of 

linguistic errors including crossing out an unnecessary word or correcting mistakes or 

errors. Direct feedback is also extended to include comments with language explicitly 

stating its intended function, text specific comments, and those comments providing 

revision strategies, such as teachers’ explicit statements about revision strategies or direct 

corrections of errors or mistakes. On the other hand, “indirect feedback” is defined as 

when the teacher indicates the errors by means of underlines, questions marks, circles, or 

codes without giving correct forms. This feedback also includes the teacher’s written 

statements in which the intended function of the comment is implicit, such as making a 

comment in an interrogative form, hedges with modals of politeness, and lexical items 

expressing uncertainty.  

Research Questions 

          In this study, I will investigate the relationship between the focus and directness of 

teacher comments and the students’ improvement in writing. Also, in order to understand 

the mechanism behind the teacher’s commenting and the students’ revising process, I will 

examine what the teacher brings to the process of reading and responding to students’ 

texts, and what the students bring to the process of revising their drafts according to the 

teacher’s commentary.  

          The study begins with the following general areas of inquiry and related research 

questions. The first set of research questions focuses on whether the types of changes 

students make in their drafts after teacher comments are substantial at the content level 

and/or language level.  
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            Research Question 1: To what extent do the students revise their drafts after 

receiving teacher comments? 

Research Question 2: To what extent do the students make effective revisions in 

response to teacher comments?        

The second set of research questions focuses on the relationship between the 

particular features of teacher comments and growth in students’ writing. Specifically, 

Research Question 3 examines the relationship between the focus of teacher comments 

(i.e., content-focused vs. language-focused) and the changes in student writing (i.e., their 

textual or linguistic qualities). Research Question 4 explores the relationship between the 

directness of comments (i.e., direct vs. indirect) and the changes in student writing.   

Research Question 3: To what extent does the focus of teacher comments (i.e., 

content-focused vs. language-focused) predict improvement in students’ writing?   

Research Question 4: To what extent does the directness of teacher comments 

(i.e., direct vs. indirect) predict improvement in students’ writing?      

Finally, the last set of research questions relates to the teacher and student factors 

that affect their attitudes and perceived needs toward commentary and revision. 

Research Question 5: What aspect of writing (content vs. language) is the teacher 

likely to prioritize in reading and assessing student drafts?                       

            Research Question 6: How do students interpret and use the teacher’s written 

comments in their revisions? 

Significance of the Study 

  Since the debate over the effectiveness of teacher written feedback has continued 

for years, a study of the relationship between particular types of teacher feedback and 
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improvement in L2 writing over time is important for several reasons. First, this study 

will attempt to contribute to the knowledge base by examining the relationship between 

teacher comments and L2 writing development.  The previous revision studies (Ashwell, 

2000; Ellis et al., 2008; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 2003, 2004; Ferris & Roberst, 

2001; Truscott, 1996, 2010) have focused on relatively limited components of written 

feedback, such as corrective feedback and students’ ability to revise the drafts after 

teacher feedback. These studies were not designed to examine if students are able to 

apply the information provided by teacher feedback on one assignment to subsequent 

writing assignments. Instead, their research tends to focus only on the revised version of a 

single assignment within the context of a multiple-draft process-oriented approach found 

in many L2 writing courses. Such research designs have missed whether feedback and 

revision on one paper can help students control error patterns in new texts. Because this 

study has a longitudinal component, it will build on the previous revision studies by 

examining the long-term effect of teacher written comments on new texts. 

             Second, this study also challenges the findings of previous revision studies about 

the effects of teacher comments on early drafts in student revisions.  Unlike the previous 

studies that have mainly employed descriptive statistics to examine success in revision 

(Ashwell, 2000; Ferris, 1995a, 1997, 2000; Ferris & Roberst, 2001; Polio, Fleck, & Leder, 

1998; Truscott, 1996; Zamel, 1985), this study will employ hierarchical regression to 

provide estimates of the accuracy of the prediction and of the degree of relationship 

between particular types of teacher comments and the students’ writing outcomes. By 

describing the association between the variables, this research will provide guidance on 
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how teachers can give more effective feedback to help students develop their writing 

skills.  

             Third, this study expands the scope of the previous research. Few of the previous 

studies have examined the rhetorical features found in teacher comments. Instead, L2 

writing research has mainly investigated the effect of corrective feedback on linguistic 

errors in early drafts on the subsequent revisions. By including for analysis both 

rhetorical and linguistic features in teacher written feedback, this study will provide 

insights to L2 writing teachers and researchers who need to identify what writing skills 

are vital not only for ESL writing courses, but for composition courses throughout higher 

education.  

             Fourth, this study will contribute to the tradition of the mixed methods research 

that has been called for across disciplines (Creswell, 2003).  Some of the previous 

researchers have attempted to triangulate data collection and to contextualize their 

findings (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Conrad & Goldstein, 1999). However, these studies 

have included only small numbers of participants and relatively small amounts of textual 

data, and have made few attempts to answer why students made or did not make changes 

in their texts. This study seeks to triangulate written response data with interviews and 

surveys. Thus, this study will provide useful answers to how students perceive individual 

written comments, and how they utilize these comments in the revision process.  

           Last, by focusing on the explicitness of interpretation of teacher feedback, the 

results of this study can be utilized in the design of writing course curricula. That is, if 

writing teachers can identify problem areas where students have difficulty composing and 
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revising, writing teachers can then create class lessons that better address what students 

need to learn.    

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce and to contextualize this study, and to 

demonstrate the need for this current research. A background of the study and research of 

L2 writing was presented, and the research questions of the study were introduced. The 

essential terms used in the study were defined, and finally, the significance of the study 

was described.  In Chapter 2, the literature related to L2 writing improvement and teacher 

feedback will be reviewed and synthesized. In Chapter 3, the ways the distinct types of 

data were collected and analyzed will be described. In Chapter 4, using descriptive 

statistics, the characteristics of teacher written comments will be examined in terms of its 

focus and directness, and students’ success in revision will be investigated. In Chapter 5, 

employing hierarchical regression analyses, it will be examined if the different focus and 

directness of teacher comments lead to statistically significantly different levels of 

improvement in writing grades. In Chapter 6, the teacher’s perception of writing, and 

students’ views on and use of teacher comments in their subsequent writing, will be 

investigated through interviews and surveys. Finally, in Chapter 7, the results of this 

study will be summarized, and the pedagogical implications and future direction of this 

study will be addressed.                  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE       

 

Despite the fact that the providing of written comments by teachers, and students’ 

revising using this commentary are time-consuming, writing teachers and students agree 

that teacher written feedback is pedagogically effective, desirable, and even necessary 

(Ashwell, 2000; Cardelle & Corno, 1981; Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Fathman & 

Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1997; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994, 1996; 

Hyland, 1998; Leki, 1990a, 1991; Leki & Carson, 1994, 1997). Nevertheless, teachers 

disagree about the best ways to provide commentary so as to help students improve their 

writing. A variety of factors that teachers bring to the process of responding may impact 

teacher commentary. Likewise, students bring a variety of factors to the process of 

revising using this commentary. Thus, it is important to be aware of what aspects teachers 

pay attention to in reading student writing, and how they go about providing written 

comments. It is also pedagogically important to explore what students do with teacher 

commentary, and how they use it in revising their texts. In this chapter, I review the most 

important issues in the literature of second language (L2) writing on response to student 

writing, including the types and nature of teacher commentary, its efficacy for L2 writing 

improvement, students’ reactions to the commentary, and significant factors influencing 

both teacher commentary and L2 writing.            
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     Perspectives on the Efficacy of Teacher Written Comments on Student Writing 

   L1 Composition  

          Providing written feedback on student writing is almost universally regarded as the 

writing teacher’s crucial task, and it plays an important role in motivating and 

encouraging students to improve writing. As Leki (1990) notes, “Writing teachers and 

students alike do intuit that written responses can have a great effect on student writing 

and attitude toward writing” (p. 58), and a large amount of research in L2 writing has 

found positive effects of  teacher written commentary on student writing (Ashwell, 2000; 

Cardelle & Corno, 1981; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1997; Ferris & Roberts, 

2001; Leki, 1990a; Leki & Carson, 1994, 1997; Hyland, 1998), as well as students’ 

positive feelings toward teacher feedback (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Hedgcock & 

Lefkowitz, 1994, 1996; Leki, 1991). 

  However, though teachers and students seem to agree on the importance of 

teacher feedback on student writing in process-oriented, multiple-draft settings, research 

into L1 writing has questioned how effective written teacher feedback for improving 

student writing actually is. L1 writing researchers have expressed doubt as to the 

usefulness of teacher written comments, and some consider giving comments as “a 

dubious and difficult enterprise” (Elbow, 1999, p. 201).  Instead, many have 

recommended alternative forms of responses such as teacher-student individual 

conferences or peer response.  A number of studies have found that teacher feedback is 

not effective in improving L1 student writing. Sommers’s (1982) and Brannon and 

Knoblauch’s (1982) research were influential in providing a dismal picture of teacher 
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responding practices. They introduced into the discussion issues such as “teacher control” 

and “appropriation of student texts” to the discourse on response.   

Sommers (1982) examined teachers’ comments on the first and second drafts of 

L1 student papers, asking the participating teachers to write comments on the same set of 

student papers. Sommers found that teachers were more likely to “appropriate,” or take 

over students’ texts with their written feedback when they focused on errors on a first 

draft, rather than development of ideas. She defined the problem of appropriation as 

follows: “Students make the changes the teacher wants rather than those that the student 

perceives are necessary, since the teacher’s concerns imposed on the text create the 

reasons for the subsequent changes” (pp. 149-150). Sommers also found that teacher 

comments on content as well as errors in the students’ drafts were “arbitrary and 

idiosyncratic” (p. 149). She further recommended that teachers give different levels of 

responses to different stages of the drafts, such as focusing on ideas and clarity in an 

early draft, and error correction in subsequent writing. 

Building on Sommers’s findings, Brannon and Knoblauch (1982) argued that 

students have the right to control their own texts. They claimed that when teachers 

intervene and excessively take control of the text away from student writers, they 

confiscate the students’ original interest in writing and motivation, resulting in harmful 

effects on students’ development as writers. They argue that text-specific comments 

would be more helpful and keep students motivated in the writing process, which is more 

important than the outcome of a particular written text. However, these studies have 

limitations in that while they used triangulated data (i.e., written documents and 

interviews), Sommers and Brannon and Knoblauch did not explain the analytical tools 
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they used to analyze the teacher commentary, and provided no presentation of their 

quantitative results, leading to subjective interpretations of their data. In addition, some 

researchers (e.g., Straub, 1996, 1997) have questioned their assertions that students’ 

motivations should always be more important that the level of success of the finished 

written product. 

  As a result of these shortcomings, L1 composition researchers have begun to 

emphasize more empirically grounded descriptions of teacher commentary while 

considering students’ actions and larger classroom contexts. Straub (1996) conducted an 

ambitious project in which 12 composition scholars responded in writing to 12 student 

essays, producing 3,500 comments on 156 sets of student papers. He examined the issue 

of teacher control, analyzing how the teachers’ responses ranged from more to less 

directive in their commentary. Straub observed that teacher control over the student 

writer was always present in their comments to differing degrees, but he did not suggest 

which type of comments was more or less helpful. He extended his analysis by surveying 

college student writers, finding that students preferred clear and text-specific, direct 

comments, and appreciated praise rather than negative, authoritarian comments. This 

result was supported by the findings of Straub’s subsequent study (1997). Although his 

findings supported the findings of the earlier researchers who criticized teacher 

commentary as harsh and arbitrary (e.g., Sommers, 1982) and as authoritative (e.g., 

Connors & Lunsford, 1993), Straub’s student subjects reacted differently from Brannon 

and Knoblauch’s argument in their study (1982), reporting that directive teacher 

commentary did not cause them to lose motivation or interest in their writing, and that the 

teacher suggestions were helpful. 
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            L1 composition experts have expressed ambivalent feelings toward the efficacy of 

teacher written feedback. Straub (1997) presents teacher written response as effective 

communication with students, and acknowledges the positive aspects of teacher 

commentary under certain condition when directive teacher feedback was given, whereas 

Sommers, (1982) and Brannon and Knoblauch (1982) warned teachers against 

appropriating or excessively controlling student writing by imposing their notion of the 

“Ideal Text” through their written commentary, rather than working with student writers 

to find out what the students want to say.  

 If teacher intervention through written feedback causes student writers to lose motivation 

and interest in writing, as Sommers and Brannon and Knoblauch argued, either directive 

or nondirective forms of teacher response may be potentially harmful. However, if 

students are primarily interested in developing skills in academic writing that will be 

helpful in the future, teacher feedback that provides clear assistance and guidelines to 

them will motivate and encourage them in writing, as indicated in Straub’s 1997 study. In 

short, while teacher feedback is seen as beneficial to what students do subsequently, 

composition experts still disagree as to whether such influence is helpful or harmful.  

 As stated earlier, the efficacy of teacher feedback on improvement in writing is 

still largely unexplored. The research into L1 composition has led to conflicting ideas 

regarding the effect of teacher feedback. Some researchers doubt the usefulness of 

teacher feedback, because it can be arbitrary and idiosyncratic (e.g., Sommers, 1982), and 

even argue that it can be harmful and cause students to lose interest in writing (e.g., 

Brannon & Knoblauch, 1982). Thus, they argue that student engagement and motivation 

should be the primary guiding principle of teacher response. On the other hand, other 
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researchers in L1 composition report that teacher feedback can be helpful if students are 

primarily interested in succeeding in the writing course and in developing writing skills 

(e.g., Straub, 1997), stating that making feedback explicit according to student writers’ 

needs or institutional criteria is a worthy technique. In general, L1 composition experts 

seem dubious about the effectiveness of teacher feedback, and the L1 composition 

scholarship has had a major impact on research and teaching in L2 writing.  

The Influence of Feedback Research in L1 on L2 Writing Research 

            Relying heavily on L1 writing theories and search, L2 writing research in its early 

stages focused on investigating the effectiveness of teacher commentary on student 

papers. The best-known L2 study in this vein is that of Zamel (1985), which was guided 

by the insights of L1 research. Zamel analyzed 15 teachers’ comments on 105 students’ 

expository papers, and argued, like Sommers (1982) and Brannon and Knoblauch (1982), 

that teacher corrective feedback is ineffective and harmful in that it distracts the teacher’s 

and students’ attention away from more important writing issues such as meaning-related 

problems. However, Zamel’s (1985) study has been criticized on methodological grounds 

(Ferris, 2003), given that there was no data triangulation in the form of classroom 

observations or teacher interviews, and that there was no attempt to contextualize the 

teacher’s responses. Furthermore, like the L1 researchers, Zamel did not specify her 

method of analysis, rather simply reporting examples to support her generalization.   

            In addition to Zamel’s (1985) analysis of teacher written comments, there have 

been several comparative or experimental studies on L2 teacher feedback that have 

suggested that teacher feedback fails to substantially improve students writing. Semke 

(1984) compared during one 10-week quarter 141 ESL college students’ journal entries 



23 
 

on assigned topics given four different error feedback treatments: (a) comments only, (b) 

direct correction only, (c) direct corrections with comments, and (d) indirect (coded) 

correction. There was no control group in this study. Only the “indirect correction” group 

was required to revise papers after feedback. Semke reported no significant differences in 

written accuracy across the four treatment groups on a posttest measure, and concluded 

that corrections did not increase writing accuracy on a posttest. However, the journal 

entries the students received feedback on were not required to be revised; thus, the 

students might not attend to corrective feedback. In addition, Semke analyzed and 

concluded his study based on the posttest which consisted of a 10-minute freewrite. The 

posttest would seem to not provide students with an adequate task and time to 

demonstrate progress in written accuracy that Semke ultimately intended to measure. 

Thus, the research, though using an experimental pretest/posttest design, is of limited 

value in that the study was not designed to examine how students responded to teacher 

comments in their revised journal entries, nor did the study investigate improvement in 

accuracy in student writing.  

             Polio, Fleck, and Leder (1998) studied 65 ESL college students who wrote four 

journal entries per week over a 7-week period.  A control group received no feedback, 

while the experimental group received corrective feedback and revised one journal entry 

per week. In-class essays written at the beginning and end of the semester were used as 

pretests and posttests. They reported no significant differences between the two groups 

on a posttest measure. Their study was carefully designed and clearly reported in that a 

control group was used with a pretest/ posttest design, and interrater reliability 

procedures and results were reported. Nonetheless, the study had two notable limitations. 
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First, the duration of the study (seven weeks) was relatively short to measure 

improvement in writing. Second, in-class essays written at the beginning and end of the 

semester were used as pretests and posttests, but there were no comparisons of journal 

entries to examine any advantage for error correction. Thus, like Zamel’s (1985) study, 

this research did not investigate improvement in accuracy in students’ revised journal 

entries.   

              These studies on teacher response to L2 writing, while informative, provide little 

evidence that teacher feedback, especially corrective feedback, is effective or even 

appropriate. In light of these concerns, Truscott argued in his seminal article (1996) 

reviewing the research that there was no convincing research evidence that corrective 

feedback helped student writers improve their writing, and that it could in fact be harmful 

to student writing by demotivating students, and harmful for teachers by taking too much 

of their time. He then moved into theoretical issues related to second language acquisition 

(SLA) theory by arguing that correction, as it is practiced, ignores important insights 

from SLA research issues such as order of acquisition or interlanguage. Truscott also 

discussed practical problems associated with corrective feedback, arguing that the 

sources of these practical problems apply to both the writing teachers and their students. 

In other words, even if teachers recognize an error, they may not be able to explain the 

problem to the students because teachers do not have appropriate knowledge of grammar, 

and in addition, students may fail to understand the explanation. He concluded by making 

the bold claim that corrective feedback “should be abandoned” (p. 328).  

           Truscott made a reasonable claim in asserting that existing research evidence was 

too scant to support the effectiveness of corrective feedback. In addition, his argument 
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raised awareness that it is necessary to consider ways of improving the practical issues 

such as teachers’ preparation to more effectively treat L2 students’ written errors. While 

Truscott’s criticism of the research is valid, he did not acknowledge that the possible 

reason for the lack of evidence might in fact be because of methodological problems, 

rather than the findings of the studies reviewed. Although these studies found a lack of or 

no effect of teacher feedback on student writing, the designs of the studies reviewed 

differ substantially in many ways. First, the types of student papers were different. Some 

research examined expository writing (Robb et al, 1986) while others investigated journal 

entries (Semke, 1984; Polio et al., 1998). Second, some studies included a control group 

(Polio et al., 1998) while others did not (Robb et al, 1986; Semke, 1984). Third, some 

research measured progress over time (Polio et al., 1998) while others did not (Semke, 

1984). Thus, Truscott’s generalized conclusions made from the review of the studies may 

be overstated, because the studies employed different designs in a variety of writing 

contexts and learners. Ferris (2004) pointed out that the assessment of the long-term 

effects of teacher feedback is lacking in many studies in L2 writing. This does not mean 

that examining students’ ability to self-edit from one draft to the next after receiving 

teacher feedback is useless, but that the research designs to date have mostly been 

incomplete.  Ferris (2004) seemed to make a much more reasonable claim than Truscott, 

when she emphasized the need for further research on teacher feedback, and the necessity 

of carrying out a more systematic research program of longitudinal designs and 

considering the students’ needs and backgrounds and the instructional context.           

            While the studies of L2 writing reviewed above report the ineffectiveness of 

teacher response, an extensive body of L2 research suggest that teacher feedback on 
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drafts of a paper does indeed lead to improvement in subsequent writing (i.e., Cardelle & 

Corno, 1981; Chandler, 2003; Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; 

Ferris, 1995, 1997, 1999; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Frantzen & Rissell, 1987). One of the 

studies in this vein linking teacher commentary and student revision included a controlled 

quasi-experimental study by Fathmam and Whalley (1990). In this study, 72 ESL 

students wrote 30-minute in-class compositions based on a picture-story sequence. Papers 

were given one of four feedback treatments: (a) no feedback, (b) content feedback only, 

(c) grammar feedback only (underlining all grammar errors, which can be considered 

indirect), and (d) feedback on both content and grammar. The students were asked to 

rewrite their compositions immediately after receiving their papers with the teachers’ 

feedback, and the short-term effects of correction were assessed on the task. The pretest 

and posttest data consisted of original and revised compositions, and t-tests were used to 

measure differences among the groups. The study found that the two treatment groups 

who received indirect grammar feedback (i.e., (c) and (d) groups above) reduced their 

number of errors significantly on the rewriting task, but the other two groups (content 

feedback only and no feedback) did not. This study was useful in that a true “no feedback” 

control group was included, making it possible to assess the short term effects of 

feedback versus no feedback. It also provides evidence that students can process content 

feedback and grammar feedback simultaneously, contrary to Zamel’s (1985) assertion. 

However, as Truscott (1996) pointed out, Fathman and Whalley’s study also raised the 

question of whether or not demonstrating students’ ability to reduce errors on a rewriting 

task proves that their accuracy will improve over time on new writing given the same 

treatment. Since the duration of the study was only a few days, and it was a one-time 
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experimental treatment, it is unclear whether the treatment (i.e., error feedback) would 

hold over a longer period of time and would result in long-term improvement in accuracy 

on subsequent writing.      

            Kepner (1991), in a similar study to Semke, designed a longitudinal study, in 

which she collected eight journal entries written by 60 Spanish-speaking students over 

the course of a semester. The students were divided into two treatment groups; one 

received direct error correction, and the other received content-related feedback. The 

students were not required to revise their journal entries after receiving feedback. The 

sixth journal entry was selected for analysis and comparison. Kepner examined the 

differences between the groups receiving error correction and content-related comments 

over one semester. Her major findings were as follows: First, there were no statistically 

significant difference in accuracy between the two feedback groups, although students 

who received error feedback made 15% fewer errors on the sixth journal entry than those 

who received content-related comments. Second, the group who received content-related 

comments had greater incidences of higher level proposition counts in the sixth journal 

entry selected for analysis and comparison. However, like Semke, Kepner did not 

measure “improvement” across a total of eight sets of journal entries over the semester. 

She analyzed only the sixth set of journal entries for comparison, but did not examine the 

first set of journal entries to see where the students started out on the type of writing. 

Thus, there was no pretest measure of errors or propositional content in the students’ 

entries. Further, the length of the journal entries was not controlled, which could affect 

both error and proposition counts. In addition, Kepner did not specify the types of error 

feedback provided.     
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           Other studies also shed light on the question of whether teacher feedback indeed 

impacts student revision. Ferris (1997) implemented a researcher-developed analytical 

model in her study in which she examined over 1,600 teacher written comments on 110 

first drafts by 47 ESL university students. She then examined the revised drafts to 

observe the influence of teacher commentary on student revision, and assessed whether 

the changes made in response to teacher feedback led to improvement in students’ 

revised papers. Developing and implementing an original analysis model, she identified 

ten broad functions of teacher response, including  “Asking for information,”  “Requests,” 

“Giving information,” “Positive comments,” “Grammar/ Mechanics,” “Question,” 

“Statement/ Exclamation,” “Imperative,” “Hedges,” and “Text-based comments.” 

Though this study mainly looked at teacher response to content, about 15% of the teacher 

comments dealt with grammar and mechanics issues along with underlining of errors. 

The study demonstrated that approximately 76% of the teacher’s responses dealing with 

grammar and mechanics were taken up by the students in their revisions, and led to 

substantive student revision. Specifically, the study reported that written feedback on 

error patterns (i.e., brief explanations provided in endnotes) combined with in-text 

underlining of error types led to success in revisions. Ferris, however, did not explain the 

differences in students’ individual progress over the course of the semester and their 

different reactions to the teacher written comments in their subsequent revisions, which 

could have been explicated by means of qualitative techniques such as interviews or 

teacher-student conferences. In addition, no specific definition of “error” was provided, 

and no control group was included in the design.    
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             Another study which developed an analytical model for the analysis of teacher 

commentary was conducted by Conrad and Goldstein (1999). Using one teacher and 

three students in an advanced ESL composition course, they investigated the relationship 

between written comments and students’ subsequent revisions. This study sought to 

examine the students’ revision process, and included three types of data: teacher written 

comments, students’ drafts and revisions, and transcripts of conferences between teacher 

and student. Developing an analytical coding scheme, they analyzed a wide range of 

issues that the teacher addressed, according to intended functions, formal characteristics 

(e.g., text-specificity, directness, hedges, syntax, semantic/pragmatic uses), and 

suggesting areas for revision (e.g., idea development, cohesion, lexical choice, content, 

paragraphing). The results of the study demonstrated that particular types of comments 

did not consistently affect the quality of subsequent revisions, but revealed that only one 

feature related to revision success. That is, the students tended to be more successful in 

resolving problems when the teacher’s written comments specifically addressed how the 

problems in drafts were rewritten (e.g., by adding personal examples, or by developing 

the writer’s argument through details). Conrad and Goldstein found a very strong 

relationship between the types of problem students were asked to revise and the success 

of revisions. Not only did they look at the nature of the written comments and the types 

of problems to be revised, but they examined individual factors (e.g., beliefs and the 

course context) affecting the students’ writing through the conference data. Thus, they 

suggested that certain types of writing problems were often too complicated to be 

addressed through written feedback, and that in-person discussion should be efficient and 

effective. As compared to other studies, Conrad and Goldstein’s approach more directly 
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addresses the influence of teacher feedback not only on the types of revisions students 

make, but also on whether those changes actually improve the quality of the students’ 

texts.  

However, the study also has its limitations. While the study was informative in 

that it included supplementary data (i.e., transcripts of conferences between teacher and 

student) in order to better understand the students’ motivations in revising, it was on a 

very small scale, and a larger number of students would be needed to examine 

generalizable patterns with feedback and revisions. Further, though using the conference 

data, the study did not examine why student writers made changes in their texts. It might 

have been more beneficial to include retrospective interviews, in which students 

examined their own revisions and discussed the effects of the teacher written feedback on 

their revision processes.    

             The studies reviewed in this section attempted to answer whether teacher 

feedback helps student writing in revision and/or over time. While there were similar 

findings in L2 studies reporting the ineffectiveness of teacher response, especially 

corrective feedback practices (Kepner, 1991; Polio et al., 1998; Semke, 1984; Truscott, 

1996; Zamel, 1985), many of the studies in this vein suggested that teacher feedback on 

student writing was indeed helpful for students’ subsequent writing (Conrad & Goldstein, 

1999; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1997). Although the findings of the studies 

reporting the effectiveness of teacher corrective feedback are not nearly as conclusive as 

might be hoped, Fathman and Walley’s results seem the most convincing. They 

demonstrate a statistically significant advantage in accuracy for the two groups who 

received error feedback over the two groups that did not (the content-only group and the 
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no-feedback group). However, as noted previously, the study did not examine the long-

term improvement in accuracy. Kepner’s study provides the only longitudinal evidence 

that error correction might lead to fewer errors than no error correction. However, the 

differences are not statistically significant, and there were also a number of design and 

analysis flaws with this study. Polio et al.’s study was carefully designed and executed, 

but the duration of the study (i.e., 7 weeks) is relatively short to measure improvement in 

writing. Thus, Truscott made a reasonable assertion that evidence demonstrating a clear-

cut advantage of corrective feedback is scant indeed. However, he may have 

overgeneralized his argument when he claimed that there were no benefits of teacher 

feedback. As Ferris (2004) points out, the research designs to date have mostly been 

incomplete. Thus, further research on teacher feedback needs to be carried out with a 

systematic research program involving longitudinal designs, and important factors such 

as students’ needs and the instructional context need to be included.             

Problems of Methodology in Teacher Response Research 

  The results of the previous studies in the area of responding to writing are not 

conclusive, but only suggestive. As multiple-draft approaches have been increasingly 

adopted in L1 writing instruction since the early 1970s (e.g., Elbow, 1973; Garrison, 

1974; Freedman & Sperling, 1985), writing scholars advise that teachers allow students 

to complete multiple drafts of their papers, encourage substantive revision, and give 

students feedback on their drafts rather than on their final products. However, in spite of 

the agreement on the need for teacher feedback in process writing, its effectiveness has 

been questioned, and the research provides relatively little empirical support.  
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            One of the difficulties in interpreting the previous studies is due to 

methodological inconsistencies (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 1997, 1997, 2003; 

Goldstein, 2004; Hyland & Hyland, 2006). First, researchers need to take into 

consideration subjects’ profiles (e.g., ESL or American FL students, their motivations for 

writing, their prior composition instruction). Obviously, different types of learners have 

different types of instructional needs. Second, the type of institutions in which writing 

instruction and data collection take place needs to be identified (Ferris, 2003; Goldstein, 

2004). The writing programs of the institutions (e.g., college preparatory or academic 

writing) vary considerably according to their goals in writing and ESL students’ second 

language writing proficiency.  Third, L2 writing studies need to be designed with a 

longitudinal component that could be considered parallel to the posttest and delayed 

posttest design of SLA studies (Ferris, 2010), so that classroom-based L2 writing designs 

should examine whether or not corrective feedback helps students to improve in written 

accuracy over time. Lastly, even though some of the previous studies developed 

analytical schemes to quantify and categorize teacher written comments and success of 

student revision (e.g., Ferris, 1997; Conrad & Goldstein, 1999),  there is a need for 

researchers to develop more systematic and consistent analytic tools to measure both the 

effect on revision and improvement in writing. Thus, future research examining teacher 

response to student writing needs to use a longitudinal, contextualized research design, 

representing the dynamics of an L2 classroom (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 2001; 

Ferris et al., 1997; Leki, 1990a; Reid, 1994; Silva, 1993). While most researchers seem to 

agree that teachers’ written feedback is pedagogically effective and desirable, the debate 
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continues about the directness and focus of written comments teachers should give on L2 

writing drafts, and these issues will be reviewed here. 

Different Focus and Directness of Teacher Comments 

  Factors Influencing Focus of Teacher Feedback 

One of the most enduring controversies for L2 writing teachers is choosing 

specific ways to help their students improve their writing. Although writing teachers 

share the common goal of improvement in student writing, they may often choose 

different paths to improvement according to their own conceptions of good writing. 

Studies have shown that teachers and researchers of L2 writing have two very different 

conceptions of what constitutes good writing (Carson, 2001; Polio, 2001). L2 writing 

teachers, who are concerned mainly with improvement in students’ textual quality, will 

make certain decisions in writing instructions and in giving feedback on student papers. 

That is, some teachers are more likely to make comments on organization and 

development of ideas, coherence, or flow (e.g., Cumming, 1985; Zamel, 1985). On the 

other hand, those particularly concerned with the development of student writers’ second 

language proficiency will make other types of comments; their responses tend to address 

the formalities (e.g., grammar, sentence structure, punctuations) of global and local 

writing problems.  

           Teachers’ views on writing are also contextualized in programmatic attitudes, 

goals, and curricula in writing. Considering the role of context, the conflict with the goals 

for rhetorical quality and L2 proficiency is revisited in the product-process debate. In 

product-oriented contexts, teachers are more concerned with students’ finished written 

work, and tend to evaluate rhetorical and linguistic structures (Connors & Lunsford, 
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1993; Cumming, 1985; Fathman &Whalley, 1990; Kepner, 1991; Sommers, 1982; 

Zamel, 1985). In process-oriented settings, in contrast, teachers are generally more 

concerned with how their students go through multiple writing stages, clearly taking into 

account what their students want from feedback, and how students utilize teacher 

feedback in their revisions (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Hedgecock & Lefkowitz, 1994; 

Leki & Carson, 1994, 1997). Thus, teachers continue to work together with the students 

in the hopes of making teacher feedback on student writing more effective (Casanave, 

2004). In spite of the contextual factors, as Cumming (1995) states, teachers’ individual 

conceptions of L2 writing are highly consistent with their pedagogical practices in L2 

writing, and teachers’ beliefs about teaching L2 writing ultimately have the most 

influence on the ways they read and respond to student writing.  

Teachers’ Individual Beliefs  

   Research on teachers’ thinking has emphasized the intentional qualities of 

pedagogical actions by describing teachers’ implicit, organized, representational system 

that guide their overt teaching practices. Theorists of teacher knowledge base their 

theoretical framework on practice-generated inquiry that portrays teachers’ personal 

practical knowledge (Clandinin & Connelly, 1987), or knowledge structure (Calderhead, 

1987). Although several studies have appeared on teachers’ beliefs about mother-tongue 

literacy instruction (e.g., Freedman & Sperling, 1985; Rechardson et al., 1991), few 

empirical studies in second language instruction exist, as Freeman and Richards (1993) 

observe: “To date there has been virtually no organized examination of the conceptions 

of teaching which undergird the field of second language instruction” (p. 130). Freedman 

and Richards made this statement twenty years ago, but it is still applicable today. For L2 
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writing, the research is ever more barren, in that empirical studies scarcely exist in direct 

reference to second language writing except for Shi and Cumming (1995).   

    As Shi and Cumming (1995) point out, teachers’ individual conceptions of L2 

writing are highly consistent with their pedagogical practices in L2 writing. Teachers’ 

beliefs about teaching L2 writing may predict the ways they read and respond to student 

writing. Designing the research based on a conventional comparison-group experiment, 

Shi and Cumming (1995) interviewed five experienced instructors about their ESL 

writing classes over two years. They aimed to examine the ways in which three of the 

teachers’ thinking in the experimental group accommodated a specific instructional 

innovation (i.e., uses of thinking prompts), compared to the two instructors not using the 

specific innovation (control group). The results showed that although the teachers 

focused much of their attention initially on the composing processes as required in the 

instructional curriculum, some of them reduced their initial focus markedly over time as 

they reverted to their existing personal beliefs about teaching ESL writing. Shi and 

Cumming (1995) reported that teachers resisted accommodating themselves to the 

innovation because the innovation was difficult to place within their existing pedagogical 

conceptualization. For instance, some instructors, whose conceptualizations stood out as 

focused on error correction, consistently gave their feedback on the language mistakes of 

student writing, even under the context of instructional innovation. Meanwhile, others, 

whose conceptualization of second language writing was rhetorical organization, focused 

their feedback on the thesis statement, outline, topic sentence, or paragraph development, 

since their pedagogical conceptualization matched the instructional innovation.  
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      However, although Shi and Cumming’s study started with the idea of a 

conventional comparison-group experiment, it is doubtful that experimental conditions in 

this context were realized in any formal sense. In addition, considering that there were 

only five participating teachers in their study, the results have limited interpretability, and 

thus they cannot be generalizable to other contexts. The findings also raise the question 

of whether a common treatment could have been administered in the pedagogical context, 

a natural classroom setting. In order to more effectively assess pedagogical innovations, 

other approaches such as contextually grounded qualitative, and/or longitudinal research, 

need to be adopted along with comparison-group experiments. In the study, Shi and 

Cumming collected data only through interviews with the volunteer teachers who all 

were experienced in L2 instruction. It might have been useful to triangulate the data with 

other secondary sources to examine how the teachers’ personal beliefs about L2 writing 

were reflected in their practical writing instruction (e.g., written feedback practices, or in-

class tasks).   

 Context of Writing  

 A longstanding debate over teachers’ written responses has been whether a teacher 

should give grammatical error feedback and/or rhetorical error feedback on L2 student 

drafts. Most process-oriented scholars urge teachers to save feedback on local surface 

errors (i.e., corrections of word choice, punctuation, or sentence structure) for the very 

end of the writing process – for the editing phase (e.g., Sommers, 1982; Zamel, 1985). 

They claim that students need to pay more attention to substantive questions or comments 

about the content, or the entire argument of the text, than making local surface 

corrections in their early stage of writing. Considering that making surface corrections is 
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generally easier than working on the entire argument of the text, if students are provided 

with both types of feedback, they may act on the easier issues and ignore the more 

substantive, but more important ones (Faigley & Witte, 1981; Sommers, 1982).  

The process models of writing typically endeavor to “simulate the non-linear, 

recursive nature of composing and learning” (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994, p. 145), 

through which teachers and L2 writers can work together to construct text. In the cyclical 

composing processes where the teacher and students are mutually engaged in meaning-

making and problem-solving activities, communication between teacher and students is 

supposed to be bidirectional. However, the native speaking teacher’s intervention in ESL 

students’ text creation may create negative reactions to feedback in learners, because the 

teacher’s ideal text brought to the feedback process may be rhetorically and linguistically 

different from those of ESL writers (Ferris, 2003). 

  In examining the match or mismatch between teachers’ response practices and 

students’ needs, research (e.g., Allison, 1995; Ferris, 1994; Johns, 1993; Silva, 1994) has 

demonstrated that although ESL language errors may interfere with successful 

communication between ESL writers and a native English speaking audience, global 

differences in contextual and rhetorical background knowledge may also create 

ineffective ESL academic prose and/or reader misunderstanding. Even though many L2 

writing teachers have been urged to alter their feedback practices to focus on meaning 

issues and the process of writing rather than solely on form issues (Cumming, 1985; 

Zamel, 1985), in academic settings where accuracy may be a major concern for L2 

writers, students seem to particularly value feedback on grammar (Ashwell, 2000; 

Cardelle & Corno, 1981; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1997; Ferris & Roberts, 
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2001; Leki, 1990a; Hyland, 1998). On the other hand, ESL students whose training in 

English composition has been influenced by the process approach may place a relatively 

higher priority on meaning issues than foreign language (FL) students (Hedgcock & 

Lekfowitz, 1994). Thus, it is important to review the studies to investigate what issues 

have been addressed and prioritized in teachers’ written comments on different types of 

writing including ESL and EFL writing.     

             Ashwell’s (2000) study looked at four different patterns of teacher response over 

multiple drafts of one composition written by 50 EFL college students at a Japanese 

university to see if an ordered response type (i.e., content feedback precedes form 

feedback) could lead to improvement in a process-oriented class. Students produced four 

assignments over the year, two in the first term and two in the second term, and wrote 

two drafts for each paper before a final version. The pattern of content feedback first and 

form feedback later, as usually recommended in a process writing approach, was 

compared with three other conditions: the reverse pattern (i.e., form then content 

feedback); a pattern of simultaneous form and content feedback; and a control group with 

no feedback. Ashwell found that the recommended pattern of feedback did not produce 

significantly different results from the others, contradicting Zamel’s (1985) suggestion to 

give content feedback on early drafts and form feedback on later drafts, while 

corroborating the conclusions of both Fathman and Whalley’s (1990) and Ferris’s (1997) 

studies. In other words, giving form and content feedback simultaneously or in a 

particular order does not substantially affect student revisions. Further, Ashwell’s (2000) 

study found that the Japanese student writers, being both foreign language (FL) students 

as well as “unskilled writers” (p. 142), preferred form feedback over content feedback. 
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This finding supported what Ferris, Pezone, Tade, and Tinti (1997) suggested: the 

dichotomy of form versus content in giving comments often ignores the needs of L2 

students for written feedback. However, although the results of the study presented the 

formal accuracy ratings and content scores on drafts in terms of the mean of each 

treatment group, it is unclear how individual students’ writing improved over time. In 

addition, the study would have been more pedagogically useful if it had been supported 

by qualitative data to explore why there were no significant differences among the groups. 

Another principal weakness in Ashwell’s study lies in the low figures of interrater 

reliability (0.65< W1 < 0.70) for content scores, which makes the results difficult to 

interpret.  

Factors Influencing Directness of Teacher Feedback 

  Previous L2 research of teacher written feedback (Ferris, 1995; Hedgcock & 

Lefkowitz, 1994; Leki, 1991; Sommers, 1985; Zamel, 1985) has focused on general 

categories of analysis (e.g., “idea development” or “organization” for content feedback, 

and “grammar” or “mechanics” for form feedback). On the other hand, other researchers 

(e.g., Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Ferris et al., 1997; Hyland & Hyland, 2001) state that 

since those general categories listed above are classified according to what issues are 

addressed in the teacher feedback, such categorization fails to capture either the intended 

functions of the teacher response, or the ways that teachers respond to student texts. 

Considering that teacher feedback involves delicate social interactions that may affect the 

relationship between a teacher and student (Hyland, 2003; Ferris et al., 1997), it is 

                                                 
1
  Kendall’s W, also known as Kendall's coefficient of concordance, can be used for assessing agreement    

   among raters. Kendall's W ranges from 0 (no agreement) to 1 (complete agreement). 
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necessary to closely review the studies that have investigated how teacher feedback 

patterns differ according to teachers’ intended functions in their written comments.  

 Intended Functions of Teacher Feedback 

 Many studies (e.g., Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Ferris et al., 1997; Hyland & 

Hyland, 2001; Reid, 1994) have shown that teachers do not simply respond to grammar 

or content, but have a variety of different aims for their commentary, which are 

manifested in a range of linguistic forms (e.g., hedges, questions, suggestions). Ferris et 

al. (1997) examined both the pragmatic aims and the linguistic forms of teacher 

commentary, collecting over 1,500 teacher comments on a sample of 111 essay drafts by 

47 advanced ESL university students over two semesters. They used an analytical model 

developed in Ferris (1997) for the analysis of teacher comments. The original model was 

developed through the “constant comparative method” of analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967), which is described as “an inductive approach that produces theory grounded in 

data” (Ferris et al., p. 162). In the study, a number of marked papers were examined to 

develop possible categories for analysis. At the preliminary stage of developing 

categories, the researchers asked the teacher for clarification as to the intent of her 

comments, and discussed how specific comments fit into the categories. They ended up 

with two specific phases of the teacher commentary. One phase of the teacher comments 

had a variety of communicative aims such as asking for more information, making 

suggestions or requests, giving information to students, and giving compliments. The 

other phase consisted of a variety of linguistic forms (e.g., questions, statements, 

imperatives, hedges, etc.).  
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 The study showed that the teacher changed her responding strategies over the 

course of the two semesters according to the genres of writing assignments, the writing 

stages at which the feedback was given, and varying ability levels of the students. It also 

found that some types of comments seemed to lead to more effective revisions than other 

types; information questions (e.g., Can you give me a specific example about this?), 

imperatives, and comments about grammar appeared to lead to the most effective 

changes, while questions or statements that challenged the students’ critical thinking or 

argumentation were more likely to lead to less effective revisions. 

The major strength of this study lies in its analytic model which focused both on 

the teacher’s aims in a particular comment and on the linguistic aspects of the 

commentary. The model enabled the researcher to identify types and forms of feedback in 

order to see if they may be more or less helpful to ESL students. Because “response to 

student writing is a form of two-way communication” (p. 177), such an analytical model 

is an excellent tool which can address the issues of what forms of commentary are most 

comprehensible to and useful for L2 readers/writers. The model also helps teachers 

examine written response types more critically and carefully, building up their 

communication skills through written commentary. 

  However, the analytical tool still needs to be implemented in other contexts to test 

its validity. Since the participants in this study were advanced level ESL writing students, 

they could differ from other students in taking up teacher feedback at different stages of 

L2 writing development. In addition, as previous studies (e.g., Leki, 1990a) have shown, 

L2 writers have different needs for and attitudes toward teacher feedback, and thus 

ethnographic techniques such as observations and interviews with teachers and students 
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should be employed to assess whether the results from quantitative analyses are reliable 

and supported by other contextual sources.  

 Responding Strategies  

             Many L2 writing teachers have also been concerned with the issues of 

appropriation of a student’s text (i.e., taking over a writer’s text by teacher comments), 

and how students might respond to comments that are too prescriptive or directive. 

Students’ motivation and self-confidence as writers may be damaged if they receive too 

much criticism or too much directive commentary (Connors & Lunsford, 1993). Because 

of this, teachers often soften the force of their comments by using various mitigation 

strategies such as hedged comments (e.g., “Some of the material seemed a little long-

winded and I wonder if it could have been compressed a little.”), personal attributions, or 

personal opinions (e.g., “I’m sorry, but when reading your essay, I couldn’t see any 

evidence of this really.”), and interrogative forms (e.g., “The first two paragraphs- do 

they need joining?”) (Hyland & Hyland, 2001; Johnson, 1992). Ferris (1995) argues that 

while ESL learners remember and value encouraging remarks, they also expect to receive 

constructive criticism rather than simple compliments or clichés.  

            A large number of studies have investigated this issue by distinguishing between 

direct and indirect feedback strategies, and examined the extent to which they facilitate 

improvement in writing in general, and greater accuracy in particular (Conrad & 

Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 1995a, 1995b, 1997; Ferris & Hedgecock, 1998; Lalande, 1982; 

Robb, Ross, & Shortreed, 1986). For linguistic features, direct feedback is defined in the 

literature as “the provision of the correct linguistic form” (Hyland, 2006, p. 83) by the 

teacher to the student, including crossing out an unnecessary word or correcting an error. 
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Indirect linguistic-focused feedback occurs when the teacher indicates the errors by 

means of underlines, circles, or codes, but does not give a correct form. These terms, 

direct and indirect feedback, are extended in their uses to content-related issues as well as 

language issues (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999). Direct content-focused feedback is defined 

as a comment with language explicitly stating its intended function (e.g., “I’d like you to 

work on your support some more,” cited in Conrad & Goldstein, 1999, p. 179). Indirect 

content-focused feedback identifies a comment in which the intended function is more 

implicit. For example, the comment “Pgs 8-9 on the weakening of the relationship bt. 

Man and woman in marriage. How or why does this confusion of multi-roles weaken the 

marriage?” (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999, p. 179) is indirect. As Conrad and Goldstein 

state that directness and indirectness are ends of continuum rather than a dichotomy, they 

include notes about the level of indirectness in the category. Nevertheless, it still seems 

hard to differentiate between direct and indirect content-focused comments as discrete 

categories, and the level of indirectness seems to be a subjective measure.   

    Hyland (1998) and Hyland and Hyland (2001) have argued that nondirective 

approaches, mainly using indirect feedback, may fail to meet the expectations of ESL 

writing students from backgrounds where explicit advice and correction are expected. In 

a study involving six ESL writers from various language background at a New Zealand 

university over 14 weeks, Hyland and Hyland (2001) examined how L2 students utilized 

teacher comments, considering the comments in terms of their functions as praise, 

criticism, and suggestions. They developed their coding categories inductively through 

their reading of the essays and drafts. They chose to examine end comments, those 

written either at the end of the essay or a separate feedback sheet, claiming that the 
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meanings expressed in the end comments center on the key functions of feedback, while 

they excluded from the analysis in-text comments that occurred in the margin or the body 

of the text. In addition, the coding categories provide a more straightforward and 

identifiable pragmatic and content focus than Ferris’s (1997) categories. For instance, in 

Hyland and Hyland’s study, Ferris’s categories, “making a request,” “giving information,” 

and “making a grammar comment” are means of praising, criticizing, and suggesting. 

However, the three categories developed by Hyland and Hyland appeared to overlap one 

another. Some suggestions embedded in the written comments also might contain 

criticism more or less explicitly in the way the feedback is expressed. For such cases, it 

might be challenging to differentiate among three categories because they had to decide 

what pragmatic force should be stronger than the others (e.g., a certain comment was 

expressed more forcefully as a criticism than as a suggestion or praise).   

Hyland and Hyland examined a total of 495 instances of feedback from 51 student 

essays, and found that although the teachers sought to minimize the threat of judgment by 

mitigating the force of their criticisms and suggestions, the effect of their mitigation often 

resulted in making the meaning vague to the students, sometimes creating confusion and 

misunderstandings. This finding contrasts with Ferris’s (1997) finding that hedged 

comments were more likely to lead to positive revisions than those without hedges. 

Nevertheless, the findings from these studies are important in that they suggest that it is 

important for teachers to look critically at their own responses and to consider more 

effective ways of responding that will lead to better revisions. Although teachers need to 

avoid over-directive comments, sometimes it may be necessary to deal with problems and 

solutions frankly and clearly. Thus, before concluding whether or not mitigating 
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strategies lead to improved revisions from these studies, it would also be useful to 

examine the English proficiency levels of L2 students in terms of their familiarity with 

indirectness and understanding of implied messages. This is especially important with 

learners of low English proficiency, since they may fail to understand implied messages 

due to lack of familiarity with indirectness. As Hyland (2000) points out, hedges are often 

invisible to even more advanced L2 learners. In other words, indirectness, as a mitigation 

strategy, has two sides: saving a student’s face (e.g., Holmes, 1995; Johnson, 1992) on 

the one hand, and the possibility of misinterpretation by a student (Connors & Lunsford, 

1993; Hyland, 2000), on the other. Thus, more research that employs retrospective 

interview techniques is called for to look at how students understand indirect or implied 

feedback.          

            The studies reviewed in this section show contrary findings about the 

effectiveness of direct and indirect teacher feedback on student writing. Although 

teachers seek to minimize the threat of judgment by mitigating the force of their criticism 

and suggestions, the effect of the mitigating strategy often creates confusion and 

misunderstanding in students (e.g., Hyland & Hyland, 2001; Hyland 2000b). 

Nevertheless, it was also found that hedged comments were more likely to lead to 

positive revisions than those without hedges (e.g., Ferris, 1997). Given that the English 

proficiency levels of L2 students greatly vary, it is important for teachers to look 

critically at their own responses and develop more effective ways to lead to better 

revisions. 
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Student Views on Teacher Commentary   

            While Zamel (1985) and Truscott (1996) have argued that corrective feedback by 

the teacher is not effective, pointless, or even counter-productive, a large number of 

studies have investigated whether certain types of corrective feedback are more likely 

than others to help ESL students improve the accuracy of their writing. In contrast to 

Truscott, many have argued that since errors of grammar are an obvious problem for ESL 

writers, it is not surprising that teachers feel obligated to respond to the types of errors in 

L2 writing classroom (Cumming, 1985; Hyland, 2003; Shi & Cumming, 1995). In a 

multiple-draft process-oriented classroom, the teacher is more a collaborator than an 

evaluator (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994), where the teacher and students work together. 

In this type of setting, teachers clearly need to take into account what their students want 

from feedback, and how they attend to their revisions.  

            Research has suggested that teacher feedback is highly valued by L2 writers, and 

that many learners particularly favor feedback on their grammar. Leki (1991) was the 

first study looking specifically at student views on error correction. She surveyed 100 

ESL students at a U.S. university to discover how concerned ESL students were with 

errors in their writing, and what the best ways were for teachers to give error feedback. 

The study found that students perceived that accuracy in writing (as few errors as 

possible) is very important. As to error correction, the study reported that 70% of the 

students favored comprehensive correction (all errors marked) over selective error 

correction, and that 67% preferred teachers to locate errors and indicate how to correct 

them. These findings are supported by subsequent studies (e.g., Master, 1995; Rennie, 
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2000). In other words, the students perceived that having error-free work was a major 

goal in their L2 writing, and that corrective feedback was beneficial to their writing.             

L2 writers’ preference for particular types of teacher feedback seems to vary 

according to a variety of background chracteristics, the writing contexts, and students’ 

motivation. Hedgcock and Lefkowitz (1994) compared and contrasted survey responses 

between ESL writers and writers in foreign language (FL) classes at a U.S. university. 

They surveyed 247 subjects about their reactions to teacher feedback and how teacher 

responses affected their perceptions of text quality and the composing processes. The 

study had two major findings. The first was that ESL writers valued content feedback 

more than the FL writers did, while the FL writers often viewed writing as a means of 

practicing the language, and needed different types of form feedback. The second finding 

was that the students showed a moderate preference for the use of correction symbols by 

teachers, but disliked the use of red pens. The authors interpreted the findings to indicate 

that teachers need to formulate their responses to student writing in order to meet the 

needs of students in particular settings.  

            Although Hedgcock and Lefkowitz’s (1994) study endeavored to identify the 

relationship between different writers’ perceptions of teacher response norms and their 

effects, it did not examine how the students incorporated their different views into their 

revisions. In other words, the study examined what students thought that they gained or 

might gain from the teacher’s responses to their texts, but did not examine to what extent 

their written products showed substantial improvement over time based on particular 

types of teacher responses. Researchers have thus called for longitudinal, contextualized 
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research designs to examine the long-term effects of written teacher feedback on 

individual L2 students and their texts over time.      

           A study by Ferris (1997) tried to address these concerns by assessing the effects of 

teacher commentary on student revision on 110 pairs of essays written by 47 university 

ESL students in the U.S., considering both the pragmatic goals for and the linguistic 

features of each comment. Teacher feedback in the student essays included comments on 

content, endnotes, and indirect corrections on grammar. Student revised after receiving 

feedback. Though this study primarily examined teacher response to content, about 15% 

of the teacher comments dealt with grammar and mechanics issues, primarily through the 

use of end or marginal comments paired with selective underlining of errors. This study 

showed that these comments, especially teachers’ requests for clarification and comments 

on grammar, were taken up and utilized by students to make positive changes in their 

revised papers. The results of this study have meaningful pedagogical implications in that 

by adopting a longitudinal research design incorporating case study methodology, the 

study provided in-depth information about the individual responses of students to teacher 

feedback and its potential effects on students and their texts. This information can help 

teachers be aware of possible students’ reactions to their commentary, and suggests 

useful commentary types that will help students have successful revisions. Ferris’s study, 

however, could be expanded to consider the potential impacts of individual differences in 

terms of personality, culture, or ability on each student’s improved revision. Since 

researchers have emphasized the dynamic nature of L2 writing, which is seen as a social 

activity in a particular academic discourse community (Matsuda, 1997; Silva, 1993; 

Yates & Kenkel, 2002), teacher written commentary is only one of the potential factors 
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influencing student revisions. Thus, an expansion of Ferris’ (1997) study would involve 

other information about the individual writers to investigate the degree to which L2 

students have different rhetorical, cultural, and linguistic schemata that teachers need to 

consider in providing individualized feedback.  

     Several longitudinal studies have investigated what type of feedback (direct 

versus indirect) students preferred and led to improved accuracy over time (Lalande, 

1982; Lee, 1997; Robb et al., 1986). These studies suggest that indirect feedback in 

comparison to direct feedback led to either greater or similar levels of accuracy over time. 

Lalande (1982) studied 60 German FL students at a U.S. university over one 10-week 

quarter, analyzing the difference between a direct correction approach (control group) 

and a guided learning and problem-solving approach to errors (experimental group). In 

the study, students who received indirect, coded feedback had the opportunity to correct 

errors in class immediately after receiving feedback. Lalande, measuring the students’ 

progress on error charts, reported that the experimental group students made significantly 

fewer errors over time than the control group students. This study demonstrated the 

advantages of one treatment over another treatment, but the study was flawed in that it 

did not include a true control group that received no feedback in order to show that a 

direct or indirect feedback group did better over time in comparison to the no feedback 

group. In addition, Lalande did not check whether or not the four participating instructors 

provided equally accurate feedback. 

    Three studies in this vein have included true control groups and examined 

whether EFL students may be different from ESL students in terms of their motivations 

for learning English writing, learning experiences, and the types of feedback they 
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preferred (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994; Lee, 1997; Reid, 1998). These researchers 

examined EFL students’ preferences for different types of teacher feedback and used true 

control groups (receiving no corrective feedback) in their studies. Lee (1997) studied 149 

EFL college students in Hong Kong divided into three groups: (1) errors underlined, (2) 

checkmarks in the margin indicating error-free lines of text, and (3) no error feedback at 

all (control group). The study found that students were significantly more able to correct 

errors that were underlined than errors that were either not marked or only indicated by a 

check in the margin. While this research is one of the two studies that had control groups, 

providing insights into EFL writers’ preferences of the specific types of teacher feedback, 

Lee did not measure the effect of the treatments on the accuracy of student writing over 

time. In addition, given that in this study students edited a text that they themselves had 

not written, it did not explain how students edit errors in their own texts, and thus the 

results have limited interpretability. 

     Ferris and Roberts (2001), using a control group pre/post-treatment design, 

investigated 72 university ESL students’ differing abilities to self-edit their texts across 

three feedback conditions: (1) errors underlined with error codes attached, (2) errors 

underlined without error codes , (3) no error feedback at all (control group). Students 

wrote an in-class essay under one of the three conditions. During an in-class editing 

session, they attempted to correct as many errors as they could. They found no significant 

differences in the success ratios of editing their text between students who received coded 

feedback and those who received uncoded feedback. In contrast, both groups who 

received feedback significantly outperformed the no-feedback group on the self-editing 

task. According to this study, a less explicit marking technique was more effective in 
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editing “treatable errors” (e.g., errors concerned with verbs, noun endings, articles) than 

“untreatable errors” (e.g., errors concerned with word choice, unidiomatic sentence 

structure). Learners made more substantial progress over time in reducing verb and noun 

ending errors and in article usage in revisions, than in lexical and sentence structure 

errors. While this study suggests that indirect feedback (for example, simply locating 

errors without direct corrections) may be adequate with some L2 writers, it did not 

examine whether such indirect feedback works over time for students to self-edit errors.  

In addition, the researcher did not consider the L2 writers’ English proficiency levels, 

which is relevant, because for students with low proficiency levels, indirect comments 

may be too difficult to interpret and respond to teacher comments successfully.   

  As noted throughout this section, student views about various forms of feedback 

seem to be consistent, despite differences across studies in research context and design, 

and learners’ profiles. Students perceive teacher feedback on errors as a vital ingredient 

for students to improve the accuracy of their writing. Although L2 writers value teacher 

feedback on all aspects of their writing, they express strong preferences for teacher 

feedback on their linguistic errors. In Hedgcock and Lefkowitz’s (1994) study, student 

writers also express appreciation for feedback on their ideas and composing strategies. 

With regard to specific types of error correction, students seem to prefer indirect 

feedback on errors (errors marked and labeled by error types or with description) over 

direct corrections by teachers or errors underlined. Although students in these studies 

stated that they preferred comprehensive error feedback, this does not necessarily mean 

that teachers should always provide it for them. However, dismissing the students’ desire 

for error feedback, as Truscott (1996) recommended, may work against students’ 
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motivation and cause teachers to appear “high-handed and disrespectful” (Leki, 1991, 

p.210). Although Truscott argued that teachers should have students accustomed to the 

absence of error feedback on their draft writing, rather than complying with students’ 

desire for feedback, a number of studies concluded that students’ wishes for error 

feedback was a strongly held position that could and should not be changed. In short, the 

body of student survey research on error feedback clearly suggests that students’ 

preferences and beliefs about teacher feedback and issues of accuracy should not be 

neglected in L2 writing classes.    

Instructor Types and Response to ESL Errors 

Native Speaking (NS) and Non-Native Speaking (NNS) Teachers 
 

         The majority of teacher feedback research reviewed above has examined the written 

comments of the teachers who speak English as their first language. As the number of 

ESL university students has grown in U.S. academia, the need to examine how university 

instructors across disciplines respond to ESL writing increases. A body of studies on how 

university faculty react to ESL errors suggests that not only the first language of 

university faculty, but also their individual or socio-contextual backgrounds (e.g., 

disciplines, age, professorial levels, experience with ESL students) may influence their 

instructional and pedagogical practices. Therefore, it is important to investigate the 

differences among teachers in responding to ESL student writing according to teacher 

background variables.  

Disciplines and Age  

         Studies have investigated how college professors react to ESL writing differently. 

Santos (1988), a representative work on this issue, investigated professors’ reactions to 
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the academic writing of NNS students. She carried out a large-scale study involving 178 

professors who were asked to respond to two compositions: one by a Chinese student and 

the other by a Korean student.  96 of the professors were in the humanities/social sciences, 

and the rest were in the physical sciences. Each of them rated one of the two 

compositions on six 10-point scales; three scales focused on content (i.e., holistic 

impression, development, sophistication), and three focused on language (i.e., 

comprehensibility, acceptability, and irritation2). The results were as follows: (1) 

professors in the humanities and social sciences were more lenient in their judgments 

than those in the physical sciences; (2) older professors were less irritated by (i.e., more 

tolerant of) ESL errors (except lexical errors) than younger professors; (3) NNS 

professors were more severe in their judgments in grammatical errors than NS professors, 

which contrasts with the finding of Kobayashi (1992), as discussed below. The findings 

of Santos’s study also support the position that the assessment of writing is dynamic 

(Matsuda, 1997) in that teachers’ judgment about L2 writing may be subjectively based 

on the teachers’ academic field of work.  

Professional Level 

           Among the few empirical studies of this topic was an experimental study 

conducted by Kobayashi (1992), who investigated how native English speakers and 

Japanese native speakers (JNSs) at professorial, graduate, and undergraduate levels assess 

ESL compositions written by Japanese college students. In an attempt to provide 

generalizability, the study was undertaken with a large number of subjects (n = 269) and 

a quantitative analysis of the data was calculated.  The subjects, who had not received 

                                                 
2
 Irritation is defined in this study as “the result of the form of the message intruding upon the interlocutor’s   

  perception of the communication” (Ludwig, 1982, p. 275, cited in Santos, 1988). 
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formal training in ESL pedagogy, evaluated two compositions in terms of grammaticality, 

clarity of meaning, naturalness, and organization, using 10-point scales. Kobayashi found 

that NS teachers were stricter about grammaticality and were more likely to make 

corrections than were Japanese native speakers. As for clarity of meaning and 

organization, NS professors and graduate students gave more positive feedback for the 

compositions than did the comparable Japanese-speaking groups, while the NS 

undergraduates responded to the compositions much more negatively than did the 

Japanese undergraduates. Kobayashi concluded that although they had similar linguistic 

and cultural traditions, the Japanese readers reacted differently and more systematically 

toward particular ESL errors. In summary, the major important findings of this study are 

that NS teachers and Japanese teachers differed when editing compositions written in 

English by NNS students, and that neither the NS group nor the Japanese speaking group 

were homogeneous in recognizing ESL errors during the editing task. However, although 

Kobayashi’s study had implications for understanding of the ways in which NS and NNS 

teachers corrected and edited, it did not examine whether and how the different correcting 

methods by NS and NNS teachers affected students’ writing. In addition, although the 

study was conducted in the context of process writing in which students wrote multiple 

drafts, it did not address the point in the semester at which the feedback was given, and 

the type of the essay assignment being considered.     

Experience with ESL Writing 

            In addition to the variables of disciplines, age, and first language, whether or not 

they were trained in ESL pedagogy is another factor possibly influencing instructors’ 

responses to ESL writing. One of the few studies which compared teacher ratings in this 
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vein was the study conducted by Song and Caruso (1996). They investigated whether NS 

and NNS faculty differed in their response to NS and ESL essay samples in terms of the 

faculty’s L1s, and whether or not they had received formal ESL pedagogical training. In 

this study, 32 NS and 30 NNS professors in the English department in a university rated 

two NS and two ESL essays. They were divided into subgroups, one rating the four 

essays holistically (1 to 6 scales), and the other group rating them analytically (1 to 6 

scales) by means of 10 specific categories (i.e., six rhetorical and four language features).  

The results indicated that NS and NNS faculty readers differed significantly in their 

ratings of the essays. The NS faculty who were trained in ESL pedagogy gave greater 

weight to the overall content and quality of rhetorical features in the writing samples than 

they did to language use. This finding supported that of Santos (1988), in that NS faculty 

tended to show willingness to look beyond linguistic deficiencies to the content and 

rhetorical features in the writing of ESL students.  Another finding of the study was that 

some of the NNS faculty who were not trained in ESL pedagogy tended to focus on 

grammatical accuracy in student writing more strictly that the NS faculty who were not 

ESL-trained. From the findings of the study, it is important to note that the number of 

years of faculty experience in interacting with ESL students may be a significant factor 

affecting teacher response to L2 writing. For instance, in Song and Caruso’ study, the NS 

faculty who had greater exposure to many ESL texts might be better able to tolerate ESL 

linguistic errors, as compared to the NNS faculty.  However, all the ESL essays used in 

the study were written by Russian speakers, which may be a limiting factor in 

generalizing the results. Therefore, further studies should explore how NS and NNS 
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faculty differ when responding to ESL essays representing a linguistically varied 

population.                  

Native Speaking Teachers from Different Disciplines 

           Santos’s (1988) findings that the backgrounds of NS faculty may affect their 

response to ESL writing were also supported by a study conducted by Janopoulos (1992). 

The study examined the question of how a university faculty’s tolerance of ESL errors 

compared to its tolerance of similar errors committed by NS writers. In this study, 

university faculty were asked to rate 24 sentences containing errors commonly committed 

by ESL student writers on a 6-point scale of tolerance. Half the faculty rated ESL errors, 

while the other half rated errors identified as being made by NS students.  The results 

indicated that the faculty was more tolerant of ESL errors than they were of errors they 

perceived as being made by NS students. Moreover, the data suggested that faculty in the 

social sciences were considerably more tolerant of NNS errors than the faculty in other 

disciplines. The results of this study also paralleled those reported by Santos (1988), in 

that in terms of the relative severity of error types, lexical errors were considered the 

most serious, followed by article errors. However, the major limitation of Janopoulos’s 

study was that errors were presented at the sentence-level, rather than as entire 

compositions. Clearly, future research needs to be conducted on how readers react- 

linguistically and rhetorically- to the extended discourse of both NS and NNS writing.   

The studies reviewed in this section show that the ways university instructors 

respond to the academic writing of ESL students vary across disciplines, age, first 

language, professional level, and experience with ESL writing. It was found that NS 

faculty tended to be more lenient toward ESL errors except lexical errors (Janopoulos, 
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1992; Santos, 1988), while they tended to pay more attention to the content and rhetorical 

features of ESL writing (Santos, 1988; Song & Caruso, 1996). These results contrast with 

the finding of Kobayashi (1992) who found that NS faculty were stricter about grammar 

accuracy. As for different disciplines, faculty in the humanities or social sciences 

appeared to be more tolerant of ESL errors (Janopoulos, 1992; Santos, 1988). In addition, 

it was found that older professors were less irritated by ESL errors than younger 

professors, and that those with longer experience with ESL writing tended to consider 

content and rhetorical quality more important than language use. As Ferris (2002, 2003, 

2004) continues to emphasize, future studies on the efficacy of teacher feedback should 

be contextualized within natural classroom settings. Therefore, it is necessary to examine 

the various factors influencing teachers’ feedback practices (i.e., teachers’ profiles), in 

order to better understand what constitutes optimal teacher feedback in an academic 

context. 

Conclusion 

           This review of the literature investigated issues of teacher comments on L2 writing 

drafts, focusing on the effects of different types and forms of teacher response on L2 

writing, L2 writers’ reactions to and preferences regarding teacher feedback, and the 

influences of teacher factors (e.g., L1 background, familiarity with L2 populations, 

teaching disciplines, and professorial levels). In a process-oriented classroom, the teacher 

is more a collaborator than an evaluator, where the teacher and students work together 

towards a shared goal (Matsuda, 1997; Silva, 1993; Zamel, 1985). Clearly, teachers need 

to take into account what their students need from teacher feedback and how they attend 

to their revisions.  
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            The studies reviewed provide a number of theoretical and pedagogical 

implications and contributions to this field. Several models have been designed and tested 

to quantify and categorize teacher feedback (e.g., Ashwell, 2000; Ferris, 1997, 1999; 

Hyland & Hyland, 2001; Kepner, 1991; Conrad & Goldstein, 1999) and others have been 

implemented to examine student revision after teacher feedback (e.g., Conrad & 

Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 1997, 1999). Researchers have also identified important 

contextual features for future researchers to consider (e.g., Janopoulos, 1992; Santos 

1988; Song & Caruso, 1992).  

            However, the issues that the previous research has addressed and their findings 

raise a number of methodological questions that must be considered in designing future 

research.  As researchers have continued to suggest that future research be longitudinal 

and contextualized, future studies must also develop more systematic analytical models to 

characterize the nature of teacher comments, as well as more reliable measurement tools 

to assess improvement in L2 student writing. Examining the various alternative modes 

can allow researchers as well as writing teachers to investigate this issue more critically, 

which in turn will make further contributions (both theoretically and pedagogically) to 

the teaching of L2 student writing. 

Directions for Future Research 

            A synthesis of the findings of the literature in this topic suggests a number of 

insights into the directions of future research that needs to focus on the efficacy of 

teacher commentary on L2 writing over time. First, further studies should be longitudinal 

and contextually grounded in order to investigate the relationship between teacher 

commentary and student revisions. Second, this issue simultaneously needs to be 
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examined quantitatively, qualitatively, and descriptively (e.g., interviews with subjects), 

investigating why particular types and directness of teacher comments work better than 

others when students revise their drafts. Finally, it is critically important to employ 

appropriate analytical models so that researchers will be able to investigate the 

underlying trajectories of individual students’ writing improvement or change over time, 

and at the same time to compare the differences between student subjects in improvement 

in L2 writing.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 

          This chapter describes the methodology that was used in the study. The research 

design and context are described first, and the participants and instruments are then 

described. The procedures related to data collection, planning, and handling are explained. 

Next, how the data were analyzed is described.  

Research Design 

          This study is a non-experimental design because no treatments are given. Instead, 

this design studies naturally occurring variation in the independent and dependent 

variables without any intervention. Thus, the context-dependent nature of teacher 

comments on student writing in the setting of university writing programs calls for a case 

study approach. This study on the efficacy of teacher comments based on this approach 

attempts to illuminate the processes of teacher commenting and student revising through 

the interweaving of performance data, surveys, retrospective interviews, and document 

analysis.   

   Research Context 

          The investigation took place within the context of an academic writing course for 

ESL (English 711-ESL) students enrolling in a first-year writing program at an American 

university. The course was selected for several reasons. First, as an introductory writing 

course, it emphasizes academic writing skills. Second, while the proficiency levels of 

students vary, most students are competent enough to meet the linguistic demands of the 

first-year writing program at the university. Third, although teachers are expected to 

share the writing goals of the program and to follow the curriculum, teachers are free to 
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construct their own feedback methods. Thus, the feedback varies according to the 

individual ESL teachers and the needs and wants of the classes. Finally, I have recently 

taught a class in the program, and thus have an insider’s view of the course from a 

teacher’s perspective.    

One section of English 711-ESL composed of a maximum of twelve students who 

had culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. They took the composition course 

as a requirement in their first year. Exploring a single theme, “language,” throughout the 

semester, students in English 711-ESL must read critically and discuss such topics as the 

power of language, gender and language, academic discourse, and bilingualism and 

bilingual education. The program encouraged students to write multiple drafts over the 

course, so their writing is evaluated at the end of the semester. The writing program 

focuses on improvement in writing through multiple drafts, rather than simply evaluating 

a grammatically perfect product of writing.  

Participants 

The Writing Teacher 

          I intended to recruit a participant teacher who would be qualified as an expert in L2 

writing at the university. I expected the teacher to teach three sections of the same writing 

course (the maximum number of the sections allowed to be taught by the same teacher) at 

the time of data collection, since I needed to have as many participant students as 

possible for the quantitative component of the study. To search for a participant, I 

obtained a list of professors who were teaching the English composition course for ESL 

at the time of data collection at the First-Year Writing program. I approached three 

professors teaching the courses, and sent an email first to each of them attached with a 
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recruitment letter (Appendix A) including a brief description of my study. I obtained one 

professor’s consent to participate in my study, using an informed consent form 

(Appendix B). He is referred to here as Lawrence (a pseudonym) and was considered 

suitable for this study on several grounds: He earned his MSED in TESOL (Teaching 

English to the Speakers of Other Languages), and has five years of experience in teaching 

college composition to ESL students. In addition, he used the same syllabus and 

standards of evaluation for three sections of the same course (English 711-ESL) during 

the semester of data collection. He was expected to be familiar with an ethnically and 

linguistically diverse student population, representing a range of proficiency levels in 

English.  He volunteered to participate in my study without any monetary compensation.  

The Students 

I recruited participating students from three sections of English 711-ESL at the 

beginning of the fourth class meeting, when the teacher invited me to present my plan of 

research to the students and to specify the nature of the contribution they would make. 

Having done so, I distributed the consent forms (Appendix C), and at the end of the class 

I was able to recruit 30 out of 36 students to participate in the study, while six students 

did not participate.  The student pools mirrored the gender and ethnic composition of the 

program. They provided a balance between 14 female and 16 male students, with 9 

Chinese, 7 Vietnamese, 5 Indians, 4 Koreans, 2 Cambodians, 1 Puerto Rican, 1 Russian, 

and 1 Philippine. Students’ ages ranged from 17 to 27. All but one of the participants 

were in their first year of study. 23 out of 30 students had completed part of their formal 

education in U.S. high schools. The remaining 7 students were all international students 

who completed their high school education in their home countries. L2 learners in the 
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U.S. can be classified into two types: International L2 students and Generation 1.5. 

International L2 students attend institutions of higher education in an L2 after having 

completed high school in their home countries. In contrast, Generation 1.5 refers to L2 

students who have completed all or part of their formal education in U.S. schools 

(Gennaro, 2009). The length of their exposure to American educational settings ranged 

from 6 months to 15 years, due to the fact that some of them had received an American 

secondary education, while others were foreign students who had recently graduated from 

high schools in their own countries. Thus, using Gennaro’s terms, 23 out of 30 students 

were classified as Generation 1.5, while only 7 students were International L2 students. 

There was a wide range of majors, including accounting, business, pre-pharmacy, biology, 

and engineering. Some of the students had not decided on their majors, marked as 

undeclared. Table 3-1 provides a summary of description of the students involved in the 

study. 

 
Table 3-1.   Participating Students in Each Section of English 711-ESL 

 
Section     Gender    Age    Status               L1 Prior college      

writing 
Section 1     Female: 6   17-27   1st year  Chinese (4) Guajarati (3)      no 
     Male: 5    except 

one 
Korean (1) Vietnamese 
(1) 

 

    Spanish (1) Philippine (1)  
      
Section 2     Female: 3   18-21   1st year  Chinese (3) Vietnamese 

(3) 
     no 

     Male: 4   Korean (1)  
      
Section 3     Female: 5   17-20   1st year  Chinese (2) Vietnamese 

(2) 
     no 

     Male: 7   Korean (3) Malayalam (2) 
Russian (1) Khmer (2) 
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The sampling method I employed was convenience sampling, a non-probability 

sampling method. In convenience sampling, the selection of units from the population is 

based on easy availability or accessibility (Creswell, 2003). The research site selected for 

this study is a university that has ESL sections in the first year writing programs, in 

which I had recently taught the composition course for ESL. Thus, the participants, both 

the students and the teacher, were readily available to recruit for my study. The subjects 

voluntarily participated in the study when asked, which is one of the most common 

examples of convenience sampling. Since they were all volunteer participants, and six of 

the students declined to participate, they would differ from an ideal sample that was 

randomly selected.             

Instrumentation and Materials 

Surveys 
 

          As Horwitz (1987) points out, what learners believe about what they are learning 

and about what they need in the learning process strongly influences their receptiveness 

to learning. In this sense, what ESL students learn in writing courses may be determined 

to a great extent by what they expect to learn.  From this perspective, two surveys were 

planned, designed, and administered to the thirty ESL students, eliciting responses to a 

range of feedback conventions and intervention practices employed by the teacher.  

The First Survey (Beginning of the Semester) 

          My intentions for the first survey, conducted at the fourth class meeting, was to 

obtain the students’ profile data, including their demographic information, and at the 

same time to capture the ESL students’ expectations for teacher written comments on 

English academic writing. The literature has shown that even though teacher feedback is 
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highly valued by L2 writers, their preference for teacher feedback varies according to a 

variety of their background characteristics such as linguistic and cultural backgrounds, 

and ESL or EFL settings (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994; Lalande, 1982; Lee, 1997; Leki, 

1991). However, these studies did not examine what expectations L2 students brought to 

the composition class, and whether their expectations or personal goals for writing 

matched their writing teacher’s goal for the course. In a process-oriented classroom, it is 

important to work together to reach the shared goal: improving writing skills through the 

course. In order to fill the gap in the literature, it was decided to include items in the first 

survey that asked for students’ expectations for the composition course, and their pre-

conception of the purpose of teacher feedback prior to the course. This survey research 

was conducted utilizing non-probability sampling-convenience sampling. All 30 of the 

participants were surveyed.  

After planning the survey research, the survey instruments were designed to 

collect the data. The design process included the types of question items (open or closed 

ended), and the number of the items. In order to investigate participants’ biodata 

information, open response items were used. In order to investigate participants’ views or 

opinions about any aspect of language learning, closed-response items including Likert 

scale items were used. As Brown (2001) suggests, the questions in this survey kept a 

consistent question type and response format on a given topic. 

          This survey (Appendix D) consisted of three sections, containing 22 items in total: 

Section I-Background information, Section II-Expectations of their English writing 

teacher’s written feedback, and Section III-Perceptions of useful teacher feedback. 

Section I consisted of ten items (Q1-10) that asked for students’ background information 
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in terms of name, year of study, gender, academic program, ethnic and linguistic status, 

and length of stay in the U.S. Section II, composed of six items (Q11-16), aimed to assess 

students’ expectations from the writing teacher in the composition course. Specifically, 

using a 5-point Likert scale, students were asked to what extent the teacher should 

comment on each issue in their writing (e.g., idea development and organization, 

vocabulary, grammar, mechanics, or style). Section III was made up of six items (Q17-22) 

that asked for the students’ general perceptions of useful teacher feedback on their 

writing. For these items in particular, the students were asked to reflect on their 

experience about writing prior to English-711, and to rate what types of teacher 

comments (e.g., idea development and organization, vocabulary, grammar, mechanics, or 

style) they thought they learned the most from. All the items in Section II and Section III 

used a 5-point Likert scale (1= “strongly disagree,” 2 = “disagree,” 3 = “neutral,” 4 = 

“agree,” and 5 = “strongly agree”). After the initial questionnaire was created, it was 

piloted to see how it performed. The questionnaire was piloted on students who were 

members of the target population. In the piloting phase, the content validity of the survey 

instruments was checked by qualified judges. Based on the interview with the teacher and 

students after the survey, the researcher analyzed which items were problematic, how 

they needed to be revised, and how the survey formulation was changed. In addition, the 

reliability of the survey instruments was examined. A more detailed explanation of the 

piloting process was provided below (see Validation of Survey Instrument).   

The Second Survey (End of the Semester) 

  The second survey (Appendix E), administered at the last class meeting, aimed to 

examine the participants’ response to their teacher’s comments that they had received 
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during the semester, and to capture whether there was a change in their perspectives on 

their view of teacher feedback over the semester. The literature has examined how L2 

students react to teacher feedback, and what types of feedback they felt were most helpful 

for their revisions (Ferris, 1997; Ferris & Roberst, 2001; Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994; 

Lalande, 1982; Lee, 1997; Leki, 1991; Robb et al., 1986). However, these studies 

examined what types of feedback, direct or indirect, were effective, primarily focusing on 

the language-focused feedback on L2 errors. In a process-oriented classroom where 

content-related components, including idea development and organizational issues were 

considered critically important, it is also important to investigate how students responded 

to the teacher’s content-focused comments. In order to fill the gap in the literature, it thus 

was decided to include items in the second survey that asked for students’ opinions about 

the effectiveness of both content- and language-focused comments on their writing ability.  

After planning the survey research, the survey instruments were designed to 

collect the data. The design process included the types of question items (open or closed 

ended), and the number of the items. All the items except Question 8 were close ended, 

using Likert scale items as in the first survey. Question 8 consisted of four ordinal scales 

(see below). As Brown (2001) suggests, the questions in this survey also kept a consistent 

question type and response format on a given topic. 

This survey consisted of three sections: Section I–Learning experience with 

teacher feedback, Section II- Students’ evaluation of teacher feedback, and Section III-

Perceptions of beneficial teacher feedback. Section I, consisting of eight items (Q1 

through Q8), asked the students to reflect on their learning experience with teacher 

written feedback during the semester. In Q1 to Q7, students were asked to rate to what 
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extent the teacher commented on such issues as idea development, organization, 

vocabulary, grammar, mechanics, writing style, and the use of symbols for correction. 

For Q8, concerning the teacher’s comments the students received on their papers during 

the semester, students marked one of the four scales (i.e., A lot, Some, A little, None), 

depending on how many of the teacher’s comments and corrections involved each issue 

in student writing (i.e., organization, content/ idea, grammar, vocabulary, mechanics, 

writing style, and symbols).  

Section II, composed of seven items (Q9 to Q15), aimed to examine the students’ 

evaluation of the effect of the teacher feedback on their writing. For each question, they 

were asked to rate the degree to which they felt they were most likely to make successful 

revisions in response to particular types of teacher feedback. Those questions were 

related to the ways the teacher addressed his written feedback. For instance, students 

were asked to state how much they felt the teacher’s explicit or implicit comments helped 

them to revise successfully. Likewise, students were asked to evaluate the extent to which 

the teacher’s direct or indirect corrections were considered helpful for students’ revision 

process.      

           Section III, made up of six items (Q16-21), asked about the types of teacher 

feedback the students generally perceived as beneficial. For these items in particular, the 

students were asked to reflect on their experience in English 711-ESL, and to rate what 

types of teacher comments (e.g., idea development and organization, vocabulary, 

grammar, mechanics, or style) they thought they learned the most from. All the items in 

Section II and Section III used a 5-point Likert scale (1 = “strongly disagree,” 2 = 

“disagree,” 3 = “neutral,” 4 = “agree,” and 5 = “strongly agree”).    
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After the initial questionnaire was created, it was piloted to see how it performed 

as in the first survey. The questionnaire was piloted on students who were members of 

the target population. In the piloting phase, the content validity of the survey instruments 

was checked by qualified judges. Based on the interview with the teacher and students 

after the survey, the researcher analyzed which items were problematic, how they needed 

to be revised, and how the survey formulation was chnaged. In addition, the reliability of 

the survey instruments was examined. A more detailed explanation of the piloting 

process is provided below (see Validation of Survey Instrument).   

Validation of the Survey Instruments   

          The validity and the reliability of the instruments used in this study were checked 

as a part of the research procedures, following the recommendations of Brown (2001) and 

D�rnyei (2003). In order to examine how adequately the survey items represent the 

content or the constructs (i.e., beliefs, motivation, expectations) to be assessed (Brown, 

2001), qualified judges were needed to assess their content validity (D�rnyei, 2003). 

Thus, I first selected a teacher who was well-trained in teaching English 711-ESL at my 

research site, as well as the students taking her class. They were considered appropriate to 

evaluate the content validity of the survey instruments, because the teacher was an expert 

in the field, and the students belonged to the target population, and thus they were similar 

to the participating students in the study. 

            As the first step of piloting the surveys, I visited the first class meeting of the 

course, English 711-ESL for Summer II (the semester prior to the data collection). First, I 

briefly explained to them the survey procedures including the purpose, directions, and 

question items. I then distributed the survey form to each student, and waited in the 
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classroom in case they came up with some questions about the survey items or procedure. 

It was found from the piloting process that the students needed more time than expected 

to complete the survey. After collecting the survey forms, I interviewed the teacher and 

the students concerning the format and items of the questionnaire, in order to check the 

relevance of the survey items and the clarity of their formulation. The teacher and some 

of the students agreed that the format should be more consistent in terms of space and 

letter size, and that several of the items would be improved by making them more 

specific by adding concrete examples. For instance, Q11 in the original first survey (i.e., 

In my writing paper, I think that the writing teacher should comment on my writing style) 

needed detailed examples of what “writing style” meant. Based on their suggestions, I 

revised and finalized the survey instrument by fixing the space between lines and the 

letter size and adding examples to each item (for instance, to Q11, I added more 

supporting ideas, evidence, examples, etc.). In addition, prior to administering the 

surveys, I decided that I would explain orally to the participants what the terms such as 

idea development, organization, or writing style referred to. The reliability of the survey 

instruments used in this study was also examined and reported in Chapter 6. 

Interviews 

           As for the interviews with the teacher and the students, the interview prompts and 

questions were developed in relation to the research questions. The question format 

included both direct and non-direct, open-ended questions. The purpose of the interviews 

with the teacher was to examine the factors that prompted the comments he made; in 

particular, the teacher’s general attitudes on ESL writing, commenting practices, and 

justifications of his commenting practices on student sample essays.            
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The Teacher Interview       

           It was decided to interview the teacher after he submitted students’ final grades, 

because the question items in the interview included the teacher’s commenting and 

grading practices throughout the semester. The interview prompts for the teacher 

consisted of three parts (Appendix F): Part I asked for the teacher’s general approach to 

ESL writing and his personal opinion as to what he thought the most important issues 

were for ESL academic writers. Part II asked the teacher to describe his general attitudes 

to giving comments, including his priorities of comments, as expressed in written 

feedback, and expectations toward his students’ revision process. Part III asked the 

teacher to explain  how he commented and why, with interviewer probes in regard to the 

specific commenting process carried out in assessing the writing samples and in marking 

essays, the requirements of each assignment, expectations of students, impressions on 

students’ drafts, and grading criteria.  

Student Retrospective Interviews   

          The second set of retrospective interviews was conducted with the participating 

students after the semester was completed. I first emailed all the students in the three 

classes and encouraged them to participate in the interviews. Of the 30 students who 

participated in the first part of the study, 12 students agreed to be interviewed. The 

sampling method I employed for the student interviews relied on convenience sampling, 

because the selection of the students from the whole classes was based on easy 

availability or accessibility (Creswell, 2003).  

The interviews were designed to examine student experiences with, preferences 

for, and attitudes toward the teacher’s written comments, which were considered as 
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student factors affecting revisions (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Ferris, 2004; Goldstein, 

2004; Hedgecock & Lefkowitz, 1994; Leki & Carson, 1994, 1997). The interview 

prompts were composed of three parts (Appendix D): Part I asked for the students’ 

general perceptions of the requirements set by the assignments; Part II asked for their 

perceptions of the most beneficial teacher comments leading to writing improvement and 

of the manner their papers were commented on and graded; Part III asked for their 

specific reactions to teacher feedback and the grades they received. In particular, 

Questions 1 through 5 in Part III aimed to uncover how they went about using the teacher 

commentary (e.g., “What changes did you make to the writing after receiving these 

comments?”) to revise their papers; the reasons for their revision strategies (e.g., “Why 

did or didn’t you use the written feedback in your revision?”); and self-evaluation of 

improvement in their writing over the semester (e.g., “Do you think your changes have 

improved the writing?).  

Data Collection Procedures 

          The objective of this study was to investigate the predictive relationship between 

student revisions (Research Questions 1 and 2) and the focus and directness of teacher 

written comments (Research Questions 3 and 4), and to examine teacher and student 

factors that affect teacher comments and revisions (Research Questions 5 and 6). For this 

query, I collected both quantitative and qualitative data from multiple sources: 

performance data, documentary evidence, surveys, and interviews. To lessen the impact 

of the research intervention, I interviewed the participating teacher only after he had 

returned student papers with comments after the semester had ended. Similarly, I waited 

until the students had submitted their revisions and interviewed them after the semester.  
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Documentary Evidence 

          The types of documentary evidence in this study include the course outline (the 

participating teacher’s syllabus), departmental documents (the program’s teacher 

handbook), and performance data (students’ revised papers and teacher comments). The 

data from the surveys and interviews with the students were also collected to investigate 

the nature of their individual responses to teacher feedback. The interview with the 

teacher was used as another source of data to examine his individual conception of 

writing and his priority in his feedback practices. The types of data and the collection 

procedure are summarized in Table 3-2. 
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Table 3-2.  Data Collection Procedure from English 711-ESL 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Data category                         Data Collected                         Time of Data Collection 
 

Course documents              
• Course outline       Syllabus  describing complete set               1st week 

                               of topics, readings, overall course  
                               goals, assignment specifications 

  
• Departmental         Departmental instructor’s handbook          1st week 

documents 
 
Performance data 

• Student papers       120 drafts and 120 revisions of four           4 times throughout the 
semester                                                                                                  

                  essay assignments  
• Teacher                  Written comments on 120 drafts                4 times throughout the 

semester 
comments                                                                                         

 
Interviews with                  Interview with the teacher,                          After submitting               
the teacher                          recorded and transcribed,                            final grades   
                                           concerning essay assignments,                    

    student essays, and his feedback           
                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

Interviews                          Individual interviews with 12 students,       After the semester  
with students                      each recorded and transcribed,                                              
                                           concerning essay assignments,                                            
                                           and reactions to feedback 
                                                                
Surveys                              1st survey: Student profile data                    2nd week (4th class   
                                           (gender, year of study, major, L1,               meeting)   
                                           previous writing course, and length  
                                           of studying English in the U.S.);  
                                           student expectations and views on 

    teacher feedback.                                                                                  
                             
                                           2nd survey: Student evaluation on                 The last class meeting 
                                           and reactions to teacher feedback,               
                                           and students’ changed perceptions    
                                           of teacher feedback 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Teacher Written Comments 

           As part of the course work, students completed throughout the semester four 

substantial pieces of writing that involved four different genres: Summary, compare and 
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contrast, evaluation (critique), and argumentation. For each writing assignment, students 

handed in a first draft and these drafts were returned to them with the teacher’s written 

comments one week later. The students were expected to spend considerable time 

working on revisions throughout the semester and re-submit the final drafts in the form of 

a portfolio, a collection of their work, at the end of the semester. In short, the first 

documentary evidence collected consists of students’ draft essays with the teacher’s 

written comments, including marginal as well as end comments. After the teacher had 

collected and commented on the set of drafts, I photocopied the annotated drafts and 

returned them to the teacher.  The teacher then handed them back to the students. I thus 

acquired a corpus of a total of 120 annotated commented papers (30 papers for each essay 

assignment #1, #2, #3, and #4).  

            The purpose of collecting these data was to examine the particular focus and 

directness of the teacher’s comments on students’ initial drafts. The focus of the teacher’s 

written comments was examined in terms of the focus of the comments; that is, were the 

comments content-focused or language-focused (i.e., grammar, lexical choice, sentence 

order, mechanics)? From the studies on teacher written feedback (Ashwell, 2000; Brown 

& Bailey, 1984; Cumming, 1985; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1995; Hedgcock & 

Lefkowitz, 1994; Leki, 1991; Zamel, 1985), content-focused comments were specified as 

involving comments about argumentation, clarification, idea development, coherence, 

and organization. Language-focused comments were specified as including comments 

related to vocabulary, grammar, documentation, mechanics, and sentence order.  

            In addition, the directness of the teacher’s comments was studied in terms of 

direct or indirect comments. The terms, direct and indirect comments, were used based on 
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the literature (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Ferris, 1995a; 

Hyland & Hyland, 2001; Johnson, 1992; Landale, 1982; Robb, Ross, & Shortreed, 1986). 

Specifically, direct comments included teachers’ explicit statements about revision 

strategies or direct corrections of errors or mistakes. In contrast, indirect comments 

included the teacher’s use of symbols such as underlines or questions marks, or his 

implicit statements about revisions (detailed explanations and examples of these 

comments will be given in “Data Analysis” below). All the teacher feedback was 

generated as a natural component of the course; none was designed specifically for this 

study and no interventions were made by the researcher.  

Students’ Revisions 

            The second component of the written data was the participating students’ revised 

essays for writing assignments #1, #2, #3, and #4 (again, from 120 total papers), which 

were collected with the drafts at the end of semester. These data allowed me to examine 

the extent to which the students revised their drafts after receiving the teacher’s 

comments, and what types of changes they made in their drafts (i.e., if the changes were 

content-related and/or language related). These data were examined to investigate how 

the students utilized the teacher’s written comments in their subsequent writing; whether 

the revisions were successful, unsuccessful, or if no revision was attempted (“no 

change”). Since the revisions were collected in the form of a portfolio on the last day of 

class, I photocopied them at the end of the semester and returned the originals to the 

teacher, who then returned them to the class.   
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Surveys 

            The first survey, containing 22 items, was administered during the 4th class 

meeting in the 2nd week of the semester. The second survey, containing 21 items, was 

administered during the last class meeting in the fifteenth week of the semester after the 

students had submitted all the writing requirements.  Each survey was administrated in 

the classroom where each student took a pencil and paper version of the survey. At the 

beginning of the class, I explained the purpose of the surveys and went over the 

directions for the question items to help students respond to them properly. I then left the 

classroom while they were taking the survey in the hopes of lessening potential biases 

created due to my presence in the assessment place. The entire procedure lasted 

approximately 20 minutes for each survey. 

Course Documents 

            There were several course documents that possibly influenced teacher 

commentary in the writing context. The collection of the documents includes a teacher 

handbook, as a departmental document, and the syllabus of English 711-ESL. The 

teacher handbook describes the departmental policies by providing an overview of the 

university writing program, goals and objectives of all levels of writing courses, criteria 

for evaluation, academic discourse for the first-year writing, the attendance policy, 

academic honesty, and so on. The syllabus of English 711-ESL describes a complete set 

of readings, goals and objectives of the course, assignment specifications, attendance, and 

grading. These data were analyzed in order to compare what the participating teacher 

prioritized when commenting on students’ papers, and how the academic department 

described overall performance expectations for the students enrolled in English 711-ESL.      
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Retrospective Interviews 

            Interviews with the teacher and students were conducted to examine the factors 

that affected the comments he made; in particular, the teacher’s general attitudes about 

ESL writing, commenting practices, and justifications of his commenting practices on 

student sample essays. Following Cohen and Mansion’s (1985) planning and procedure 

for the interviews, I made interview questions, composed of direct and indirect open-

ended question types, which were related to the research questions.  Before conducting 

the interviews, I explained the purpose of the interview to each interviewee, telling how 

the data would be used and that the data would be tape-recorded and notes would be 

taken when necessary. Although I had predetermined interview questions, I also asked 

follow-up questions to more deeply probe the topics and issues concerned. Thus, because 

of its flexibility, I expected the interviewees to be comfortable and planned to allow the 

interviewees to give answers that might not be directly related to my questions, but that 

could still be informative.  The interview session was conducted in a school office, taking 

approximately 40 minutes for each student, and around one-and half hour for the teacher. 

Each session was tape-recorded and notes were taken. 

Interviews with the Teacher 

            The interview with the teacher was conducted two weeks after he had collected 

and graded the students’ portfolios containing their drafts and revisions after the semester 

ended.  To obtain the data, I employed a semi-structured retrospective interview approach 

(Silverman, 2001). Furthermore, in order to more deeply explore the teacher’s  detailed 

commenting process in marking and grading student papers, I showed him student 

sample essays and asked him to recall how he had read and assessed and commented on 
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them.  For instance, for Question prompt 6 in Part III, “ I would like to show you a student 

sample essay. I want you to try to recall them and think of what may have gone through 

your mind as you read and assessed them,” I formulated follow-up questions to elicit 

authentic accounts of the teacher’s subjective experience with his commenting process 

(Silverman, 2001). This approach allowed me to examine how the teacher’s view on ESL 

writing and commenting approach were reflected in his actual commenting practices. 

This interview lasted approximately one and a half hours. 

Interviews with the Students 

            The interviews with the twelve students were conducted in the semester following 

their completion of English 711-ESL. I interviewed each of the students individually for 

40 to 45 minutes. I presented the interviewees with the copies of their commented drafts 

and revisions, and I then asked questions based on the interview prompts (Appendix G).  

           First, I asked the interviewees what they saw as the purpose and requirements of 

each essay assignment, and then I asked the interviewees general questions concerning 

their opinions about the teacher’s feedback on their papers and their impressions of the 

way their papers had been commented on and graded. Next, I asked more specific 

questions to explore how the interviewees responded to the written comments in their 

subsequent writing. Showing their drafts and revisions to them, I asked what changes 

they had made to their writing after receiving the comments, and how they had dealt with 

the comments, or corrections they could not understand.   

          The interviews were based on a semi-structured approach in which I formulated 

follow-up questions, especially in Part III, encouraging students to reconstruct their 

experiences with the revision processes and the strategies they had used. I also 
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encouraged the participants to express their thoughts and opinions freely (e.g., What did 

you do about those comments or corrections you didn’t understand?).  All interviews 

were audio-recorded and note were taken.  

          These qualitative data were compared with the results of the surveys and the 

analyses of student revisions, so that I could more deeply probe the individual nature of 

student response to feedback.  Thus, the triangulated data, along with the corpus data, 

constituted valuable feedback in terms of why and how they incorporated the teacher’s 

comments into their revisions.  

Data Analysis 

  The data analyses consisted of the following steps in regards to the 

corresponding research questions. The first set of research questions focuses on the types 

of changes students made after teacher comments.  

Research Question 1 To what extent do the students revise their drafts after 

receiving teacher comments? For this part of the study, descriptive statistics were 

employed to examine the rate of successful revisions for the four essay assignments after 

receiving teacher comments.  

Research Question 2 What kinds of revisions are most likely to be made?  For this 

question, descriptive statistics were also used to examine the rate of successful revisions 

in response to the focus and to the directness of the teacher comments across the four 

essay assignments over the semester.  

  The second set of research questions focuses on the relationship between the 

features of teacher comments and improvement in students’ writing.  
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Research Questions 3 To what extent does the focus of teacher comments predict 

improvement in students’ writing?  

The focus of comments is categorized into content-focused and language-focused 

comments according to what aspect of the student writing (i.e., textual or linguistic 

qualities) is mainly focused on in the teacher comments. For this part of study, paired 

sample t-tests were calculated in order to assess the improvement in terms of mean grades 

between the drafts and revised versions of each assignment. Specifically, the mean scores 

between drafts (pre-feedback) and revisions (post-feedback) for each essay assignment 

were compared. Since students had four different assignment types over the course, 

paired sample t-tests were run separately on a different data set (i.e., assignments 1, 2, 3, 

and 4).  

Hierarchical regression analyses were used in order to investigate whether there 

was a statistically significant relationship between the rate of successful revisions in 

response to the teacher’s comments, and the grades on students’ writing. First, regression 

analyses were calculated to investigate a statistically significant relationship between 

students’ writing grades and the rate of successful revision in response to content-focused 

teacher comments for individual essay assignments. Next, regression analyses were 

conducted in order to examine the association between the rate of successful revision in 

response to language-focused teacher comments and the scores on student writing for 

individual essay assignments.  

A one-way repeated measures of analyses of variance (ANOVA) was then run to 

determine if there was a statistically significant difference among the mean grades on 

new essay assignments over the course of the semester. One-way repeated measures 
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ANOVA is a statistical technique that is useful in investigating the changes in mean 

scores across three or more time points for correlated samples (Gravetter & Wallnau, 

2004). The independent variables (within-subject factor) were categorical; the time points 

1, 2, 3, and 4 (each draft of Essays 1, 2, 3, and 4). The dependent variable was measured 

at each of these time points. In this study, measurements of writing were obtained for the 

single sample of students when they first wrote drafts (before the teacher comments) of 

Essay 1 (Week 3), drafts of Essay 2 (Week 6), drafts of Essay 3 (Week 9), and drafts of 

essay 4 (Week 12). 

Research Questions 4 To what extent does the directness of teacher comments 

predict improvement in students’ writing? 

Hierarchical regression analyses were used in order to investigate the relationship 

between the rate of successful revision in response to the directness of teacher comments 

(direct and indirect) and the grades on students’ writing. First, regression analyses were 

calculated to investigate the relationship between students’ writing grades and the rate of 

successful revision in response to direct teacher comments for individual essay 

assignments. Next, regression analyses were conducted in order to examine the 

association between the rate of successful revision in response to indirect teacher 

comments and the scores on student writing for individual essay assignments.  

Finally, the last set of research questions relates to the teacher and student factors 

that affect their attitudes and perceived needs toward commentary and revision.  

Research Question 5  What issues is the teacher likely to prioritize in reading and 

assessing student drafts? For this part of study, descriptive statistics and content analyses 
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were employed to examine the teacher’s priority in feedback and his conception of good 

writing.   

Research Question 6  How do students interpret and use the teacher’s written 

comments in their revisions? For this part of study, descriptive statistics and content 

analyses were also used to examine the students’ views on teacher feedback and their 

reactions to the written feedback in the revision processes.  

More detailed procedures and steps of data analyses for each set of research 

questions are explained in the following sections. 

Analysis of Teacher Written Comments  

Coding the Focus of Teacher Comments            

The focus of teacher comments on students’ draft writing was examined 

(Research Question 3) prior to the analyses of students’ revisions (Research Question 1). 

In order to investigate how the students utilized the particular focus of teacher comments 

in their revisions, coding the focus of teacher comments needed to proceed first. To 

ensure that the coding of teacher comments was done reliably, the coding was performed 

by two people: The researcher and another teacher as a second coder who taught the same 

composition course for ESL students in the writing program. The second coder had a 

doctorate degree in TESOL (Teaching English to the Speakers of Other Languages). The 

two coders first catalogued all written comments. In this phase of coding the comments, 

the unit of the analysis was each comment made by the teacher. Each comment could be 

comprised of a sentence, a phrase, a word, a complete correction, or even a mark or 

symbols, employing Hyland’s (1998) definition of feedback, as described in Definitions 

of Terms in Chapter 1. 
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In the initial coding, we coded using predetermined categories “content feedback” 

and “language feedback” as a priori analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). These terms are 

used in Ashwell (2000), and are based on the features commonly categorized by the 

literature (e.g., Ashwell, 2000; Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 1997; Ferris & 

Hedgecock, 1998; Hyland, 1998). First, each comment was coded as “content feedback” 

(CF) or “Language feedback” (LF). Next, each instance of feedback was further coded 

for a more specific type of content or language feedback, following Ashwell’s terms for 

the subcategories except compliments and criticism. In other words, “content feedback” 

(CF) consisted of comments focused on argumentation, clarification, idea development, 

organization, and coherence. “Language feedback” (LF) included comments focused on 

sentence order, grammar, lexical choice, documentations, and mechanics/punctuations. 

For example, the teacher comment, “You need to make your thesis more specific and 

stronger,” was coded as CF-A, because it focused on the writer’s argument in relation to 

the thesis statement. In contrast, the teacher’s comment, “men tends to talk more” was 

coded as LF-G, because it focused on the correction of grammar in the language aspect of 

the writing (i.e., verb form). The inter-coder reliability was examined using Cohen’s 

kappa coefficient, and is described and reported in Chapter 5.  

In case the coders were not able to identify whether a comment was categorized 

into either content feedback or language feedback, a third category for “member 

checks” (Creswell, 1998) was created. This is an important technique when data, 

analytic categories, and interpretations need to be tested with members of those groups 

from whom the data were originally obtained. According to qualitative researchers 

(e.g., Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba,1985), member checking is a technique for 
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establishing  the validity of an account. Lincoln and Guba posit that this is the most 

crucial technique for establishing credibility. Thus, the comments classified for 

member checking were presented later (at the time of the interview) to the teacher, and 

when he explained the intent of the comment, the comments were subsequently coded 

into an appropriate category. For instance, for the case where the teacher put a question 

mark “?” beside a specific sentence, it was unclear whether his incomprehension came 

from a lack of content-level clarity or from linguistic inaccuracy. In this case, after 

initially classifying such a comment as a member-checking category, I then asked the 

teacher to clarify his intention for marking it, and the two coders discussed in which 

category the comment should fit and then coded it in the appropriate category.  

Coding the Directness of Teacher Comments           

The directness of teacher comments on students’ draft writing was examined 

(Research Question 4) prior to the analyses of students’ revisions (Research Question 1). 

In order to investigate how the students utilized teacher comments of varying degrees of 

directness in their revisions, coding the directness of teacher comments needed to 

proceed before analyzing the students’ revision success. In this phase, I analyzed the data 

in terms of directness of comments in order to investigate the way the teacher commented. 

Employing the terms, “direct” and “indirect” feedback, based on the literature (Conrad & 

Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 1995a, b, 1997; Ferris & Hedgecock, 1998; Hyland, 1998; 

Hyland & Hyland, 2001; Landale, 1982; Robb et al., 1986), in this study “direct feedback” 

was defined as teacher corrections of linguistic errors including crossing out an 

unnecessary word or correcting mistakes or errors. On the other hand, “indirect feedback” 

was defined as when the teacher indicated the errors by means of underlines, circles, or 
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codes without giving correct forms. Indirect feedback let students have a chance to think 

about their errors and try to self-edit them (see direct vs. indirect feedback in Chapter 2). 

Unlike other studies that used the terms, direct vs. indirect feedback for only 

linguistic features, Conrad and Goldstein (1999) extended the terms to include content-

related issues. Thus, following Conrad and Goldstein’s extended use of direct and 

indirect feedback, the term “direct” feedback in the study also includes comments with 

language explicitly stating their intended function, text specific comments, and those 

comments providing revision strategies. For example, if the comment overtly stated the 

intent of the teacher, it was coded direct (e.g., You need to work on your support some 

more). I also coded a comment as direct if a specific revision strategy was given. For 

instance, the teacher sometimes suggested that the student add a specific example to give 

further support to a point (e.g., You could describe your experience in an American 

restaurant- did you talk to other people in English? Or did you not have any problem in 

ordering food?). Since this comment told the students how to go into more depth, it was 

coded direct. A text specific comment, which was an example of direct comments, 

explicitly referred to a specific paper (e.g., Tannen didn’t say this. Read pp.91-93). A 

text-specific comment is explicitly tied to a particular paper; e.g., “In the second 

paragraph you need to work on your examples”. Generic-non text specific comments 

could be “Good work!” (Goldstein & Conrad, 1990).   

           In contrast, indirect feedback included comments in which the intended function 

of the comment was implicit, such as making a comment in an interrogative form (e.g., 

Why did the author’s argument seem contradictory?). Since this did not explicitly state 

the teacher’s intention that the student should revise this part by explaining the reason, it 
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was coded indirect. Hedged comments were also coded indirect. Hedges included modals 

of politeness (e.g., I would suggest that you change this) and lexical items expressing 

uncertainty (e.g., probably, maybe). In the phase of coding direct versus indirect 

comments, the inter-coder reliability was examined using Cohen’s kappa coefficient, 

which was described and reported in Chapter 4.  

Descriptive Analyses 

In order to examine the numerical distribution of the particular focus of teacher 

comments, I counted the number of comments for each category (i.e., content- vs. 

language- focused comments), converted them into a percentage, and then displayed the 

results in tables and bar graphs, which allowed me to see a clear picture of whether the 

teacher’s comments primarily focused on content-related aspects or linguistic aspects of 

student writing.  

I then investigated whether the numerical superiority of one category over the 

other, as shown in his written comments, matched the teacher’s priority of assessing and 

evaluating L2 writing. To do this, the quantitative results from the analysis of the focus of 

teacher comments were compared with those from the teacher’s self-rating (a description 

is given later in Measuring the teacher’s priorities on grading writing). The purpose for 

examining the teacher’s self-rating was to examine how the teacher perceived good 

academic writing. As described in Chapter 1, there were two very different conceptions 

of writing among teachers and researchers of L2 writing: One has to do with the quality 

of writing of a particular text, while the other has to do with the development of L2 

writers’ second language proficiency (e.g., Carson, 2001; Casanave, 2004; Leki, 1995; 

Polio, 2001).  Thus, in order to investigate whether the teacher’s commenting practices 
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(for example, more content-focused comments than language-focused comments, or vice 

versa) corresponded to his perception of L2 writing, the descriptive results from the 

analyses of the focus of teacher comments were compared with the results from the 

teacher’s self-rating. The results were further explained and interpreted in relation to 

those from the teacher interview, in order to examine if there was consistency or a lack of 

consistency between the teacher’s feedback practices and his conception of writing.   

In addition, the results from the analysis of the focus of teacher comments were 

compared with those from the student surveys. Specifically, I first investigated whether 

there was a difference or agreement between the teachers’ response practices and the 

students’ expectations for teacher comments before the course began (Survey I), and I 

then examined how students viewed the teacher’s response practices after the course was 

completed (Survey II). The results from the analyses of teacher comments and the student 

surveys were qualitatively compared with those from the student interviews. This was 

done by examining what aspects of writing students felt the teacher prioritized in making 

comments, and how they interpreted and utilized the teacher’s response practices. These 

will be explained in more detail in Chapter 6. 

Analysis of Student Revisions 

Process of Coding Success in Revisions 

 To ensure that the coding of student revisions was done reliably, the coding was 

performed by the same people who had coded the teacher comments: The researcher and 

another teacher as an outside coder. The second coder had taught the same course, 

English 711-ESL, in the writing program for years. She was considered to be qualified 

since she was trained in ESL writing, and was familiar with the readings of the course, 
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specifications for the writing assignments, and evaluation criteria of the program. To 

examine to what extent students revised their drafts after receiving teacher comments 

(Research Questions 1 and 2), we first cataloged all the changes that the students made 

from draft to revision for each of the four essays. After reviewing the changes to the 

drafts that were made in response to the teacher’s written comments, we coded the 

revisions as “successful”, “unsuccessful”, or “no revision.” As in Goldstein and Conrad 

(1999), we employed in our coding of success the definitions of the three categories: 

• Successful revisions refer to those solving a problem or improving upon a 
problem area discussed in the feedback, while being consistent with the writer’s 
purpose, main point, and audience. 

• Unsuccessful revisions are defined as those that did not improve the text or that 
actually further weakened the text.  

• No change refers to no attempts made to revise (p. 154). 

   The following examples illustrate instances of successful and unsuccessful revisions. 

In the first case, a successful revision, the student was working on a paper that 

summarized, and compared and contrasted the major points within the four readings 

arguing for and against the effect of gender on the way people talk to one another. In the 

first draft, the student summarized one author’s point by writing that “Kornheiser states 

that women just like to say a lot of irrelevant things when they answer and talk about 

something only require a little bit of information. In contrast, men just make their talk or 

answer short and to the point. [You need to explain how he comes to this conclusion.]” 

The italicized written feedback by the teacher here asked for further details to explain 

how the author came to the conclusion. In the subsequent writing, the student revised the 

part by adding the underlined sentences as below: 
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Kornheiser asks his daughter a very simple math question. Instead of answering  
the question, she asks him something irrelevant to the question. However, when  
he asks his son an easy question, he answers it to the point right away. Therefore, 
Kornheiser concludes that women just like to talk about a lot of irrelevant things  
when they answer and talk about something only require a little bit of information. 
In contrast, men just make their talk or answer short and to the point.  
 

This revision was judged to be successful because it addressed the problem raised in the 

feedback.  

  In contrast, an unsuccessful revision occurred when the student summarized 

another author’s point saying that “If the text has more personal pronouns, the author is 

female. However, if the text has more determiners, the author is male. This special 

feature complies with the idea that women talk more about people but men talk more 

about things. [You should include what Thompson says about the importance of these 

differences.]” The teacher’s feedback shown in the brackets asked him to include the 

author’s major point about the differences of talk between sexes.  In the subsequent 

writing, the student revised the part by adding the underlined sentence as below: 

If the text has more personal pronouns, the author is female. However, if the text  
has more determiners, the author is male. This special feature complies with the 
idea that women talk more about people but men talk more about things. 
Also, Thompson believes that ‘how we act as what we are’ is important. 
 

This revision was coded as unsuccessful because it did not improve the problem 

identified in the draft. The added sentence did not contribute to the author’s main point 

about the importance of the differences between male and female talk.    

After initially coding a number of essays, the second coder and I realized that we 

had to address three exceptional issues that did not fit into our initial coding scheme. The 

first issue occurred when students had created a totally new written passage in their 

revisions not in response to the teacher’s written suggestions for revision. The second 
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type of exceptional issue was when the student writer eliminated the commented parts in 

the drafts from the revisions. The third type included compliments or positive comments 

that students actually did not need to utilize in their revisions. We ultimately decided to 

exclude these three types of exceptional cases from our coding process, because the main 

purpose of coding the success of revisions was to examine how students used the teacher 

written comments in their revision papers. As a result, we excluded 138 (13%) out of 

1028 total revisions that we had coded. The remaining 890 revisions were then coded as 

“successful”, “unsuccessful”, and “no revisions”. The inter-coder reliability was 

measured using Cohen’s kappa coefficient, which is described below in Chapter 4. With 

the 5% of revisions (45 revisions) in which the coders disagreed, we met to discuss the 

disagreement, and ultimately reconciled our coding of these disagreements. An example 

of a revision on which the coders disagreed is described below: 

In the initial student texts, the teacher underlined the sentences that needed to be 

revised and asked the student writer to elaborate on them by adding the reasons the writer 

had agreed with James Crawford and Lourdes Rovira: 

Many people in the US are scared to hear different languages on the street 
because they think other languages are making English less important. This is one 
of the reasons why many people do not support bilingualism. Due to many 
reasons I have to disagree with this. I agree with the ideas of James Crawford and 
Lourdes Rovira about bilingual education. [Why? What are your reasons?] 
 

Based on this feedback, the student revised the text:  
 

Many people in the US are scared to hear different languages on the street 
because they think other languages are making English less important. This is one 
of the reasons why many people do not support bilingualism. Due to many 
reasons I have to  disagree with this. Because bilingual education do not make the 
English language less important in US, instead bilingual education a form 
multicultural enrichment that increase cognitive development and creative 
thinking, build bridges between cultures, prepare people for today’s world 
economy. 
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The student writer was asked by the teacher to support the thesis statement 

underlined in the original text by adding reasons why the writer disagreed with many 

people’s opinions on bilingualism in the U.S. The second coder coded this revision as 

successful because the writer’s thesis was considered strong and specific by means of 

several reasons, while I coded it as unsuccessful because the reasons addressed in the 

thesis statement seemed ineffective in spite of the writer’s attempt to revise it in response 

to the teacher comment. We discussed how to settle this disagreement and finally decided 

to code it as unsuccessful, on the grounds that the reasons added failed to make the thesis 

effective and strong, and that the writer was still confused in distinguishing the terms: 

bilingualism vs. bilingual education.  

Descriptive Analyses 

In order to analyze the rate of successful revision, the sum of the frequency counts, 

mean, standard deviation, and percentage for each type of revision (i.e., successful 

revision, unsuccessful revision, and no revision) were calculated in order to examine the 

central tendencies and variability of revision success. First, descriptive statistics for the 

overall success across revisions were computed in order to see how successfully students 

used teacher comments for the course. The descriptive results of the revision success for 

individual essay assignments were then calculated in order to examine whether the rates 

of revision success differed for each essay assignment. It was then investigated whether 

students’ ability to successfully revise in response to teacher comments increased with 

time over the course.   

    Next, descriptive statistics were also calculated in order to examine how 

successfully students revised in response to the focus (content-focused and language-
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focused) of teacher comments. First, across all the essay assignments, the rates of 

revision success in response to content-focused comments were reported in comparison 

to language-focused comments. For the individual essay assignments, descriptive results 

were then reported in order to examine the rates of successful revision in response to 

content-focused comments and language-focused comments, respectively.  

Descriptive statistics were also computed in order to examine how successfully 

students revised in response to the directness (direct and indirect) of teacher comments. 

First, across all the essay assignments, the rates of revision success in response to direct 

comments were reported in comparison to indirect comments. For the individual essay 

assignments, descriptive results were then calculated in order to examine the rates of 

successful revision in response to direct comments and indirect comments, respectively. 

Finally, descriptive results were reported in order to investigate how the interaction 

between the focus and directness of teacher comments was related to revision success.   

Finally, the analyses of students’ revision success above were combined with 

those from the student interview data, so as to investigate why students failed to succeed 

in revising or made no attempt to revise (This will be described in more detail in Chapter 

6).   

Verifying the Teacher’s Assessment Criteria 

Preparation Stage before Grading Student Papers  

         This study was conducted based on a naturalistic research design in which multiple 

sources of data were collected in a natural classroom setting without any interventions 

made (Creswell, 1998). During the semester, the teacher did not give a letter grade on the 

written assignments; he only gave written comments on them. After the teacher returned 
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to the students their drafts with his written comments, the students were expected to 

revise the drafts, and were supposed to submit the revisions as well as the drafts in the 

portfolios at the end of the semester. Then, the teacher graded the students’ portfolios, 

using a holistic evaluation (Appendix J).  

It was decided not to use the teacher’s grades on the essays for this study, because 

of the possibility of teacher bias. Instead, an independent rater and the researcher graded 

the 240 students’ drafts and revisions after the semester when the teacher had completed 

all the grading procedures. These two raters were qualified to rate the papers in that both 

of us had experience in teaching the course of English 711-ESL for years, and we thus 

had a comprehensive understanding of the research site including the essay assignments, 

course readings, requirements for writing assignments (e.g., length of a paper, the number 

of references), and the holistic evaluation method recommended by the writing program 

(Appendix I). 

        In grading the students’ papers, we employed an analytic scoring rubric (Appendix 

H) that Brown and Bailey (1984) had developed and validated by elaborating on Jacobs 

et al.’s rubric (1981).  It was decided to use Brown and Bailey’s scoring instrument in 

grading students’ papers for several reasons. First, as Brown and Bailey reported, the 

index of interrater reliability (.72**) of the instrument in their study was reasonably 

reliable. Second, the categories and descriptors were similar to the description of the 

holistic scoring rubrics used in English 711-ESL. 

To avoid rater bias, each student’s name was covered during the grading process. 

We gave out number grades to students’ drafts and revised versions, using Brown and 

Bailey’s scoring instrument. After finishing grading on student writing, we then 
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converted the letter grades of student papers given out by the teacher into number grades, 

following the school grading policy (Appendix J). Interrater agreement among the two 

raters was then measured using intra-class correlation (ICC) coefficient and will be 

reported in Chapter 5.  

Grading Student Papers  

           As will be seen in Chapter 5, the interrater reliability between the two raters was 

high (as established using ICC), so it was decided to use the combined scores of the two 

outside raters’ grades (i.e., the average scores of my grades and the second raters’ grades) 

consistently to examine the improvement in the overall grades of essays, as well as the 

grades of content and language areas.  

The mean grades of drafts and revisions for each assignment are presented in a 

graph to grasp the overall changes between drafts and revisions throughout the semester. 

Since one of the main purposes of this study was to examine the association between the 

focus of teacher comments (content vs. language) and grades in student writing, I did not 

report in the study the changes in the grades of the subcategories (i.e., organization and 

idea development for assessing content, grammar, punctuation/ mechanics, and writing 

styles for assessing language) under the content and language areas. Instead, I combined 

the grades of organization and idea development into a content grade, while combining 

the grades of grammar, punctuation/ mechanics, and writing styles into a language grade. 

After combining the grades of subcategories into a broader category, I converted the 

uneven ratio of content vs. language grades (i.e., 40 vs. 60 points in total; see Appendix 

H) into 50: 50 points to make the ratio even. For example, the original grade in the 

content area, 34 out of 40, based on the rubric of Brown and Bailey (1984), was 



96 
 

converted into 43 out of 50. All the converted grades were filed as data in Excel and used 

to calculate the means and standard deviations of the grades on the drafts and revisions 

(see the details in Chapter 5). The combined scores were also used to measure the 

improvement in student writing in relation to the focus and directness of teacher 

comments as described below.            

Measuring the Teacher’s Priorities in Assessing Writing 

          The teacher was asked to rate his priority of writing in reading and giving feedback 

on each draft and revision (a total of 240 papers) after he completed grading all the final 

papers. The self-rating scale was designed to assess the level of priority for commenting 

on L2 writing. This scale was a short self-administered survey form to quantify the aspect 

of L2 writing focused on in his feedback. The objective of the analysis of the teacher’s 

self-rating was to identify what the teacher focused on (i.e., content, language, or both) in 

commenting on and grading an individual student’s paper. As the first step, each draft 

and its revised version were shown to the teacher, and then he was asked what he focused 

on in general in reading and assessing student papers. Specifically, using a Likert-type 

format (Appendix K), he was asked to mark the degree to which he focused on a 

particular aspect of writing (i.e., content or language) in making comments on student 

drafts and grading on drafts and revisions. The responses were on a 1 to 5 scale, where 5 

= “Extremely emphasizing content,” 4 = “Emphasizing content,” 3 = “Neutral,” 2 = 

“Emphasizing language,” and 1= “Extremely emphasizing language.” The higher score in 

the self-rating scale would indicate that the teacher focused content over language in 

writing. For instance, if he marked “5” in the self-rating scale, he was likely to focus on 
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content-related components rather than linguistic features when assessing a draft or a 

revision. 

The results from the analysis of the teacher’s self-rating were examined in relation 

to what aspect of writing he focused on in commenting on (i.e., content or language). 

These results were then qualitatively compared with the descriptive results of the teacher 

written comments, in order to examine whether the numbers of content comments and 

language comments were related to the teacher’s priority of writing, as shown in the self-

rating scale. In the case there was a mismatch between the results, by using the data of 

the teacher interview, I investigated more deeply how the teacher conceptualized 

academic writing, and why there might be a difference between his priority in grading 

papers and his feedback practices.   

These results from the analyses of multiple data allowed me to conceptualize the 

teacher’s feedback practices on student writing (Montgomery & Baker, 2007).  As the 

first step, teacher written comments were analyzed in terms of focus (content-focused or 

language-focused), and teacher self-rating was then analyzed to examine the teacher’s 

priority in commenting and grading student writing. Then, the results from the two steps 

were interpreted further in relation to the results from the teacher interview, which will be 

discussed in Chapter 6. In sum, the analysis procedure of these steps made it possible to 

identify the relationship between his perceived view on student writing and on his actual 

feedback behavior on the writing. Detailed explanation of the analysis of the teacher 

interview is described below (see Interview). 
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Measuring the Relationship between Teacher Comments and Improvement in Writing 

Paired Sample T-Test 

          Paired samples t-tests are useful when comparing the mean scores of participants 

who are tested in a pre-test and post-test design (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2004). In this 

study, the choice of the statistical test was appropriate because the intent was to measure 

the difference between the scores on the drafts and the revised essays. Paired sample t-

tests were used because the independent variable was categorical, drafts (pre-feedback) 

and revisions (post-feedback), and the dependent variable, the scores of the writing, was 

continuous. A test of normality was checked with Shapiro-Wilk’s W test at the .05 level. 

The results will be reported in Chapter 5.  

 After the normality test, paired samples t-tests between the two time periods 

(drafts and revisions) in each of the four assignments were conducted. For a paired 

sample t-test, the mean scores between the two outside raters were used, because the 

teacher did not give scores on students’ papers in the middle of the semester, but gave 

only the holistic ratings at the end of the semester. For the t-test, the mean scores between 

drafts (pre-feedback) and revisions (post-feedback) for each essay assignment were 

compared. Since students had four different assignment types over the course, paired 

sample t-tests were performed four times (i.e., assignments 1, 2, 3, and 4). Students wrote 

drafts for each essay assignment and were supposed to revise them immediately after 

receiving the teacher’s written feedback. Each student was required to write four different 

essay assignments throughout the semester and to submit all the revisions as well as the 

drafts at the end of the semester. The process of writing that students followed in the 

class also allowed me to examine whether the teacher’s comments on one draft of an 
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essay assignment (e.g., the draft of Paper 1) had an effect on the subsequent assignment 

(e.g., the draft of Paper 2). Table 3-3 summarizes the writing processes throughout the 

semester and the measurement periods for the paired sample t-tests between the scores of 

drafts and revisions. 

 
Table 3-3. Time Periods for Paired Sample T-tests in English 711-ESL 
 

Essay                  Measurement  periods         Writing scores              Intervention                        

   1                         Time 1 (Week 4)               Draft of Paper 1 

                                                                                    ↓               ←  Teacher Feedback 
                              Time 2 (Week 5)               Revised Paper 1 

                           
   2                         Time 3 (Week 8)               Draft of Paper 2 
                                                                                    ↓               ←   Teacher Feedback 
                              Time 4 (Week 9)               Revised Paper 2 
                           
   3                         Time 5 (Week 11)             Draft of Paper 3 
                                                                                    ↓               ←  Teacher Feedback 
                              Time 6 (Week 12)             Revised Paper 3 
 
   4                         Time 7 (Week 14)             Draft of Paper 4 
                                                                                     ↓              ←  Teacher Feedback 
                              Time 8 (Week 15)             Revised Paper 4 
 

            

For this study a statistically significant level was p < .05. The scores of the drafts 

and the revised versions for each essay type were compared in the t-tests. In other words, 

t-tests were run four times between Time 1 and Time 2 (Essay 1), Time 3 and Time 4 

(Essay 2), Time 5 and Time 6 (Essay 3), and Time 7 and Time 8 (Essay 4). If the 

difference in the scores between drafts and revisions were statistically significant, it 

would indicate that the teacher feedback on early drafts affected the students’ scores on 

writing. In the SPSS output, the descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation) for both 

drafts and revisions was examined to see if the mean scores of the revisions were higher 
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in each measurement period. Then, the paired samples correlations between drafts and 

revision were examined to see the direction of the relationship (i.e., if there was a positive 

or negative correlation) and the strength of the relationship (i.e., if the correlation was 

strong or not) (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2004) between the two measures. Finally, from the 

results of the paired sample t-test, the mean difference between the two scores on drafts 

and revisions for each assignment was examined with 95% confidence intervals. If the 

difference between mean scores on drafts and revisions between Time 1 and Time 2 

(Essay 1), for example, were statistically significant, it would be concluded that the 

students improved in their performance on the first essay assignment. The effect size of 

the mean differences between the scores on drafts and revisions for each assignment was 

also measured using Cohen’s d. 

Hierarchical Regression (Focus of Teacher Comments)  

Assumptions of regression. Prior to each hierarchical regression analysis, a series 

of assumptions were tested. First, the assumption of normality was checked by looking at 

the graphic distribution of the residuals. This assumption was tested with Q-Q plots. The 

normality was also checked numerically with the Shapiro-Wilk test that is appropriate for 

small size samples (< 50) (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2004). In order to check whether there 

were outliers, the Std. Residual in the Residual Statistics output was examined. If there 

were no points above 3.0 or below -3.0, it indicated that no outlier was found in the test 

(Larson-Hall, 2010). If outliers were found, they were excluded from the analyses. 

 The next assumption that should be tested was for homogeneity of variances. This 

was checked by examining the residuals scatterplot between the grades of revision (the 

standardized residuals, *SRESID) and the success rate in response to teacher comments 
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(the predicted value of the standardized residuals, *ZPRED). If the data scattered 

symmetrically around zero, it indicated that the assumption was met. Otherwise, variables 

should be transformed to equalize spread using a bootstrap regression (Larson-Hall, 

2010).    

 The assumption of linearity was also tested to see if there was a straight line 

relationship between the response variable and the explanatory variables. This 

assumption was tested with the bivariate scatterplot. Linearity was also tested by using a 

residuals plot. This was because if the response variable and the explanatory variables 

were linearly related, then the relationship between the residuals and the predicted 

dependent variable scores would be linear. 

 The last assumption of multicollinearity was checked to examine whether there 

were any high correlations between the explanatory variables and the response variables, 

or among the explanatory variables themselves. This assumption was tested with 

collinearity statistics. If VIF values for this data were around 1, it indicated that the 

variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the model. If a variable were highly 

correlated with another explanatory variable, it was deleted from the regression. The 

results of all of the regression assumptions will be reported in Chapter 5.  

In relation to Research Questions 3 (To what extent does the focus of teacher 

comments predict improvement in students’ writing?), a hierarchical regression was 

calculated in order to investigate whether there was a statistically significant relationship 

between the rate of successful revisions in response to the teacher’s comments, and the 

grades on students’ writing. A hierarchical regression is useful when predicting important 

factors in the response variable in the way the explanatory variables are entered into the 
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regression equation in order (Larson-Hall, 2010). This study was designed to examine if 

particular types of teacher written feedback contributed to improvement in student 

writing. Previous research suggested that teachers’ language-focused, corrective feedback 

(e.g., Carson, 2001; Elbow, 1993; Ferris, 2004; Ferris & Robert, 2001; Leki, 1995; 

Williams, 2004) should influence ESL students’ writing improvement. Therefore, a 

hierarchical regression was run to examine the amount of variability in improvement in 

writing that types of teacher feedback account for after controlling for students’ entry 

level (i.e., pretest, or scores on drafts before receiving teacher feedback). In the first step 

of the regression procedure, the pretest predictor variable, the scores on drafts, was block 

entered first. In the second step, the teacher feedback predictor variable was entered next. 

In a separate regression procedure, the rates of successful revision in response to content-

focused comments and language-focused comments were entered in Step 2. 

 Content-focused comments. For the first test, a hierarchical regression was run to 

investigate a statistically significant relationship between the grade on the revision papers 

(the response variable) and the rate of successful revision in response to the teacher’s 

content-focused comments (the explanatory variable) for four individual essay 

assignments. The grade on the drafts was entered in Step 1 as a covariate variable, and 

the rate of successful revision was entered next as an explanatory variable. If a 

statistically significant relationship were found, this would indicate that the rate of 

revision success in response to the content-focused comments contributed to the growth 

in students’ writing for the given assignment. The level of statistical significance was set 

at p < .05 with 95% confidence intervals for this study.    
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Language-focused comments. A hierarchical regression was run to investigate if 

there was a statistically significant relationship between the grade on the revision papers 

(the response variable) and the rate of successful revision in response to the teacher’s 

language-focused comments (the explanatory variable) for the four individual essay 

assignments. The grade on the drafts of each essay assignment was entered in Step 1 as a 

covariate variable, and the rate of successful revision was entered next as an explanatory 

variable. If a statistically significant relationship were found, this would indicate that the 

rate of revision success in response to the language-focused comments highly contributed 

to the growth in students’ writing for the given assignment. The level of statistical 

significance was set at p < .05 with 95% confidence intervals for this study.     

Hierarchical Regression (Directness of Teacher Comments)  

Assumptions of regression. Prior to hierarchical regression analyses, a series of 

assumptions were checked for normality, homogeneity of variances, linearity, and  

multicollinearity.  The results of all of the regression assumptions will be reported in 

Chapter 5.  

In relation to Research Questions 4 (To what extent does the directness of teacher 

comments predict improvement in students’ writing?), a hierarchical regression was 

calculated in order to investigate whether there was a statistically significant relationship 

between the rate of successful revisions in response to the teacher’s comments, and the 

grade on students’ revisions. This study was designed to examine if the directness of 

teacher written feedback contributed to improvement in student writing. Previous 

research suggested that teachers’ indirect feedback (e.g., Ferris, 2004; Ferris & Robert, 

2001; Lalande, 1982) might have a more beneficial influence on ESL students’ writing 
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improvement than direct feedback. Therefore, a hierarchical regression was run to 

examine the amount of variability in improvement in writing that directness of teacher 

feedback accounts for after controlling for students’ entry level (i.e., pretest, or scores on 

drafts before receiving teacher feedback). In the first step of the regression procedure, the 

pretest predictor variable, the scores on drafts, was block entered first. In the second step, 

the teacher feedback predictor variable was entered next. In a separate regression 

procedure, the rates of successful revision in response to direct comments and indirect 

comments were entered in Step 2. 

Direct comments. For the first test, a regression analysis was run to investigate if 

there was a statistically significant relationship between the grade on the revised version 

of each essay assignment (the response variable) and the success rate in response to direct 

comments (the explanatory variable). The level of statistical significance was set at p < 

.05 with 95% confidence intervals for this study. If a statistically significant difference 

was found, this would indicate that the rate of revision success in response to direct 

comments contributed to the grades on revised papers for the given essay assignment.  

Indirect comments. A regression analysis was run to investigate a statistically 

significant relationship between the grade on revision for each essay assignment (the 

response variable) and the success rate in response to indirect comments (the explanatory 

variable). A statistically significant level was p < .05 for this study. If a statistically 

significant difference was found, this would indicate that the rate of revision success in 

response to indirect comments significantly contributed to the grades on revised papers 

for the given essay assignment.  
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One-way Repeated Measures of Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 

          As described earlier, students were required to revise their drafts after receiving 

teacher feedback and re-submit them at the end of semester. By interacting with the 

teacher through the feedback and revision process for a semester, students became 

familiar with the teacher’s feedback practices and became aware of what issues the 

teacher generally prioritized in commenting on L2 writing. L2 writing researchers have 

emphasized that future studies on the efficacy of teacher feedback should examine the 

long-term effect of teacher comments on new writing, in addition to just the revised 

essays of drafts (Ferris, 2004, 2007, 2010; Truscott, 1999, 2010; Truscott & Hsu, 2008). 

Thus, a major focus of the present study is to investigate how the teacher comments on 

one draft might affect students’ subsequent writing for new essay assignments.  

          A series of one-way repeated measures analyses of variance (ANOVA) were 

conducted to examine the effect of teacher comments on the grades of students’ new 

essay writing. One-way repeated measures ANOVA is a statistical technique that is 

useful in investigating the changes in mean scores across three or more time points for 

correlated samples (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2004). Thus, the independence of the scores in 

this study was not assumed because the same students were tested more than once. The 

choice of the statistical test was appropriate because the intent was to measure the 

variance in writing ability across the students’ completion of the four drafts of essays. In 

addition, the test was appropriate because the dependent variable, writing ability, is 

measured by the scores on the papers, and their score is measured as a continuous 

variable. The independent variables (within-subject factor) were categorical-the time 

points 1, 2, 3, and 4 (each draft of Essays 1, 2, 3, and 4). The dependent variable was 
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measured at each of these time points. In this study, measurements of writing were 

obtained for the single sample of students when they first wrote drafts (before the teacher 

comments) of Essay 1 (Week 3), drafts of Essay 2 (Week 6), drafts of Essay 3 (Week 9), 

and drafts of essay 4 (Week 12). 

Prior to the repeated measures ANOVA, first, a test of normality was checked 

with the Shapiro-Wilk test that is appropriate for small size samples (< 50) (Gravetter & 

Wallnau, 2004). The results will be reported in Chapter 5. After the normality test, the 

violation of the assumption of sphericity was tested using Mauchly's Test. Then, repeated 

measures ANOVA was conducted to determine first if there was a significant difference 

among the grade means of draft essays. Two more repeated measures ANOVAs were 

used to examine if there were significant differences among the means of content grades, 

and the means of language grades of draft essays, respectively. A statistically significant 

level was p < .05 for this study. 

From each analysis of variance, the effect size of the results was measured using 

eta-squared, and a proportion of  the variability in the dependent variable (i.e., scores on 

draft papers of Essays 1, 2, 3, and 4) was explained or accounted for by the independent 

variable (i.e., time). If a statistically significant difference were found in the grade means 

of draft papers, Pairwise Comparisons as a post-hoc test was conducted to investigate 

which specific means differed, and a profile plot of the means in the overall grades was 

created to examine overall progress in writing ability over time through new writing 

assignments. In addition, with the repeated measures ANOVA, if statistically significant 

differences were found among the means in the content or language grades, further 
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analyses by Pairwise Comparisons and profile plots of the means would be conducted to 

examine which specific means significantly differed.     

Survey 
 
           As Horwitz (1987) points out, what learners believe about what they are learning 

and about what they need in the learning process strongly influences their receptiveness 

to learning. In this sense, what ESL students learn in writing courses may be determined 

to a great extent by what they expect to learn. From this perspective, two surveys were 

designed and administered to 30 of the ESL students, eliciting their opinions and beliefs 

about different aspects of feedback and intervention practices employed by the teacher. 

Specifically, the surveys were conducted for the following purposes: (1) to understand 

the demographic characteristics of all the participant students in this study; (2) to 

examine the students’ views on writing before taking the English-711 course; and (3) to 

investigate the students’ reactions to teacher feedback at the end of the course.  

          First, for Section I: Background Information (Questions 1 through 10) in the first 

survey, descriptive statistics were used in order to examine the demographic 

characteristics of the students in term of gender, age, major of study, first language, years 

of study, previous writing courses at the college level, final grade of the last previous 

writing course, and length of study in the U.S.  

         Second, descriptive statistics were used to examine the students’ views on writing 

(Survey I), and reactions to teacher feedback (Survey II). Specifically, in Survey I, six 5-

point Likert scale items (Questions 11 through 16) asked the students’ expectations of an 

English writing teacher’s written feedback, and six items (Qs 17 to 22) asked their 

perceptions of beneficial teacher comments. In Survey II, seven items (Qs 1 to 7) asked 
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the students to reflect on how the teacher had commented on their writing, and seven 

items (Qs 9 to 15) aimed to examine students’ evaluation of teacher feedback. Six items 

(Qs 16 to 21) were concerned about the directness of teacher feedback the students 

perceived as beneficial, asking students to rate to what extent the teacher commented on 

such issues as idea development, organization, vocabulary, grammar, mechanics, writing 

style, and the use of symbols for correction.  

         The answers from Q8 (How many of the instructor’s comments and corrections 

were given?) in the second survey consisted of ordinal scales (i.e., A lot, More, Little, 

None). First, each ordinal scale was assigned with a numerical value (i.e., A lot = 4, More 

= 3, Little = 2, None =1). The descriptive results from the answers were then presented 

in frequencies and percentages (Brown & Rodgers, 2002). For the items consisting of a 5-

point Likert scale (Section II and III in the first survey and Section I, II, and III in the 

second survey), I calculated means, standard deviations, and frequencies for visual 

inspection.                                                

           The question items in the surveys were classified according to the construct that 

was intended to be measured. As noted in Hedgcock and Lefkowitz (1994), ESL writers 

valued content feedback more than language feedback. In contrast, foreign language 

writers, called Generation 1.5 in Gennaro’s study (2009), often viewed writing as a 

means of practicing the language and reported that they needed different types of 

language feedback. Based on the literature, the first survey in this study was designed to 

examine what students expected from teacher feedback in the composition course. Thus, 

this survey was intended to measure two constructs: “Expectation for content feedback” 

and “Expectation for language feedback.”  
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The items of the second survey were designed to measure three constructs related 

to student beliefs about teacher feedback: “Emphasis of feedback,” “Preference for 

feedback types,” and “Beneficial feedback.” This survey asked the students to reflect on 

their experiences with the teacher feedback they had received through the semester. The 

previous studies examined what students thought they gained or might gain from the 

teacher’s responses to their texts (Ferris, 1997; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Lee, 1997; 

Lalande, 1982; Leki, 1991; Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994). Based on the literature, this 

second survey was designed to measure what they felt the teacher had emphasized in the 

feedback, and what types of feedback they perceived were most helpful. The reliability 

(internal consistency) of each of these scales was measured and reported in Chapter 6. 

Table 3-4 summarizes the surveys items corresponding to the categories of the five 

constructs in students’ views on teacher feedback.  

Table 3-4. Categorization of Survey Items  
 
Survey                                       Construct                                          Item number 

  1st survey                      Expectation for content                     11, 12, 16, 17, 18, 22     
Expectation                         Expectation for language         13, 14, 15, 19, 20, 21 

  2nd survey                 Emphasis of feedback                        1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7                    
  Perception of           Preference for feedback types            9, 10, 11, 14, 15         
  feedback                             Beneficial feedback                           16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21 

 

Third, the results from the first survey, examining students’ expectations for 

teacher feedback, were quantitatively compared with those obtained from the analysis of 

the teacher’s self-rating scale that assessed his priority for written feedback. That is, the 

findings of these two phases were integrated in order to interpret whether the students’ 

needs and expectation for the writing course were in line with the teacher’s perception of 
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writing and his role as a teacher in giving feedback. In the second survey, the students 

were asked to evaluate the teacher’s feedback on their papers in terms of what types of 

feedback they thought had led to successful revisions. The findings from the second 

survey, examining students’ perception of teacher feedback, were quantitatively 

compared with those from the analysis of success of students’ revisions. In other words, 

the findings of these two phases were integrated in order to interpret how successfully 

they had revised their drafts in the components of content (idea development, 

organization, and coherence), and whether they perceived content-related comments as 

being useful for them in their writing development. In addition, I obtained through the 

student interviews more detailed information of their revision process and strategies. This 

cross-sectional analysis was useful for triangulating the results from the multiple sources 

of data, which should help to increase the reliability and credibility of the findings of this 

study (Creswell, 2003). Figure 3-1 illustrates the triangulation strategy for the integration 

and interpretation of multiple data sources.  

               Data                         Data                           Data                  Data 
            Collection   Collection           Collection                      Collection 

   +              +  

           

  

            
   Data                         Data                Data                Data 
Analysis       Analysis             Analysis             Analysis 

           Data results compared quantitatively                               Data results compared 
quantitatively                               

 
Figure 3-1. Triangulation Strategy for Data Collection, Analysis, and Interpretation 

  
  

 

Teacher 
self- rating 

Student 
Survey I 

Revision 
success 

Student 
Survey II 
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Interview Data 
 
Interview with the Teacher  

The analysis of the interview data was carried out through a content analysis. 

Content analysis is a common ethnographic analytical approach which allows a 

researcher to identify codes and to develop coding categories based on collected data 

(Creswell, 2003; Silverman, 2001).  For the analysis of the interview data of the teacher, I 

began the content analysis by focusing on the issues related to Research Questions 5: 

What issues is the teacher likely to prioritize in reading and assessing student drafts?  

From the approach as an initial analytic procedure, the two coders together read 

the transcript of the interview data recursively. In this phase, we segmented the 

interviewees’ utterances according to Shi and Cummings’s (1995) definition of utterance; 

that is, the coding scheme distinguished the interviewee’s utterances that were primarily 

descriptive (i.e., objective accounts of the requirements of assignments) from those that 

were mainly perceptive (i.e., personal statements of beliefs or interpretation). For 

instance, the statement by the teacher “the first essay is to summarize a writer’s 

experience” was classified as descriptive, while “a good paper should be well organized” 

was coded as perceptive.   

After coding the transcript of the teacher interview data into descriptive and 

perceptive, we closely examined the content of the coded data in order to find recurring 

themes across the data. For example, the descriptive statement “The first essay is to 

summarize a writer’s experience” and the perceptive statement “A good paper should be 

well organized” were recomposed to be the same theme referring to “requirements of the 

essay assignments.”  
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Thus, following the same procedures, we continued to distinguish the content of 

these perception and description statements, and came up with eight major coding themes 

generated from the interview data: (1) L2 writing in an academic context, (2) 

requirements of the essay assignments, (3) written comments on draft writing including 

marks and corrections, (4) comments in response to content and linguistic features, (5) 

classroom activities, (6) relationship with students, (7) assessing students’ revised essays, 

and (8) grading procedures. These major themes were recomposed to develop categories. 

For example, themes 1and 2 were revised based on the teacher’s approach to academic 

writing in general and to L2 writing in particular in the academic context, thus yielding a 

category: Nature of academic writing. Themes 3 and 4 were modified based on the 

teacher’s feedback practices and priority in making comments on student writing, 

creating a category: Focus of teacher comments. Themes 5 and 6 were recomposed based 

on how the teacher situated himself in his writing classes in relation to the students, thus 

creating a category: Teacher’s role in L2 writing. Themes 7 and 8 were modified on the 

basis of the teacher’s assessment and grading method for the course, creating a category: 

Evaluation of student writing. In short, we came up with four categories in total: 

Category 1, Nature of academic writing; Category 2, Focus of teacher comments; 

Category 3, Teacher’s role in L2 writing; and Category 4, Evaluation of student writing. 

These categories were ultimately used as a means by which the teacher’s perception of 

L2 writing would be inferred.  

          The findings from the teacher interviews were qualitatively compared with those 

from the teacher feedback practices and his priority, as shown in the analysis of the self-

rating scales. For instance, it was investigated whether the manner the teacher 
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commented on a student’s draft was in line with the findings from the analyses of Part I 

and Part II in the interview prompts (i.e., Part I, General attitudes to ESL writing; Part II, 

General attitude to giving comments) (Appendix F).  Further, it was investigated whether 

his perception of writing, as shown in the self-rating scales, was consistent with the 

findings from the interview. 

          For intercoder reliability, I recruited an outside coder who taught English 711-ESL 

courses at the time of data collection. The coder was the same teacher who did other 

coding. A Cohen’s kappa coefficient was used to measure inter-coder agreement for the 

coding themes and the four categories. The values are reported in Chapter 6.   

Interviews with the Students        

The analysis of student interview data followed the same approach and analytical 

procedures as in the analysis of the teacher interview data. For the analysis of the 

interview data of the students, I also conducted a content analysis by focusing on the 

issues related to Research Questions 6: How do students interpret and use the teacher’s 

written comments in their revisions?  

As an initial analytic procedure, the same two raters, who coded the teacher 

interview data, together read the transcript of the interview data recursively. In this phase, 

following Shi and Cummings’s (1995) definition of utterance, we coded the students’ 

utterances as descriptive and perceptive. For instance, the statement by the student “The 

first essay assignment was about the summary of the readings and I should include my 

language experience” was classified as descriptive, while “I think I should have 

explained more about my language experience for a better essay” was coded as 

perceptive.   
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After finishing coding the transcript of the student interview data into descriptive 

and perceptive, we closely examined the content of the coded data in order to find 

recurring themes across the data. For example, the descriptive statement “The first essay 

assignment was about the summary of the readings and I should include my language 

experience” and the perceptive statement “I think I should have explained more about my 

language experience for a better essay [the first essay]” were recomposed to be the same 

theme referring to “requirements of the essay assignments.”  

Thus, following the procedures described earlier, we continued to distinguish the 

content of these perception and description statements and came up with six major coding 

themes generated from the student interview data: (1) expectations for the writing course, 

(2) requirements of essay assignments, (3) expectations for teacher feedback, (4) 

beneficial feedback for a better writing, (5) reactions to the teacher’s feedback practices, 

and (6) evaluation of the teacher’s grading procedure. These major themes were then 

recomposed into categories. For example, themes 1 and 2 were revised based on the 

students’ expectations and needs for the composition course at the beginning of the 

semester, thus yielding a category: Needs for writing course. Themes 3 and 4 were 

modified based on the students’ perceived needs for teacher feedback and their changed 

perception of helpful feedback, creating a category: Focus of revisions. Themes 5 and 6 

were recomposed based on how the students reacted to and evaluated teacher feedback 

over the course: Evaluation of teacher feedback. In short, we came up with three 

categories in total: Category 1, Needs for writing course; Category 2, Focus of revisions; 

Category 3, Evaluation of teacher feedback. These categories were ultimately used as a 

means by which the students’ perceptions of L2 writing were inferred.  



115 
 

          Further, the findings from the analysis of the student interviews were qualitatively 

compared with those from the written data (i.e., student essays, and two surveys). For 

instance, it was investigated how the students’ revising behaviors were accounted for by 

the student interview data. The written data, students’ drafts and revisions, only showed 

whether the revising behavior was successful or unsuccessful, but was not informative as 

to how students interpreted teacher feedback and why they could not revise successfully 

or even made no attempt to revise. Thus, the student interviews provided qualitative 

information about the revision behaviors that individual students practiced in response to 

teacher feedback. In addition, by comparing the findings from the student interviews with 

those from the student survey data, it was examined whether/how an initial mismatch 

between students’ needs for the course and the teacher’s expectation for L2 writing was 

adjusted over the course of the semester.  

          For intercoder reliability, a Cohen’s kappa coefficient was used to measure inter-

coder agreement for the coding themes and the four categories. The values were reported 

in Chapter 6.   

Conclusion 

 This study used a combination of quantitative and qualitative analytic methods to 

investigate the relationship between teacher written comments and improvement in L2 

writing. This triangulation approach is advantageous because two different methods are 

used in an attempt to confirm, cross-validate, and corroborate findings within a single 

study, therefore resulting in well-validated and substantiated findings (Creswell, 1998, 

2003; Hammersly & Atkinson, 1994; Silverman, 2001). Triangulation of research 

methods, involving using more than one method to gather data, such as interviews, 
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questionnaires, and documents, increases the credibility of the results of this study 

(Cohen & Manion, 1986), and the validity of the inferences made from those results.  

 For Research Questions 1 and 2, I collected students’ drafts and revised essays 

and analyzed them quantitatively, by using descriptive statistics, in order to examine the 

rate of successful revisions made by the students after teacher feedback. For Research 

Questions 3 and 4, I employed statistical techniques to analyze the teacher written 

feedback data. Paired-sample t-tests were run to measure if there were statistically 

significant differences in the grades on the drafts and revisions by assignment types. 

Hierarchical regressions were then employed to examine the relationship between the rate 

of successful revision in response to the focus/directness of teacher comments, and the 

grades on subsequent revisions. One-way repeated measures of analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) were then conducted in order to investigate the effectiveness of teacher 

comments on the grades of students’ new essay assignments.  

In order to ensure the validity of the interpretation of the findings from the 

quantitative analyses of data, I collected multiple sources of data, including the data of 

surveys, self-rating scales, and interviews from the teacher and the students. The 

interview data from the teacher was compared with the analysis of teacher written 

feedback, thus providing more reliable and valid interpretations about the teacher’s 

feedback practices. In addition, these two sets of data were examined in relation to the 

teacher’s self-rating scales, in order to investigate the teacher’s perception of L2 

academic writing.   

Similarly, by comparing the student’s questionnaire responses with the interview 

data, I was able to interpret the ways the students reacted to the teacher’s feedback on 
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their writing in the revision process.  The data of the student interview and surveys were 

used not only to cross-check my interpretations of the students’ revision practices, but 

also to explore the relationship between the students’ revision practices and their 

expectations and perceived needs for the composition course.   

This study has limitations in terms of sample size and generalizability. The small 

number of the students who participated in this study as well as the fact that it is a sample 

of convenience, restricts the generalizability of the findings. The participants for the 

quantitative analyses of document data are limited to 30 students, of whom only 12 

volunteered to participate in the qualitative component of the study. Thus, the results 

from the student interviews cannot be generalized or applied to other L2 students in the 

context.  Nevertheless, this case study approach can provide an in-depth understanding of 

the relationship between teacher feedback and student revision, based on the triangulation 

of methods and data. In addition, this study offers meaningful insight into the intricacies 

between the teacher’s feedback practices and students’ expectations. In summary, despite 

the limited scope of the generalizability of the findings, the mixed-methods approach to 

the association of teacher feedback and improvement in L2 writing provides credibility 

and validity to the interpretations of the results from this study.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

REVISIONS OF STUDENT DRAFTS 

 
            This chapter will address the set of research questions focusing on how students 

revised their drafts: 1) To what extent do the students revise their drafts after receiving 

teacher comments? 2) What kinds of revisions are most likely to be made? I will first 

briefly describe the content analysis of the essay assignments in terms of the 

requirements, the genres, and the writing process. Then, based on descriptive statistics, I 

will examine the characteristics of the teacher written comments in terms of the focus and 

directness, and investigate students’ success in revision, employing Goldstein and 

Conrad’s (1999) analytical terms of successful, unsuccessful, and no revision. Finally, I 

will examine the relationship between the focus of the comments and the directness of the 

comments and the success in revision, presenting the results in descriptive statistics.  

The Essays 

            In the course, students wrote four expository essays during a 15-week semester. 

For the first essay, students were required to summarize multiple essays on the power of 

language and to connect the major points of the essays to the student’s own experience. 

For the second essay, the students read multiple essays arguing for or against the effect of 

gender on the way people talk to one another. In this assignment, students were required 

to summarize each essay and compare and contrast the major points within the essays. 

The third essay required them to critically read and evaluate a long essay in terms of its 

strong and weak points, and the validity of the evidence used to support the arguments in 

the essay the students read. In the fourth essay, students were required to write a position 

paper on a controversial issue, and to attempt to persuade readers with convincing 
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evidence. For the last essay assignment, two options were given: Option One was an 

essay arguing for or against the recognition of English as an official language, and Option 

Two was an essay arguing for or against bilingual education. Students had to counter the 

opposing views to make their argument strong and persuasive. For this assignment, it was 

mandatory for students to conduct outside research.  

 For each essay assignment, students wrote an initial draft and submitted it to the 

teacher. The teacher then read and made written comments on student drafts. In the 

following week, the teacher and students had an individual conference in order to discuss 

the major problems in the draft writing that needed to be revised. Utilizing the teacher’s 

comments and suggestions, students were then expected to revise the drafts and submit 

the revised versions at the end of the course. They followed the same procedure for the 

other essay assignments: Write the first draft, receive teacher comments, revise and 

submit the essay. Students were also supposed to submit all the finished revisions as well 

as the initial drafts with teacher comments in the form of a portfolio, a collection of their 

work, by the last day of the course. Table 4-1 shows the summary of the essay 

assignments required in English 711- ESL. 
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 Table 4-1. Summery and Schedule of Essay Assignments in English 711-ESL 

Assignment     Due                                Essay                                            
Writing            Date          Genre           Length                     Specifications 
Essay 1                              Summary     3 pages           To summarize and connect essays                                                                               
                                                                                       to personal  language experience 
Draft              Week 4                                                        

Revision        Week 5                                                               

Essay 2                              Compare/     3-4 pages       To compare and contrast the major   
                                           Contrast                              points within multiple essays 
Draft              Week 8                                                            
Revision        Week 9 

Essay 3                               Critique/      3-4 pages      To evaluate a long essay on its             
                                            Analysis                            strength, validity, and flaws                                      
Draft              Week 11                                                        
Revision        Week 12   

Essay 4                             Argumentation  5-6 pages   To argue a controversial issue by   
                                                                                       persuading taking a position and  
                                                                                       readers with convincing evidence       
Draft              Week 14                                                         
Revision        Week 15        
  
 

Teacher Comments 
 

  Focus of Teacher Comments 

In order to analyze the teacher’s commenting practices, the unit of the analysis 

was each comment made by the teacher, employing Hyland’s (1998) definition of 

feedback. Each comment could be comprised of a sentence, a phrase, a word, a complete 

correction, or even a mark or symbol. First, regarding the focus of teacher comments, the 

researcher and an outside coder coded the 2,973 written comments as either content-

focused or language-focused comments. In this first phase of coding the teacher 

comments as content-focused or language-focused comments, 98% agreement between 

the coders was established. In coding the subcategories of the content-focused comments 

(i.e., argumentation, clarification, idea development, organization, and coherence), inter-
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coder reliabilities were established (.80**, p < .01), using Cohen’s kappa coefficient, 

which is a useful statistical measure for categorical variables. In coding the subcategories 

of the language-focused comments (i.e., sentence order, grammar, lexical choice, 

documentation, and mechanics/punctuations), inter-coder reliabilities were established 

(.83**, p < .01), using Cohen’s kappa coefficient. 

In case the coders disagreed in coding the teacher comments, a third category for 

“member checks” (Creswell, 1998) was created. This is an important technique when 

data, analytic categories, and interpretations need to be tested with members of those 

groups from whom the data were originally obtained. Thus, the comments classified 

for member checking were presented later (at the time of the interview) to the teacher. 

The teacher explained the intent of the comment, and the comments were subsequently 

coded into the appropriate category.  

For instance, for the case where the teacher put a question mark “?” beside a 

specific sentence, it was unclear whether his incomprehension came from a lack of 

content-level clarity or from linguistic inaccuracy. In this case, after initially classifying 

such a comment as a member-checking category, I then asked the teacher to clarify his 

intention for marking it, and the two coders discussed in which category the comment 

should fit and then coded it as an appropriate category.  

In total, 2,973 written comments were made by the teacher on the 120 draft 

essays. As time progressed, the number of total comments made by the teacher increased 

for each essay assignment. Specifically, he made 383 (12.88%) comments in total on 

student drafts for Essay 1, 641 (21.56%) comments for Essay 2, 875 (29.43%) comments 

for Essay 3, and 1,074 (36.13%) comments for Essay 4.  
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As noted in Table 4-1, the required length of the essays increased slightly for the 

four assignments. For Essay 1, students were required to write a three page long essay 

that summarized multiple readings with the purpose of connecting the major points of the 

readings to students’ own experiences. For Essay 2, students were required to write a 

three to four page long essay that compared and contrasted the major points within the 

multiple readings. Essay 3 required students to write an essay of three to four pages that 

evaluated a long essay by drawing on such skills as summary, analysis, critique, and 

synthesis. Essay required students to write a research paper of five to six pages that 

argued a controversial issue by taking a position summarizing different writers’ points of 

view, and synthesizing outside sources. In short, the required length of the essay 

assignments might have had an effect on the number of teacher written comments on 

students’ initial essays. Thus, Essay 4, the assignment of the longest length, might 

logically result in more comments than the numbers of comments the teacher made for 

the other three essay assignments.    

As for the focus of the teacher comments across all the drafts, 1,071 (36.02%) of 

the total comments were content-focused comments, dealing with argumentation, 

organization, idea development, or coherence. In contrast, 1,902 comments (63.98%) 

were language-focused comments, dealing with grammar, sentence structure, or 

punctuations/mechanics. Overall, the number of language-focused comments was over 

one and a half times more than the number of content-focused comments.  

Looking at the distribution of the focus of the teacher comments for each of the 

individual essay assignments, for Essay 1, the content-related comments (60.84%) 

outnumbered the language-related comments (39.16%). For Essay 2, the teacher’s focus 
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of comments was almost evenly distributed between content and language related issues, 

46.96% vs. 53.04%, respectively.  For Essay 3, the teacher made more language-focused 

comments (67.09%) than content-focused comments (32.91%). Finally, for Essay 4, the 

number of language comments greatly outnumbered the number of content comments 

(76.82% vs. 23.18%, respectively). Table 4-2 shows the distribution of the focus of the 

teacher comments made on the drafts of each assignment. 

 
Table 4-2. Distribution of Teacher Comments by Focus 
 
                         Number of                   Number of                            Number of                                                                           
Assignment  Total comments  Content-focused comments  Language-focused comments 

   Essay 1        383                            233 (60.84%)                        150 (39.16%)    
   Essay 2        641                            301 (46.96%)                        340 (53.04%)     
   Essay 3             875                            288 (32.91%)                        587 (67.09%)           
   Essay 4           1074                            249 (23.18%)                        825 (76.82%)   

   Total              2,973                    1,071(36.02%)                          1,902 (63.98%) 

 

As the semester progressed, the number of language-focused comments increased 

so much across the essays, while the number of content-focused comments stayed the 

same. At the beginning of the semester, the teacher commented on content-focused 

issues more than on language-focused ones in Essay 1. By the second essay, however, 

he gave slightly more language-focused comments than content-focused ones. By the 

third essay, the teacher made language-focused comments approximately double the 

number of content-focused comments. By the final essay, he gave about three times 

more language-focused comments than content-focused comments. Figure 4-1 shows the 

change of the focus of comments over the semester. 
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Figure 4-1. Change in the Focus of Teacher Comments with Time 
 
 

Directness of Teacher Comments 

Next, the directness of the teacher comments was examined. The same two coders 

coded the 2,973 written feedback as either direct or indirect. The inter-coder reliability 

was established (.81**, p<.01), using Cohen’s kappa coefficient.  

Out of 2,973 total comments on the 120 draft essays, the teacher made 2,266 

direct comments (76.22%), and 707 indirect comments (23.78%). Overall, the number of 

direct comments was three times more than that of indirect comments.  

Looking at the distribution of the directness of teacher comments for individual 

essay assignments, for Essay 1, the number of direct comments (250, or 65.27%) was 

approximately two times more than the number of indirect comments (133, or 34.73%). 

For Essay 2, the number of direct comments (475, or 74.10 %) was almost three times 

more than that of indirect comments (166, or 25.90%).  For Essay 3, the number of direct 

comments (693, or 79.2%) was three times more than the number of indirect comments 

(182, or 20.8 %). Finally, for Essay 4, the number of direct comments (848, or 78.96%) 

was almost four times more than that of indirect comments (226. or 21.04%). Table 4-3 

shows the distribution of the directness of the teacher comments. 
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Table 4-3. Distribution of Teacher Comments by Directness 
 
                                      Number of                    Number of                      Number of                                                                           
 Assignment             Total comments           Direct comments           Indirect comments 

   Essay 1                            383                          250 (65.27%)                   133 (34.73%)      
   Essay 2                            641                          475 (74.10%)                   166 (25.90%)     
   Essay 3                            875                          693 (79.2%)                     182 (20.8%)   
   Essay 4                         1,074                          848 (78.96%)                   226 (21.04%)  

   Total                             2,973                       2,266 (76.22%)                   707 (23.78%)         

 
 

Figure 4-2 shows the change in the rate of the type of comments over the course of the 

semester. The number of direct comments increased from Essay 1 to Essay 3, but 

appeared to be consistent from Essay 3 to 4. In contrast, the number of indirect 

comments decreased from Essay 1 to Essay 3, while it seemed consistent from Essay 3 

to Essay 4.  

 

 

Figure 4-2. Change in the Directness of Teacher Comments with Time 
 
 
              The results show that the teacher was much more likely to make direct 

comments than indirect comments. The direct comments included direct corrections of 

linguistic errors (e.g., took → taken), and explicit statements of how the essay should be 
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changed (e.g., Make your thesis more specific by adding reasons.), text specific 

comments (e.g., Tannen [author of the reading] didn’t say this. Read pp.91-93), and 

comments suggesting revision strategies (e.g., It would be better if you make a connection 

between your experience and the reading).  

            This part of study has investigated the distribution of teacher comments on 

student drafts in terms of the focus (content vs. language) and directness (direct vs. 

indirect). Out of the total 2,973 written comments, 36% were content-focused comments, 

while 64% were language-focused comments. As the semester progressed, the teacher 

made more language-focused comments than content-focused comments. For the 

directness of the comments, 76% of the total comments were direct, while 24% were 

indirect. From Essay 1 to Essay 2 to Essay 3, the percentage of direct comments 

increased, and the percentages of indirect comments decreased, while there was 

essentially no change in the rate from Essay 3 to Essay 4.  

Considering that it is important to examine how successfully students utilized the 

teacher comments for the different directness and focus in their revised essays, the rates 

of students’ successful revisions will be investigated in the next section. 

Success in Revision 

Overall Success across Revisions after Comments 

            This section first attempts to answer the following research question: To what 

extent do the students revise their drafts after receiving teacher comments? In this 

section, I will examine how the students used the teacher written comments on the drafts 

in the subsequent writing, and how successful those revisions were. To reiterate, students 

wrote four different essays on different topics and genres. They wrote the draft of Essay 1 
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and revised it after receiving teacher comments. They followed the same procedure for 

the other essay assignments. All the revisions were submitted and graded at the end of the 

semester.  

  By employing Goldstein and Conrad’s (1999) analytical terms: successful, 

unsuccessful, and no revisions, I first investigated the rates of success of the students’ 

revisions. For the analysis of success in revision, I first took into consideration only the 

parts that students revised in response to teacher comments on their early drafts. As 

mentioned in Chapter 3, I excluded certain revisions from the analysis, including when 

students created a totally new writing in their revisions that did not seem to be as a result 

of the teacher’s suggestions for revision. Another type of revision that was excluded from 

the analysis was when the students eliminated completely the commented parts in the 

drafts from the revisions. Finally, I excluded the teacher comments that were essentially 

compliments, or positive comments that students actually did not need to take into 

consideration in their revisions. As a result, 550 out of the total of 3,523 comments were 

excluded from the analysis, ending up with 2,973 comments. 

Next, the researcher and an outside coder coded students’ revisions in response to 

these  2,973 comments into successful, unsuccessful, and no revision. In this phase of the 

coding the three categories of revision success, the inter-coder reliability was established 

(.93**, p < .01), using Cohen’s kappa coefficient. The coefficient value of 0.93 indicated 

high reliability of inter-coder agreement. 

The analysis showed that students successfully responded to 1,956 (65.8%) 

teacher comments for the four essay drafts. The mean number of successful revisions 

made per student was approximately 65 comments, while the rates of successful revisions 
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varied among individual students (SD = 30.80). In contrast, 345 (11.6%) of the total 

comments resulted in unsuccessful revisions, and the mean number of unsuccessful 

revisions per student was approximately 12 comments (M = 11.50, SD = 5.94). Students 

made no attempt to revise 672 (22.6%) of the comments, and the mean number of no 

revisions per student was approximately 22 comments (SD = 18.60).  Table 4-4 presents 

the summary of the results. 

 
Table 4-4.  Success in Revision across Four Essays for the 30 Students  
 
           Success in revision                   N                           M                           SD                  
           Successful                            1,956                       65.27                     30.80                       
           Unsuccessful                           345                       11.50                       5.94  
           No revision                              672                       22.40                    18.60   

           Total                                     2,973 
 

Success in Revision for Individual Essays  

          In the previous section, the overall rate of successful revisions was reported. In this 

section, the results of the success in revision for each essay assignment and the change of 

revision success with time are reported. For Essay 1, the students revised successfully 

234 (61.10%) out of 383 comments in total, while they failed to revise 60 comments 

(15.67%) and did not attempt to revise 89 comments (23.24%). For Essay 2, the 

percentage of successful revisions increased by approximately 3% to 63.81%, while the 

rate of unsuccessful revisions and no revisions dropped to 13.10% and 23.09%, 

respectively. For Essay 3, the rate of successful revisions slightly increased to 64.34%, 

while the rates of unsuccessful revisions and no revision decreased to 12.8% and 22.86%. 

For Essay 4, the students’ success in revision went up to 71.97%, while the rates of 
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unsuccessful revisions and no revisions lowered to 8.57% and 19.46%, respectively. 

These results are shown in Table 4-5. 

 
Table 4-5. Revision Success for Individual Essays 
 
                                                        Successful                Unsuccesful            No  
 Assignment          Revisions          Revisions                  Revisions               Revisions  

  Essay 1                   383                61.10 % (234)a          15.67% (60)            23.24% (89) 
  Essay 2                   641                63.81%  (409)           13.10% (84)            23.09% (148) 
  Essay 3                   875                64.34%  (563)           12.8 % (112)           22.86% (200) 
Essay 4                1,074                71.97%  (773)             8.57% (92)            19.46% (209) 

  Total                    2,973               65.31%                      12.54%                    22.16% 

Note.  a The number in the parentheses refers to the number of each category in revision    
           success per essay assignment. 

 

As the semester progressed, there was a consistent increase in the percentage of 

success in revisions, going from 61% in Essay 1 to 72% in Essay 4. In contrast, the 

percentage of unsuccessful revisions consistently decreased, going from almost 16% in 

Essay 1 to less than 9% in Essay 4. On the other hand, the rate of no revision across 

essays decreased by approximately 4%. Figure 4-3 provides the change in revision 

success according to the four essay assignments over the course of the study.  

 

 

                                  Figure 4-3. Change of Revision Success with Time 
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In summary, this part of the study investigated the rate of successful revision 

made by the students in response to the teacher comments. On average, the students made 

successful revisions (65%) of their drafts after receiving teacher feedback over the course 

of the semester. The rates of unsuccessful revisions and no revisions were 12% and 23% 

across the four essays. As the semester progressed, the rate of successful revisions 

increased, while the rates of unsuccessful and no revisions decreased. In the following 

section, I will investigate how successful students’ revisions were in response to content- 

and language-focused comments. 

Revision Success in Response to Focus of Comments 

Overall Success across Revisions  

          To address the second research question, which investigates the kinds of revisions 

that are most likely to be made, I examined how the focus of the teacher comments 

affected students’ revisions. In this study, content-focused feedback is identified as 

comments focusing on the different aspects which contribute to textual meaning such as 

argumentation, clarification, idea development (elaboration), coherence, and organization 

(structural flow). For instance, the comment, “Is this Tannen or Fox?” asked for 

clarification of the textual source. The student writer revised successfully by replacing 

the pronoun, “She,” with the author’s name, “Tannen” in the revision. Table 4-6 shows 

examples of teacher content comments and students’ successful revision. 
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Table 4-6. Examples of Content-Focused Feedback 
 

Issues 
feedback 

focused on 

 
Description of 

teacher feedback 

Examples of 
student text and 

teacher comments 

 
Revision 

 
Argumentation 

Comments about the 
writer’s thesis or 
major points (topic 
sentences) to support 
the thesis.  

They show how 
different are between 
men and women when 
they are using the 
languagea. 
[Thesis?]b  

They show how different men 
and women are when they are 
using the language. Men tend 
to showoff themselves while 
they are talking. Women tend to 
make relationship with other 
while they are talking. 
Therefore, sex differences 
shows men and women have the 
different way to use language. 

 
Clarification 

Comments about 
detailed definitions of 
the terms or concepts 
used in the papers. 
This type of comment 
includes a teacher’s 
questions indicating 
incomprehension.  

She states that woman 
and man in a group are 
both dependent on each 
other…. [Is this Tannen 
or Fox?] 

Tannen states that woman and 
man in a group are both 
dependent on each other… 

 
Idea 
Development   

Comments asking for 
idea development by 
adding textual 
sources, evidence, 
examples, and so on. 

[How does this weaken 
Tannen’s argument?] 
 

The student writer added the 
sentence: Therefore, Tannen’s 
argument is not true by 
comparing to Kornheiser 
essay’s. 

 
Coherence 

Comments made 
when a logical 
connection between 
ideas or paragraphs 
should be made; 
comments about the 
need for appropriate 
transitions. 

Tannen showed an 
example of a radio 
show producers… 
Tannen believes that 
…..[Connect these 
ideas] 

Tannen showed an example of a 
radio show producers…Just as 
do producers… Tannen 
believes that ….. 

 
Organization 

Comments about the 
way introduction, 
body, and conclusion 
are organized. This 
type of comment asks  
whether the thesis is 
properly located in the 
introduction, whether 
topic sentences are 
supported by details in 
body paragraphs, and 
whether the 
conclusion 
summarizes the main 
idea (thesis).   

[Conclude the 
paragraph with a 
sentence of your own.] 
  

The student writer added the 
sentence: Thus, I think men and 
women are not always different 
when they are using a 
language.  It just depends on 
social activities or some  
stereotypes. 

Note. a  refers to students’ text required for revision.  b  refers to teacher comments. 
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 Language-focused feedback refers to lexical choice, grammar, documentation, 

mechanics and punctuation, and sentence-level clarity. For this study, the comments 

about language use are characterized by direct correction of errors, coded feedback 

followed by correction or explanation, giving choices for proper vocabulary, and 

feedback that consists of symbols or underlining. For instance, the comment, “learned or 

read?” asked for the correct lexical choice used in a student’s text “I learned two essays.” 

The student writer revised successfully by changing “learned” to “read.” Table 4-7 shows 

examples of the teacher’s language-focused comments and students’ subsequent 

successful revision. 

  
Table 4-7. Examples of Language-Focused Feedback  
 

Issues 
feedback 

focused on 

 
Description of  

teacher feedback 

Examples of student 
text and teacher 

comments 

 
Revision 

 
Lexical Choice 
 

Comments about errors in 
word choice or word form 

I learned3 two 
essays….[learned or read?] 
He learned to write 
through copying the 
dictionary……[by] 
 

I read two essays…. 
 
 
He learned to write by 
copying the dictionary… 

 
Grammar  
 

Comments about noun 
ending errors, verb ending 
errors, or article errors. 

Malcome X focus more 
concentrated on the 
dictionary…. [focuses] 

Malcome X focuses more 
concentrated on the 
dictionary … 

 
Documentation 
 

Comments about misuse 
of MLA format or 
citations.  

In “Women talk too 
much”…… [use the 
author’s name]   

Tannen states that 
“Women talk too 
much”… 

 
Mechanics 
Punctuation 
 

Comments about 
inappropriate use of 
commas, periods, colons, 
or semi-colons.  

Men value the position of 
center stage, “they seek 
opportunities…”[;] 
 

Men value the position of 
center stage; “they seek 
opportunities…” 

 
Sentence 
Structure 
 

Comments about errors in 
sentence/clause 
boundaries (run-ons, 
fragments), word order, 
unnecessary words or 
phrases, omitted words or 
phrases. 

She mentions this topic to 
let understand 
readers……[word order] 

She mentions this topic to 
let readers understand…  

                                                 
3
 The underlining was done by the teacher on students’ text. 
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           The analysis of the rate of successful revisions made by the students found that 

students revised more successfully in response to language-related feedback (75.7%) than 

in response to content-related comments (50.3%). In addition, there was a higher rate of 

unsuccessful revisions in response to content comments (20.3), as compared to the failure 

rate in response to language comments (6.9%). Moreover, students were more likely to 

make no revision in response to content comments (29%) than they were to make no 

revision in response to language comments (17%). These results can be seen in Table 4-8.  

 
Table 4-8. Relationship between Focus of Comments and Revision Success (Overall) 
 
Focus                    Number of            Successful             Unsuccesful            No  
of comments         Comments            Revisions               Revisions              Revisions  
 Content                 1,071                   539 (50.33%)         217 (20.26%)        315 (29.41%) 

 Language              1,902                 1,440 (75.71%)        131 (6.89%)          331 (17.40%)    

 Total                     2,973                 1,979                        348                        646 

        
 

Revision Success for Individual Essays  

As noted in the previous section, language-related comments were more likely to 

result in successful revision than content-related comments (75.71% vs. 50.33%, 

respectively). In this section, the results of the success in revision for each essay 

assignment in response to content- or language-focused comments are reported. 

Revision Success after Language-Focused Comments 

 In examining the rates for each of the four essays, it was found that the rates of 

successful revision in response to language comments by the teacher were consistent 

across essays, ranging from 73.33% to 77.21%. For Essay 1, the students made 110 

successful revisions in response to 150 language comments (73.33%), and their success 

in revising in response to language comments increased in a consistent manner in the 
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subsequent essays, with 77.21% of the language comments resulting in successful 

revisions in Essay 4.  

The rate of unsuccessful revisions across the four essays was 7.82%.  For Essay 1, 

the students made 15 successful revisions in response to 150 comments (10%), and their 

unsuccessful revision in response to language comments decreased in a steady manner in 

the subsequent essays, except for a slight increase to 6.06% of the language comments 

resulting in unsuccessful revisions in Essay 4.  

As for no revision, the rate for each of the four essays was similar to the overall 

rate, 16.62%, with a slightly higher rate for Essay 3. For Essay 1, the students made 25 no 

revisions in response to 150 comments (16.67%), and the rate of no revision in response 

to language comments was stable in the subsequent essays, with a slight increase at 

19.08% of the language comments resulting in no revisions in Essay 3. These results are 

shown in Table 4-9. 

 
Table 4-9. Relationship between Language-Focused Comments and Revision Success for            
                 Essays 
 
                  Number of                Number of               Number of              Number of  
Essays       Language-focused    Successful                Unsuccessful          No revisions         
                  Comments                Revisions                  Revisions                   
Essay 1                     
(n = 383)a        150                       110 (73.33%)             15 (10%)                 25 (16.67%) 
Essay 2  
(n = 641)         340                       252 (74.12%)             32 (9.41%)              56 (16.47%) 
Essay 3  
(n = 875)         587                       441 (75.13%)             34 (5.79%)            112 (19.08%) 
Essay 4  
(n = 1,074)      825                       637 (77.21%)             50 (6.06%)            138 (16.73%) 

Total  2,973    1,902                  1,440 (74.93%)           131 (7.82%)            331 (17.23%) 

Note.  a n denotes the total number of language-focused comments per essay assignment. 
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To sum up, the rates of successful revisions, unsuccessful revisions, and no 

revisions in response to language-focused comments by the teacher were relatively steady 

across the four essays, with the general pattern of the rate of successful revisions 

increasing slightly, and the rate of unsuccessful revisions decreasing slightly. Figure 4-4 

provides the general pattern in each type of revision success for language comments over 

the semester. 

 

 

    Figure 4-4. Change in Revision Success for Language Comments for Each Essay 

 

Revision Success after Content-Focused Comments 

In responding to content-focused comments made by the teacher, it appeared that 

the rate of success in revision was also steady across the four essays, except for Essay 3, 

ranging from 42.36% to 54.62%. In Essay 1, the students successfully revised in response 

to 124 content-related comments (53.22%) out of 233. For Essay 2, the rate of successful 

revision was 52.16%, and for Essay 4, it was 54.62%. However, Essay 3’s rate of 

successful revision was approximately 10% lower (42.36%).   
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Similarly, it appeared that the rate of unsuccessful revisions due to content-

focused comments was quite consistent for Essays 1, 2, and 4 (19.31%, 17.28%, 16.87%, 

respectively), while the rate for Essay 3 was higher at 27.08%. The rate of no revision 

was consistent across the four essays (27.47% for Essay 1, 30.56% for Essay 2, 30.56% 

for Essay 3, and 28.51% for Essay 4). The lower rate of successful revisions in Essay 3 

(42.36%) was mirrored by the higher rates of unsuccessful revision (27.08%) and of no 

revision (30.56%) in the same essay. Table 4-10 shows the results of success in revision 

in response to content comments for each essay. 

 

Table 4-10. Relationship between Content-Focused Comments and Revision Success for      
                   Essays  
 
                   Number of                Number of                  Number of                Number of  
Essays        Content-focused       Successful                  Unsuccessful            No revisions         
                   Comments                 Revisions                   Revisions                    
Essay 1                     
(n = 383)a        233                      124 (53.22%)              45 (19.31%)            64 (27.47%) 
Essay 2  
(n = 641)         301                      157 (52.16%)              52 (17.28%)            92 (30.56%) 
Essay 3  
(n = 875)         288                      122 (42.36%)              78 (27.08%)            88 (30.56%) 
Essay 4  
(n = 1,074)      249                      136 (54.62%)              42 (16.87%)            71 (28.51%) 
Total  2,973   1,071                     539 (50.59%)            217 (20.14%)          315 (29.28%) 

Note.  a n denotes the total number of content-focused comments per essay assignment. 
  

 
In short, the rates of successful revisions, unsuccessful revisions, and no revisions 

in response to the content-focused comments made by the teacher were quite steady 

across the four essays with the exception of Essay 3. Figure 4-5 provides the general 

pattern in each type of revision success for content comments over the course. 
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  Figure 4-5. Change in Revision Success for Content Comments for Each Essay 

 

The general finding gained from the comparison between content- and language-

focused comments in terms of success in revision is that language-focused comments 

were associated with successful revisions more commonly than content-focused 

comments. This finding supports the previous research which found that L2 students 

revise most successfully in response to comments that focus on grammatical issues 

(Ferris, 1995b), and that students’ revisions are less successful when asked to deal with 

problems in logic or argument (Ferris, 1995a). Previous studies have argued that L2 

writers whose training in English composition have been influenced by a process 

approach may value meaning-related feedback rather than form-related feedback, 

suggesting that writing teachers should focus their feedback practices on meaning issues 

(Hedgcock & Lekfowitz, 1994; Zamel, 1985). However, the findings of this study 

showed that even in the current setting, where process writing was the major focus of the 

curriculum, the teacher gave both content- and language-focused comments to student 

drafts at the same time, and that the students utilized both kinds of feedback, although 

with differing rates of success, in their revisions. This findings are similar to Ashwell 
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(2000), Fathman and Whalley (1990), and Ferris et al. (1997), suggesting that L2 writers 

valued both content- and language-related feedback in an academic context. However, no 

previous research in this vein has examined how the directness of teacher comments 

might affect the rate of successful revisions. In the next phase, therefore, I will examine 

how the teacher feedback was addressed in students’ draft writing, and then investigate 

how successfully students revised in response to direct or direct teacher comments.  

Revision Success in Response to Directness of Comments 

Overall Success across Revisions  

In the previous section, I examined how the focus of the teacher comments 

affected students’ revisions. In this section, I investigate how the directness of teacher 

comments influenced students’ revision success. Teacher comments are classified into 

two directness according to how they are addressed: direct and indirect feedback. Direct 

feedback involves the teacher’s corrections of linguistic errors including crossing out an 

unnecessary word or correcting mistakes or errors. Direct feedback also includes a 

comment with language explicitly stating its intended function (e.g., You need to work on 

your support some more)., text specific comments (e.g., Tannen didn’t say this. Read 

pp.91-93), and these comments providing revision strategies (e.g., You could describe 

your experience in an American restaurant- did you talk to other people in English? Or 

did you not have any problem in ordering food?).  

On the other hand, indirect feedback is defined as when the teacher indicates the 

errors by means of underlines, circles, or codes, without giving the correct forms. Indirect 

feedback also included comments in which the intended function of the comment was 

implicit (e.g., Why did the author’s argument seem contradictory?). Hedges included 
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modals of politeness (e.g., I would suggest that you change this) and lexical items 

expressing uncertainty (e.g., probably, maybe). In the phase of coding direct versus 

indirect comments, the inter-coder reliability was established, (.81**, p<.01), using 

Cohen’s kappa coefficient.  

This study shows that direct comments resulted in a higher rate of successful 

revision than indirect comments did (70.79% vs. 51.06%). In addition, students failed 

more often in revising in response to indirect comments than direct comments (15.42% 

vs. 9.80%). Finally, indirect comments were associated with no revisions more 

commonly than direct comments (33.52% vs. 19.42%). Table 4-11 shows the results of 

the relationship between the directness of comments (i.e., direct or indirect) and revision 

success. 

 
Table 4-11. Relationship between Directness of Comments and Revision Success   
                   (Overall) 
 
Type  of            Number of           Successful               Unsuccessful               No  
Comments         Comments           Revisions                Revisions                  Revisions    
Direct                   2,266               1,604 (70.79%)         222 (9.80%)             440 (19.42%) 

Indirect                   707                  361 (51.06%)         109 (15.42%)           237 (33.52%)    

Total                    2,973               1,965                         331                           677 

 
 

From the results, it appears that students might have greater difficulty in making 

successful use of indirect comments in their revisions, which called for students’ ability 

to properly decode the implied messages within indirect comments. Because of the 

difficulty in revising for indirect comments, the students’ revisions were more likely to be 

unsuccessful, or they were more likely to make no attempt to revise. In contrast, their 

revisions in response to  direct comments were more likely to be successful, and the rate 
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of no revision was also lower in comparison to indirect comments. As stated in the 

literature (Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Hyland, 1998; Hyland & Hyland, 2001, 2006), 

writing teachers deliver messages to their students through written comments that may be 

formed as questions, suggestions, or compliments. After receiving the messages, students 

try to interpret and use them in writing their revised versions. Given that the commenting 

and revising process is a two-way written communication between teacher and students, 

miscommunication may occur in case when written comments are indirect, or implicit. 

Furthermore, the communication may often break down when ESL students are not 

familiar with the messages implied within the expressions of the target language. Thus, as 

Hyland (1998) suggested, the English levels of ESL students should be taken into account 

before teachers decide how to make written comments, and teachers should consider if 

their students will be able to decipher and utilize indirect comments.  

In the following section, I will discuss the success in revision for individual essay 

assignments in response to the directness of the comments. 

Revision Success for Individual Essays 

Revision Success after Direct Comments 

As noted in the previous section, direct comments were more likely to result in 

successful revision than indirect comments (71% vs. 51%, respectively). In this section, 

the results of the success in revision for each essay assignment in response to direct or 

indirect comments are reported. For Essay 1, the students made 167 successful revisions 

in response to 250 direct comments (66.8%), and their success in revising in response to 

direct comments increased in a consistent manner in the subsequent essays, with 77.21% 

of the direct comments resulting in successful revisions in Essay 4. 
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In contrast, approximately 10% of the revisions made in response to direct 

comments across the four essays were unsuccessful. For Essay 1, the students made 32 

unsuccessful revisions in response to 250 direct comments (12.8%), and their success in 

revising in response to direct comments was similar in the subsequent two essays 

(13.66% for Essay 2 and 10.55% for Essay 3). The rate of unsuccessful revisions was 

much lower for Essay 4, at 6.13%.  

440 (19% ) of the direct teacher comments across the four essays resulted in no 

revisions. For Essay 1, the students made 51 no revision in response to 250 direct 

comments (20.4%), and the rates of no revisions in response to direct comments was 

similar in the subsequent essays (19.12% for Essay 2 and 20.95% for Essay 3). The rate 

of no revisions was slightly lower for Essay 4, with 18.04%. Table 4-12 shows the results 

of success in revision in response to direct comments for each essay. 

 
Table 4-12. Relationship between Direct Comments and Revision Success for Each Essay 
 
                    Number of             Number of                Number of               Number of  
Essays         Direct                    Successful                 Unsuccessful           No revisions         
                    Comments             Revisions                  Revisions             

Essay 1                     
(n = 383)a       250                      167 (66.8%)               32 (12.8%)               51 (20.4%) 
Essay 2  
(n = 641)        476                      320 (67.23%)             65 (13.66%)             91 (19.12%) 
Essay 3  
(n = 875)        692                      474 (68.40%)             73 (10.68%)           145 (20.92%) 
Essay 4  
(n = 1,074)     848                      643 (75.83%)             52 (6.13%)             153 (18.04%) 

Total  2,973   2,266                 1,604 (71%)                222 (10%)               440 (19%) 

Note.  a n denotes the total number of comments per essay assignment. 
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In sum, the rates of revision success in response to direct comments were steady across 

three essays, with an increase the fourth essay. Figure 4-6 provides the general pattern in 

each type of revision success for language comments over the course. 

 

 

     Figure 4-6 Change in Revision Success for Direct Comments for Each Essay 

 

Revision Success after Indirect Comments 

In responding to indirect comments, 50.05% of the revisions across the four 

essays were successful. It appeared that the rates of success in revision were inconsistent 

across essays, as compared to those of revision success in response to direct comments. 

In Essay 1, the students made 59 successful revisions in response to 133 indirect 

comments (44.36%), and their success in revising in response to indirect comments 

increased in Essay 2 (55.69%). The rate of successful revision decreased in Essay 3 

(45.05%), while 55.13% of the indirect comments resulted in successful revisions in 

Essay 4.  

Similarly, the rates of unsuccessful revisions were unstable across the four essays. 

For Essay 1, the students made 27 unsuccessful revisions in response to 133 indirect 
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comments (20.3%), and their rate of unsuccessful revisions in response to indirect 

comments decreased in Essay 2 (11.38%). The rate of unsuccessful revision increased in 

Essay 3 (19.23%), while 13.25% of the indirect comments resulted in unsuccessful 

revisions in Essay 4.  

In contrast, the rates of no revision were comparatively consistent across essays.  

For Essay 1, the students made 47 no revisions in response to 133 indirect comments 

(35.34%), and the rates of no revision in response to indirect comments were consistent 

in the subsequent essays, with 31.62% of the indirect comments resulting in no revisions 

in Essay 4. Table 4-13 shows the results of success in revision in response to indirect 

comments for each essay. 

 
Table 4-13. Relationship between Indirect Comments and Revision Success for Each   
                   Essay  
 
                    Number of            Number of              Number of               Number of  
Essays         Direct                    Successful              Unsuccessful           No revisions          
                    Comments             Revisions               Revisions     
Essay 1                     
(n = 383)a        133                   59 (44.36%)              27 (20.3%)             47 (35.34%) 
Essay 2 
(n = 641)         166                   93 (55.69%)              19 (11.38%)           55 (32.93%) 
Essay 3  
(n = 875)         182                   82 (45.05%)              35 (19.23%)           65 (35.71%) 
Essay 4  
(n = 1,074)      226                 129 (55.13%)              31 (13.25%)           74 (31.62%) 

Total  2,973    707                 364 (51%)                  112 (15%)              241 (34%) 

Note.  a n denotes the total number of comments per essay assignment. 
 

This part of the study found that the rates of revision success in response to 

indirect comments varied across essays. The successful and unsuccess rates in revisions 

showed inconsistent patterns, while the rates of no revision were steady across the four 
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essays. Figure 4-7 provides the general pattern in each type of revision success for 

indirect comments over the course. 

 

 

    Figure 4-7. Change in Revision Success for Indirect Comments for Each Essay   

 

In summary, the rate of successful revisions in response to indirect comments was 

lower (50.05%) than the rate of successful revision in response to direct comments 

(69.57%). With regard to the rate of unsuccessful revisions, indirect comments resulted in 

unsuccessful revisions more often (16%) that direct comments did (10.82%). The rate of 

no revisions in response to indirect comments (33.9%) was much higher than the no 

revision rate for direct comments (19.62%).              

           The rates of successful revisions in response to indirect comments were more 

inconsistent across the four essays than with direct comments. In response to indirect 

comments, students revised more successfully in Essays 2 and 4, and there were 

corresponding lower rates of unsuccessful revision in the same essays. This is contrasted 

with the lower rates of successful revisions and the higher rates of unsuccessful revision 
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in Essays 1 and 3. The rate of no revision in response to direct or indirect comments was 

relatively consistent across essays.  

            The general finding gained from the comparison between direct and indirect 

comments in terms of success in revision is that direct comments were associated with 

successful revisions more commonly than indirect comments. The finding is supported by 

the previous research that has investigated the effect of directness of comments on 

student writing (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Hyland, 1998; Hyland and Hyland, 2001), 

suggesting that indirect feedback may often be only vaguely understood by L2 students, 

sometimes creating confusion and misunderstanding. This finding, however, contrasts 

with those of Ferris (1997), who found indirect comments including hedges were more 

likely to lead to positive revisions than those without hedges. The results in this study 

suggest that students tended to be better able to revise their drafts when the intended 

function of the comments was explicitly stated in the language of the comments.  

When the intended function of the comments was only implicit in the feedback, 

students more often failed to meet the teacher’s expectation for revision. It seems often 

the case, as seen in this study, that the students made no attempt to revise in response to 

implicit feedback. The patterns of the “no revision” rates in Figures 4-4 and 4-5 were 

consistent across the four essays; however, the rates of no revision in response to indirect 

comments were higher than those with direct comments (34% vs. 20%).  

The indirect teacher feedback included comments in which the intended function 

was implicit by making a comment in an interrogative form (e.g., Why did the author’s 

argument seem contradictory?). Indirect feedback also includes hedged comments, 

lexical items expressing uncertainty (e.g., probably, maybe), the use of symbols such as 
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underlines or questions marks, and the teacher’s implicit statements about revisions. 

Based on these indirect comments, students had to figure out what the teacher implied in 

the written feedback, and how to utilize the feedback effectively in their subsequent 

revisions. In order to do so, students need to fully understand the teacher’s intention. If 

the communication between teacher and students breaks down, students may have more 

difficulty in revising their drafts, thus failing to meet the demands addressed by the 

teacher, or they might simply avoid such challenging tasks due to a lack of confidence. 

The reason the students made no attempts to revise in response to indirect comments will 

be further discussed along with the interview data in Chapter 6.     

The initial analysis suggests that students revise more successfully in response to 

language-focused comments rather than content-focused comments, and direct comments 

rather than indirect comments. These results raised a question about how the interaction 

between the focus and the directness of comments led to success in revisions. Thus, in 

what follows, I will describe further analyses examining the extent to which an 

interaction between the focus and directness of comments affected the rates of success in 

revision. 

Interaction of Focus and Directness of Comments and Revision Success  

             In this section, how the interaction between the directness and focus of comments 

affected the students’ revision success is reported. Of the total 2,266 direct comments 

investigated over all, 688 were content-focused comments, and 1,578 were language-

focused comments. 369 of 688 (56.3%) direct content comments were successfully 

revised, while 1,264 of 1,578 (80.1%) direct language comments led to successful 

revisions. The number of direct language comments (1,578) was more than double the 
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number of direct content comments (688). The rate of successful revision in response to 

direct language comments (80.1%) was much higher than the rate of successful revision 

with direct content comments (53.6%).  

           Of the total 707 indirect comments investigated in these data, 383 were content-

focused comments, and 324 were language-focused comments. 170 of 383 (44.39%) 

indirect content comments were successfully revised, while 176 of 324 (54.32%) indirect 

language comments were succeeded in revision. The total number of indirect comments 

(707) was almost evenly distributed between content and language comments (383 vs. 

324). The rate of successful revision in response to indirect language comments (54.3%) 

was somewhat higher than that of successful revision with indirect language comments 

(44.4%). Table 4-14 shows the interaction between the type of comments and revision 

success across the focus of comments. 

 
Table 4-14.  Interaction between Directness and Focus of Comments and Revision   
                    Success across Four Assignments 
 
Comments                 Total number of           Number of                      Percentage of  
Focus x Directness        Comments          Successful revision         Successful revision                    
Content                        1,071                          539                              50.33% 
         Direct                         688                          369                              53.63%                                               
         Indirect                       383                         170                              44.39%     
 Language                        1,920                       1,440                              75.71% 
        Direct                       1,578                       1,264                              80.10%                        
        Indirect                        324                         176                               54.32% 
 
 

As shown in Table 4-14, students revised successfully in response to content-

focused comments (50.3%), and revised successfully in response to language-focused 

comments (75.7%). However, when taking into account the directness of the comments 

(i.e., direct or indirect way), the rate of revision success differed. The rate of successful 
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revisions in response to content-focused comments was 53.6% when the comments were 

explicitly, or directly stated, while the rate was lower (44.39%) when the comments were 

implicitly, or indirectly stated. The difference between the rate of successful revisions for 

direct content comments and the rate for indirect content comments was almost 9.2%. 

Similarly, the rate of successful revisions in response to language comments was 80.10% 

when the comments were directly stated, while the rate was much lower (54.32%) when 

the comments were indirectly stated. The difference between the rate of successful 

revisions for direct language comments and the rate for indirect language comments was 

approximately 25.8%. This is a much larger difference than in the rates of revision 

success for direct and indirect content-focused comments. What is noticeable from this 

finding was that direct language-focused comments seemed to result in students’ 

successful revisions more often than indirect language-focused comments (80.1% vs. 

54.3%). In contrast, the success in revisions for the content-focused comments was much 

less influenced by the way the comments were stated directly or indirectly (53.6% vs. 

44.4%). The results suggested that students might experience difficulties to a similar 

extent in revising in response to content-focused comments whether they were given 

directly or indirectly. It seemed that content-related issues such as organization and idea 

development might be more challenging for students to revise successfully, regardless of 

whether the comments were direct or indirect. In contrast, the results suggested that 

students might respond to language-focused comments in very dissimilar ways, 

depending on how the comments were given. It seemed that direct language-focused 

comments, which usually were direct correction of errors, were very easy for students to 

correct.  
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Discussion 
 

This analysis of how successfully the students revised their drafts after receiving 

teacher feedback involved an analysis of the writing context, including the writing tasks 

and genres. According to essay assignment types, students were given different 

requirements and specifications. The teacher’s feedback was then investigated in terms of 

the focus and directness of the comments made on students’ drafts. As for the focus of 

the comments, it was found that out of 2,973 comments, the number of language-focused 

comments (1,902) was over one and a half times more than the number of content-

focused comments (1,071). As the semester progressed, the number of language-focused 

comments increased, while the number of content-focused comments slightly decreased. 

If only the number of the comments is considered, the teacher seemed to focus his written 

comments on linguistic issues more than content-related issues. In other words, the 

teacher seemed to have been concerned mainly with the improvement in student writers’ 

second language proficiency more than the quality of student text. Thus, this focus might 

lead the teacher to make certain decisions in giving written feedback on the student 

papers (i.e., more language-focused feedback) (Carson, 2001; Elbow, 1993; Leki, 1995; 

Williams, 2004).  With these results only, one might conclude that the teacher probably 

perceived linguistically accurate work as good writing. However, this conclusion might 

be misleading without considering other additional data about the teacher such as the 

teacher interview. It would be helpful to synthesize the findings from the interview in 

order to better understand the underlying causes of the teacher’s commenting practice and 

his perception of writing (This will be discussed in relation to the findings from the 

teacher interview in Chapter 6). 
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With regard to the directness of the comments, the number of direct comments 

(2,266) was almost three times more than the number of indirect comments (707). As the 

semester progressed, the number of direct comments slightly increased, and the number 

of indirect comments decreased from Essay 1 to Essay 2 to Essay 3, while there was 

essentially no change in the rate from Essay 3 to Essay 4. The results show that the 

teacher’s comments were more likely to be stated explicitly or directly by providing 

direct corrections of linguistic and grammatical errors, by giving specific revision 

strategies about how to make students’ text better. Many studies suggest that over time 

indirect feedback appeared to help students improve in accuracy more than direct 

feedback (e.g., Ferris, 2004; Ferris & Robert, 2001; Lalande, 1982). In contrast, other 

studies demonstrate that it would be useful to examine the English proficiency levels of 

L2 students in terms of their familiarity with indirectness and understanding of implied 

messages (e.g., Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Hyland 200b). From the two very different 

positions of the directness of teacher comments, it is unclear why the teacher in this study 

tended to provide direct comments much more than indirect comments. These results will 

be synthesized with additional data such as the teacher interview in order to examine the 

underlying causes of his commenting practice. (The teacher’s direct approach to students’ 

drafts will also be discussed in more detail in relation to the teacher interview in Chapter 

6).       

It was then examined how successfully the students revised in response to the 

focus and directness of the teacher comments. The results showed that students 

successfully responded to 1,956 (65.8%) of a total of 2,973 comments. The results also 

indicated that the rate of successful revision increased from 61% for Essay 1 to 72% for 
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Essay 4, as the semester progressed. Regarding the focus of the comments, it was found 

that students revised more successfully in response to language-focused comments (76%) 

than in response to content-focused comments (50%). In addition, the rates of 

unsuccessful and no revisions in response to content comments (20% and 29%) were 

much higher than in response to language comments (7% and 17%). These results 

suggest that students had more difficulty in utilizing the teacher’s content-focused 

comments in their revisions than language-focused comments.  

While none of the previous research in this vein has studied how the focus of 

teacher comments, content- or language-focused comments might affect successful 

revisions in L2 writing, the findings of Ferris’s (1997a) study may explain why the 

students in this study revised less successfully for content-focused comments than for 

language-focused comments. As Ferris stated, it is probably because content-focused 

comments need a higher level of thought process such as critical thinking or problem-

solving abilities when revising. From this perspective, it seems that the students in this 

study might experience more difficulties in revising Essay 3, as compared to the other 

essay assignments.  Essay 3 required students to complete a more challenging task. They 

needed to draw on multiple skills such as summary, synthesis, analysis, and critique to 

evaluate a long essay for its strengths, validity, and flaws. The task for Essay 3 called for 

not only English writing skills, but also a higher level of problem solving thinking skills. 

Thus, it appeared that the students had more difficulty producing good writing for the 

third assignment. In contrast, this study showed that students revised more successfully in 

response to grammatical comments, which was supported by Ferris’s (1997b) findings. It 
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appears that correcting linguistic errors was relatively simple and quick, because students 

often were able to simply copy the corrected forms made by the teacher in their revisions.  

I further examined the effects of the directness of feedback on revision success. 

Overall, it was found that direct comments led to a higher rate of successful revisions 

(71%) than indirect comments (51%), and that indirect comments were more associated 

with the rates of unsuccessful and no revisions (16% and 34%) than direct comments 

(10% and 19%). The rates of revision success in response to direct comments were found 

to be more consistent across the four essays than in response to indirect comments. The 

rates of no revision in response to indirect comments were much higher than in response 

to direct comments.  

Lastly, in examining the interactional effects of the focus and directness of 

comments on students’ revision success, students’ revisions in response to language-

focused comments were more influenced by the way comments were stated, directly or 

indirectly, than content-focused comments. In relation to directness of written comments, 

while over half of the content-focused comments (64%) were direct comments, a much 

larger percentage of the language-focused comments (82%) were direct comments. In 

contrast, the rate of indirect content-focused comments was 36%, while a much lower 

rate (18%) of the indirect language-focused comments was found. The results show that 

the teacher’s comments were much more likely direct in relation to the linguistic and 

grammatical problems in the student texts. The rate of successful revisions for direct 

language-focused comments was 80%, which was much higher than the 54% successful 

revision rate in response to indirect language-focused comments. The difference in the 

success rates between direct and indirect language-focused comments was 25.8%. In 
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contrast, the success in revisions for content comments was much less influenced by the 

way they were stated, directly or indirectly. The rate of successful revisions was 54%, 

which was slightly higher than the 44% success rate in response to indirect content-

focused comments. The difference in the success rates between direct and indirect 

content-focused comments was only 9.2%. In sum, these results suggest that direct 

language-focused comments were much more likely to lead to successful revisions than 

indirect language-focused comments. In contrast, the rate of successful revision in 

response to content-focused comments did not seem to be affected by the directness of 

the comments. This finding is aligned with an extensive body of L2 research suggesting 

that teacher feedback on drafts of a paper does indeed lead to improvement in revisions 

(Chandler, 2003; Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1995, 

1997, 1999; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Frantzen & Rissell, 1987). More detailed discussion 

will be described below.  

In short, although the students revised more successfully in response to language-

focused comments than in response to content-focused comments, they might have more 

difficulty in utilizing the teacher feedback if the comments were indirect for both 

language- and content-focused comments. In addition, when the comments were direct, 

the rate of success in revisions was more likely affected by whether the comments were 

language-or content-focused. Figure 4-8 summarizes the overall rates of successful 

revisions according to the focus and directness of teacher comments and the differences 

in the success rates. 

 

 



154 
 

    Content-focused comments                                  Language-focused comments 
    leading to successful revision                               leading to successful revision                          
                (50.3%)                    (75.7%) 
 
 
  Direct                     Indirect                                  Indirect                       Direct 
(53.6%)                    (44.4%)                                 (54.3%)                      (80.1%) 
   
       9.2%             9.9%    25.8% 

 
26.5% 
 

Figure 4-8. Differences in Revision Success for the Focus and Directness of Teacher 
Comments 

 
What was noticeable in this study was that as the number of total comments 

increased with time (383 comments in Essay 1 to 1074 in Essay 4), both the percentage 

of language-focused comments (40% in Essay 1 to 77% in Essay 4) and the percentage of 

direct comments (65% in Essay 1 to 79% in Essay 4) increased as well. In contrast, the 

percentage of content-focused comments (61% in Essay 1 to 23% in Essay 4) and indirect 

comments (35% in Essay 1 to 25% in Essay 4) decreased as the course progressed. It is 

difficult to interpret from the descriptive results above why the teacher tended to give 

more language-focused and direct comments on student writing with time (in a context in 

which process writing was more valued). Nevertheless, it seems clear that language-

focused comments (which included direct corrections of grammar errors and explicit 

statements about revision strategies) led to the high rate of successful revisions. A more 

detailed explanation will be provided in Chapter 6 concerning the teacher’s commenting 

practices and students’ successful revision behavior.   

The overall findings in this study showed that the focus and directness of teacher 

comments had different effects on success in the subsequent revisions. Although the 
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students showed a higher rate of success in revising for direct content comments than for 

indirect content comments, the difference was not large. These findings are consistent 

with some of Conrad and Goldstein’s (1999) findings that students revised less 

successfully when dealing with content-related issues such as development and 

coherence, regardless of how the content-focused comments were addressed. According 

to Conrad and Goldstein, it is difficult for students to successfully address comments that 

ask them to provide sufficient and appropriate support for their argument, however 

explicit teacher comments are. Students’ difficulties with revision seemed not to be solely 

due to their ability to support their arguments. A lack of content knowledge, or possibly 

misinterpretations of the teacher’s comments, may cause their unsuccessful or no 

revisions. 

On the other hand, other researchers have shown that the apparent difficulty in 

revising might be tied to how directly the comments were addressed, rather than what 

kinds of revision strategies were given in the teacher’s comments (Goldstein, 2004; 

Hyland, 2003).  For comments addressed in an explicit way by including specific revision 

strategies (e.g., you could describe language problems at an elementary school), students 

were more likely to be successful in revising. However, approximately 54% of the total 

content comments in this study were direct and explicit comments, meaning that the 

teacher provided specific strategies or ideas on how to better revise, and yet students’ 

successful revision rates for direct and indirect content comments were almost equal. 

Perhaps the students needed to expend a greater cognitive effort in making successful 

revisions in response to content-focused comments in general. As L2 researchers point 

out (e.g., Hyland & Hyland, 2001; Matsuda et al., 2006), L2 writers often have great 
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concerns about the textual quality of writing, in the areas of content and idea 

development. From this perspective, it seems that the students had an equal difficulty in 

revising in response to content-focused comments, regardless of whether they were direct 

or indirect. 

This finding contrasted with Ferris’s (1997) finding that indirect feedback was 

more likely to lead to positive revision, because it required students to actively correct 

their own mistakes. In follow-up studies to Ferris (1997), Ferris et al. (2000) and Ferris 

and Robert (2001) also found that students who received indirect feedback were better 

able to reduce error-frequency on their subsequent writing and/or over time, suggesting 

that in relations to long term learning, indirect feedback facilitates more student 

improvement. As for the rates of successful revision in response to language-focused 

comments, however, the findings in this study supported Goldstein’s (2004) and 

Hyland’s (2003) studies, suggesting that direct language-focused feedback was more 

likely to lead to successful revisions than indirect language-focused feedback. As Leki 

(1991) stated, indirect feedback does not provide students with enough evidence to edit 

their work, and indirect feedback such as codes or marks can be confusing to students. In 

this study, the teacher’s direct language comments were characterized by direct 

corrections on students’ linguistic and grammatical errors. As Chandler (2003) shows, 

correction by the teacher seemed to be the fastest and easiest way for students to revise. 

Thus, while the students in this study showed a high rate of success in revising lexical 

and grammatical errors correctly, there is no evidence that doing so led to long term 

learning, although this issue is explained in more depth in Chapter 6.  
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As suggested in the research (e.g., Chandler, 2003; Hyland, 1998), indirect 

feedback may be more difficult to interpret than direct feedback. When indirect feedback 

was given on linguistic errors (coding or underlining the errors, or giving symbols 

requiring corrections), students often take significantly longer to correct the errors, 

because it may take more mental effort to understand (Riley & Mackiewitz, 2003). 

Furthermore, when indirect feedback was implicitly stated (e.g., Can you use a more 

specific verb?), L2 students may experience difficulty in finding a “specific verb” 

because of their limited L2 proficiency. Likewise, when indirect feedback was given on 

content-related aspects (e.g., How does this weaken Tannen’s argument?), L2 students 

would require a deeper level of mental processing in responding to such teacher 

comments. First they would have to interpret the comment implied. Once they were able 

to comprehend the intention implied in the comment, students then might have to spend a 

considerable amount of time figuring out how to respond to the comment. Due to a lack 

of proper understanding of the implicit comments and time constraints to complete the 

writing assignment, students might be unable to revise successfully in response to teacher 

written comments. This would cause an increase in the unsuccessful and no revision 

rates. Riley and Mackiewitz (2003) suggest that writing teachers should first consider the 

developmental stage of L2 writers’ second language proficiency before deciding on how 

to present feedback. In other words, teachers may create more direct and explicit 

comments which are clearly understandable to L2 writers at the beginning level of 

English proficiency, while teachers may make their comments more indirect (e.g., 

comments with codes or labels), which require a deeper cognitive thinking process and 

skills, from advanced L2 writers. Considering that student writers in L2 composition 
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classes are second language learners, and the teacher feedback is made in English, the 

very language that the students are learning, it is of great importance for teachers to 

modify the types of their feedback depending on the development of students’ L2 

proficiency.      

          In addition to the directness of teacher comments, it was particularly noteworthy in 

this study to see that students’ difficulty in revising may be affected by the task type of an 

essay assignment. When the teacher’s indirect comments in Essay 3 required the students 

to demonstrate abilities of analytical and critical thinking skills rather than solely writing 

skills, the students were less successful in revising, and they were also more likely to 

make no attempt to revise. However, for the direct comments given on the same task, 

students’ success in revision was consistent with the success in the other essay revisions. 

This finding also supported the notion that direct comments might be more helpful for 

students to revise successfully in case the writing assignment was particularly 

challenging, as seen in Essay 3.  

In summary, I examined in this section the rates of students’ successful revisions 

in response to the different focus and directness of teacher comments. The findings 

indicate that a certain focus (i.e., language-focused) and/or directness (i.e., direct) of 

teacher comments may affect the quality of subsequent revisions, as contrasted with the 

findings of previous studies. Since there is no “one size fits all” comment type for L2 

writers, prior to deciding the directness of feedback, writing teachers should take into 

account various factors in the academic context (Ferris, 2003). In other words, it is 

critically important that teachers should carefully account for programmatic and 

institutional attitudes toward writing (i.e., fluency vs. accuracy, or process-oriented vs. 
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product-oriented), teachers’ perceptions of writing, and L2 students’ profiles (e.g., EFL 

vs. ESL, levels of a second language proficiency, or International L2 students vs. 

Generation 1.5). Teachers then can make informed decisions as to the relative merits of 

feedback practices and other aspects of corrective treatment in the writing class.  

The results in this chapter come from quantitative analyses solely based on 

descriptive statistics, without examining if they are also statistically significant. In the 

next phase, I will examine the relationship between teacher comments and success in 

revisions, based on such statistical techniques as paired sample t-tests, hierarchical 

regression, and repeated-measures analysis of variance.   
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CHAPTER 5 
 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TEACHER WRITTEN COMMENTS AND 

STUDENTS’ WRITING IMPROVEMENT 

 
This chapter will address the second set of research questions: 3) To what extent 

does the focus of teacher comments (i.e., content-focused vs. language-focused) predict 

improvement in students’ writing? 4) To what extent does the directness of teacher 

comments predict improvement in students’ writing? By employing a number of 

statistical techniques, I will examine if the different focus and directness of teacher 

comments lead to statistically significantly different levels of improvement in writing 

grades.  First, I will investigate the improvement in writing between drafts and revisions 

for individual essay assignments, using paired sample t-tests. Secondly, using a 

hierarchical linear regression, I will examine whether the rates of the successful revisions 

in response to the focus/directness of teacher comments are associated with growth in 

grades from drafts to revisions. Lastly, I will examine the effect of teacher comments on 

new writing over time, based on a one-way repeated measures analysis of variance.  

Writing Improvement for the Same Essay Assignments  

Improvement in Grades between Drafts and Revisions 

This part of the study investigated students’ writing improvement which was 

measured n terms of grades on the revision versions for the same essay assignments. The 

teacher in this study did not give a letter grade on the written assignments; he only gave 

written comments on them in the middle of the semester. The teacher graded all the 

student essays at the end of semester, using a holistic evaluation (Appendix J). First, the 

grades by the teacher were compared with the average grades between the two outside 
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raters in order to objectify the teacher’ grades on student writing.  In order to add an 

objective measure to the teacher’s grading criteria, the two outside raters (the researcher 

and another rater) graded the 240 drafts and revisions after the semester when the teacher 

had completed all the grading procedures.  

In grading the students’ papers, we employed an analytic scoring rubric 

(Appendix H) developed by Brown and Bailey (1984). To avoid rater bias, each student’s 

name was covered during the grading process. We gave out number grades to students’ 

drafts and revised versions, using Brown and Bailey’s scoring instrument. After finishing 

grading on student writing, we then converted the letter grades of student papers given 

out by the teacher into number grades, following the school grading policy (Appendix I). 

For instance, a letter grade, B+, given by the teacher, fell into a range of 87 to 89 out of 

100, and the two raters agreed to convert B+ into 88 (a median).  

The interrater reliability among the three raters (i.e., the teacher, the researcher, 

and another rater), using intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC), was established 

at .76**, p<.01, which was reasonably high to assess the grades. Since the teacher graded 

holistically the students’ papers, it was decided to use the combined scores of the two 

outside raters’ grades only (i.e., the average scores of the researcher’s grades and the 

second raters’ grades) consistently to examine the improvement in the overall grades of 

essays, as well as the grades in the content and language areas. Since one of the main 

purposes of this study was to examine the association between the focus of teacher 

comments (content-focused vs. language-focused) and grades on student writing, the 

changes in the grades of the subcategories (i.e., organization and idea development for 

assessing content, grammar, punctuation/ mechanics, and writing styles for assessing 
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language) (Appendix H) under the content and language areas were not reported in this 

study. Instead, the grades of organization and idea development were combined into a 

single content grade, while the grades of grammar, punctuation/ mechanics, and writing 

styles were combined into a single language grade. After the grades of subcategories 

were combined into a broader category, the uneven ratio of content vs. language grades 

(i.e., 40 vs. 60 points in total; see Appendix H) was converted into 50:50 points to make 

the ratio even. For example, the original grade in the content area, 34 out of 40, based on 

the rubric of Brown and Bailey (1984), was converted to 43 out of 50. The combined 

scores were also used to measure the improvement in student writing in relation to the 

focus and directness of teacher comments.    

D1, D2, D3, and D4 refer to the drafts of the four essays and R1, R2, R3, and R4 

are the revised essays. Overall, according to the teacher’s number grades which were 

converted from his initial letter grades, students received better grades on the revised 

essays than their grades on the first drafts of that essay. For Essay 1, the average grade of 

R1 was higher than that of D1 (78 vs. 70.9 out of 100 points, respectively). The mean 

grade of R2 was also higher than that of D2 (80.9 vs. 71.8). The average grade of R3 was 

higher than that of D3 (79.4 vs. 70.4), while the mean grade of R4 was higher that D4 (82 

vs. 72.3). Similarly, according to the outside graders, the students received higher grades 

on their revisions of each essay that the grades on the drafts. Table 5-1 shows the 

summary of the grades given by the teacher and two outside raters.  
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Table 5-1. Differences in Scores on Drafts and Revisions by Three Raters 

                  Raters 
Essay 

Teacher 2nd rater 3rd rater 

Essay 1- Draft 70.9* 69.3 66.1 
Essay 1-Revision 78 76.3 80 
Essay 2- Draft 71.8 70.5 73.2 
Essay 2-Revision 80.9 79.5 83.1 
Essay 3- Draft 70.4 69.1 64.5 
Essay 3-Revision 79.4 77 76.9 

Essay 4- Draft 72.3 71.4 74.1 
Essay 4-Revision 82 80 84 
Note.  The total score is 100. 

Figure 5-1 provides a graphic presentation of the grades by the teacher versus the grades 

of the two outside raters for the entire set of drafts and revisions. 

 

 

  Figure 5-1.  Change in Grades across Drafts and Revised Essays by the Three Raters 
    
            

A series of paired–sample t-test was then conducted to compare the raters’ grades 

on the drafts with the grades on the revisions for individual essay assignments, in order to 

investigate whether the draft essay scores and the revised essay scores given by the raters 

were significantly different. The results show that there was a significant difference in the 

writing grades between each of the revisions (R1, R2, R3, and R4) and their 
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corresponding drafts (D1, D2, D3, and D4): t (29) = 8.24, p < .05, d = 1.50 for Essay 1, t 

(29) = 12.16, p < .05, d = 2.22 for Essay 2, t (29) = 8.06, p < .05, d = 1.47 for Essay 3, 

and t (29) = 12.02, p < .05, d = 2.19 for Essay 4. Table 5-2 shows the paired sample t-

tests of writing improvement measured based on the mean averages between the two 

raters’ grades on drafts and revisions. 

 
Table 5-2. Paired Sample T-tests of Writing Improvement Measure by Assignment   
 
  Assignment                                   M                       SD                     t                        p 
Essay 1 (n = 30) 
       Drafts                                    62.70                   9.11                  8.24                  .000** 
       Revisions                              78.20                   8.99 
Essay2 (n = 30) 
      Drafts                                     71.90                   7.71                12.16                  .000** 
      Revisions                               81.30                   8.40               
 Essay 3 (n = 30) 
       Drafts                                    66.80                   7.77                  8.06                  .000** 
       Revisions                              77.00                   9.48 
 Essay 4 (n = 30) 
     Drafts                                      72.80                   8.54                 12.02                 .000** 
      Revisions                               82.00                   9.73 

Note. Total N= 30, ** p < .01 
 
 

 These results suggest that the teacher’s comments on the students’ drafts led 

improvement in their revisions in terms of grades. This finding provides statistical 

evidence to the previous research that suggested the positive effect of teacher comments 

on revised writing (Chandler, 2003; Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Fathman & Whalley, 

1990; Ferris, 1995, 1997, 1999; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Frantzen & Rissell, 1987). 

However, the results found in the previous research did not show specifically what 

components of writing in the drafts were revised successfully, which would be 

informative to help ascertain the relationship between the revision success and the 

increase in grades.  
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Thus, in what follows, I will investigate whether the revision success in response 

to the particular focus of the teachers’ comments has a statistically significant 

relationship with the grades.  

Relationship between Writing Improvement and Focus of Teacher Comments  

Regression Analyses for Content-Focused Comments 

In Chapter 4, the results from the descriptive statistics showed that language-

focused comments were more likely to lead to success in revisions, as compared to 

content-focused comments. In this section, a regression analysis was used to examine 

what particular focus of teacher comments predicted growth in the grades from drafts to 

revisions for individual essay assignments. Again, the focus of teacher comments was 

divided into two different types: content-focused vs. language-focused.  

  First, a regression analysis was run to investigate if there was a statistically 

significant relationship between the writing grades of the revised papers and the teacher’s 

content-focused comments for each essay assignment. For this test, the response variable 

was the grade of the revised versions of each essay assignment. The two explanatory 

variables were entered in hierarchical order; the grade of drafts as a predictor was entered 

in the first step, and the second predictor (i.e., the success rate of revision in response to 

content-focused teacher comments) was entered next. For this analysis, the mean grades 

given by the two outside raters instead of the teacher’s grades were used because of the 

need for an objective measure. Before running the regression, a series of regression 

assumptions were tested. 
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Regression Assumptions (Essay 1) 

 Normality.  The assumption of normality was tested by looking at the graphic 

distribution of the residuals. The Q-Q plot showed evidence of normality in the data 

distribution. There was no outlier (min: -1.485; max: 1.810). The normal distribution was 

also statistically examined with the Shapiro-Wilk test, which is appropriate for small size 

samples (< 50) (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2004). The significance value of the test was 

greater than 0.05 (p = 241), suggesting that the data set was not significantly different 

from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. In order to check the assumption of homogeneity, 

residuals scatterplot between the grades of revision (the standardized residuals, 

*SRESID) and the success rate in response to content-focused comments in Essay 1was 

examined (the predicted value of the standardized residuals, *ZPRED). The scatterplot 

showed that the assumption of homogeneity of variances was met in that the residuals 

scattered almost symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The assumption of linearity was tested to see if there was a straight line 

relationship between the dependant variable and the independent variables. The bivariate 

scatterplot showed that the rate of successful revision for content-focused comments was 

linearly related to the revision grade of Essay 1. Linearity was also tested by using a 

residuals plot. This is because if the independent variables and dependent variable are 

linearly related, then the relationship between the residuals and the predicted dependent 

variable scores will be linear. The residuals plots showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. The assumption of multicollinearity was tested to examine 

whether there were any high correlations between the explanatory variables and the 
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response variables, or among the explanatory variables themselves. Collinearity statistics 

showed that VIF values for this data were around 1, indicating that the variables were not 

intercorrelated and did not harm the model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 1)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grade of drafts of Essay 1) accounted for R2 = 74.6% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 1(7% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 82.37, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rates of revision in response to the content-focused 

comments) was included, the value increased to R2 = 89% of the variance (9% adjusted), 

F (2, 27) = 111.38, p < .001, which was statistically significant.  The combined predictor 

variables increased the value to .15 (Change in R2 ) of the variance, which was a 

statistically significant increase in the variance accounted for over the step one model. In 

other words, the rate of successful revision in response to the teacher’s content-focused 

comments independently could account for an additional 8% of the variation in scores on 

the revised papers of Essay1. The results of the regression are reported in Table 5-3.  

 
Table 5-3.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
                  Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 1. 
 

Variable                         β                    R                   R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1  
Draft 1                        .864**             .864              .746            82.366**  
 

Step 2 
Content comments     .382**              .944              .892          111.375**          .150** 
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For this model, the grade of the drafts and the rate of successful revision in response to 

content-focused comments in Essay 1 were both significant predictors of the grades on 

the revisions of the same essay assignment. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 2) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed that the residuals were normally distributed. 

There was no outlier (min: -1.941; max: 2.085). The significance value of the Shapiro-

Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 864), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. In order to check the assumption of homogeneity, 

residuals scatterplot between the grades of revision of Essay 2 and the success rate in 

response to content-focused comments was examined. The scatterplot showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated in that the residuals scattered 

fairly symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 2, the rates of successful 

revision for content-focused comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The 

residuals plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

around 1, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the 

model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 2)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 2) accounted for R2 = 70.9% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 2 (8% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 68.19, p < .001, which was 
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statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the the content-focused 

comments) was added, the value increased to R2 = 88% of the variance (9% adjusted), F 

(2, 27) = 94.85, p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor 

variable led to a Change in R2 of .166, which was a statistically significant increase in the 

variance accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful 

revision in response to the teacher’s content-focused comments independently could 

account for an additional 17% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 2. 

The results of the regression are reported in Table 5-4.  

 
Table 5-4.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  

      Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 2 
 

Variable                          β                    R                   R2                         F               Change in R2                            

Step 1 
Draft 2                        .842**             .842             .709            68.196**  
 

Step 2 
Content comments      .408**             .936             .875            94.852**          .166** 

 

For this model, the grade of the drafts and the rate of successful revision in response to 

content-focused comments in Essay 2 were both significant predictors of the grades on 

the revisions of the same essay assignment. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 3) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed evidence of normality in the residuals 

distribution. There was no outlier (min: -2.207; max: 2.165). The significance value of 

the Shapiro-Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 773), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 
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 Homogeneity of variances. In order to check the assumption of homogeneity, 

residuals scatterplot between the grades of revision of Essay 3 and the success rate in 

response to content-focused comments was examined. The scatterplot showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals scattered 

almost symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 3, the rates of successful 

revision for content-focused comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The 

residuals plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

1 and 1.2, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the 

model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 3)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 3) accounted for R2 = 57.6% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 3 (6% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 38.841, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the content-focused 

comments) was added, the value increased to R2 = 65% of the variance (7% adjusted), F 

(2, 27) = 27.55, p < .001, which was statistically significant.  The second predictor 

variable led to a Change in R2 of .081, which was a statistically significant increase in the 

variance accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful 

revision in response to the teacher’s content-focused comments independently could 
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account for an additional 8% of explanation of the variation in scores on the revised 

papers of Essay 3. The results of the regression are reported in Table 5-5.  

 
Table 5-5.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  

      Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 3 
 

Variable                          β                    R                   R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 3                         .762**             .581             .566            38.841**  
 

Step 2 
Content comments      .326*               .671             .647            27.549**          .081** 

 

For this model, the grades of drafts and the rate of successful revision in response to 

content-focused comments in Essay 3 were all significant predictors of the grade of 

revisions of the same essay assignment. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 4) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed evidence of normality in the residuals 

distribution. There was no outlier (min: -1.607; max: 2.043). The significance value of 

the Shapiro-Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 355), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. In order to check the assumption of homogeneity, 

residuals scatterplot between the grades of revision of Essay 4 and the success rate in 

response to content-focused comments was examined. The scatterplot showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals scattered 

almost symmetrically around zero.    
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 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 4, the rates of successful 

revision for content-focused comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The 

residuals plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

1 and 1.2, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the 

model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 4)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 4) accounted for R2 = 79.4% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 4 (8% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 107.83, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the content-focused 

comments) was added, the value increased to R2 = 83% of the variance (8% adjusted), F 

(2, 27) = 66.46, p < .001, which was statistically significant.  The second predictor 

variable led to a Change in R2 of .037, which was a statistically significant increase in the 

variance accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful 

revision in response to the teacher’s content-focused comments independently could 

account for an additional 4% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 4. 

The results of the regression are reported in Table 5-6.  
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Table 5-6.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
      Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 4 

 

Variable                       β                    R                   R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 4                      .891**             .891             .794            107.830**  
 

Step 2 
Content comments   .211*               .912             .831              66.458**          .037* 

 

For this model, the grades of drafts and the rate of successful revision in response to 

content-focused comments in Essay 4 were all significant predictors of the grades of 

revisions of the same essay assignment. 

Regression Analyses for Language-Focused Comments  

In this section, a regression analysis was run to investigate if there was a 

statistically significant relationship between the writing grades and the teacher’s 

language-focused comments for each essay assignment. For this test, the response 

variable was the grades of revised papers of each essay assignment. The two explanatory 

variables were entered in a hierarchical order; the grade of drafts as a predictor was 

entered in the first stage, and the second predictor (i.e., the success rate of revision in 

response to language-focused teacher comments) was entered next. Prior to the regression 

analyses, a series of regression assumptions were checked.   

Regression Assumptions (Essay 1) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed evidence of normality in the residuals 

distribution. There was no outlier (min: -1.575; max: 2.437). The significance value of 

the Shapiro-Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 366), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 
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 Homogeneity of variances. In order to check the assumption of homogeneity, 

residuals  scatterplot between the grades of revision of Essay 1 and the success rate in 

response to language-focused comments was examined. The scatterplot showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals scattered 

almost symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 1, the rates of successful 

revision for language-focused comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The 

residuals plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

all 1, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 1)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 1) accounted for R2 = 74.6% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 1 (7% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 82.366, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the language-focused 

comments) were added, the value increased to R2 = 81 % of the variance (8% adjusted), F 

(2, 27) = 56.08, p < .001, which was statistically significant.  The second predictor 

variable led to a Change in R2 of .060, which was a statistically significant increase in the 

variance accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful 

revision in response to the teacher’s language-focused comments independently could 

account for an additional 6% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 1. 

The results of the regression are reported in Table 5-7.  
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Table 5-7.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
      Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 1 

 

Variable                          β                    R                   R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 1                         .864**             .864              .746           82.366**  
 

Step 2 
Language comments    .246*               .898              .806            56.077**          .060** 

 

For this model, the grades of drafts and the rate of successful revision in response to 

language-focused comments in Essay 1 were all significant predictors of the grades of 

revisions of the same essay assignment. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 2) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed evidence of normality in the residuals 

distribution. There was no outlier (min: -1.601; max: 2.014). The significance value of 

the Shapiro-Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 533), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. In order to check the assumption of homogeneity, 

residuals scatterplot between the grades of revision of Essay 2 and the success rate in 

response to language-focused comments was examined. The scatterplot showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals scattered 

fairly symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 2, the rates of successful 

revision for language-focused comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The 

residuals plots also showed that the data were linear. 
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 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

all 1, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 2)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 2) accounted for R2 = 71% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 2 (7% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 68.196, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the language-focused 

comments) was added, the value increased to R2 = 73 % of the variance (7% adjusted), F 

(2, 27) = 36.726, p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor 

variable led to a Change in R2 of .022, which was not a statistically significant increase in 

the variance accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful 

revision in response to the teacher’s language-focused comments independently could 

account for an additional 2% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 2. 

The results of the regression are reported in Table 5-8.  

 
Table 5-8.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
                  Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 2 
 
Variable                                 β                    R                   R2                         F               Change 
in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 2                              .842**            .842              .709            68.196**  
 

Step 2 
Language comments        .149                .855              .731             36.726**          .022 

 

For this model, the standardized regression coefficients (Beta, β), showed that when the 

rate of successful revision in response to language-focused comments in Essay 2 was 
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entered (Model 2), it was not a statistically significant predictor of the grade of revisions 

of Essay 2. The grade on the drafts of the same essay was the only statistical predictor of 

the dependent variable. Thus, it is concluded that the rate of successful revision for 

language-focused comments was not a predictor of the revision grade in Essay 2. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 3) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed evidence of normality in the residuals 

distribution. There was no outlier (min: -1.485; max: 2.278). The significance value of 

the Shapiro-Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 154), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. In order to check the assumption of homogeneity, 

residuals scatterplot between the grades of revision of Essay 3 and the success rate in 

response to language-focused comments was examined. The scatterplot showed showed 

that the assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals 

scattered fairly symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 3, the rates of successful 

revision for language-focused comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The 

residuals plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

all 1 and 1.1, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the 

model.   

Results of Regression (Essay 3)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 3) accounted for R2 = 58% of the variance in the 
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grades of the revisions of Essay 3 (6% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 38.841, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the language-focused 

comments) was added, the value increased to R2 = 65 % of the variance (6% adjusted), F 

(2, 27) = 24.641, p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor 

variable led to a Change in R2 of .065, which was a statistically significant increase in the 

variance accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful 

revision in response to the teacher’s language-focused comments independently could 

account for an additional 7% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 3. 

The results of the regression are reported in Table 5.9.  

 
Table 5-9.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
                  Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 3 
 
Variable                               β                    R                   R2                         F               Change 
in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 3                            .762**            .581             .566            38.841**  
 

Step 2 
Language comments      .261*              .646             .620            24.641**          .065* 

 

For this model, the grades of the drafts and the rate of successful revision in response to 

language-focused comments in Essay 3 were both significant predictors of the grades on 

the revisions of the same essay assignment. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 4) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed evidence of normality in the residuals 

distribution. There was no outlier (min: -1.699; max: 2.316). The significance value of 
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the Shapiro-Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 851), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. The residuals scatterplot between the grades of 

revision of Essay 4 and the success rate in response to language-focused comments was 

examined. The scatterplot showed that the assumption of homogeneity of variances was 

not violated because the residuals scattered fairly symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 4, the rates of successful 

revision for language-focused comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The 

residuals plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

1and 1.2, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the 

model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 4)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 4) accounted for R2 = 79% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 4 (8% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 107.830, p < .001, which 

was statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the language-focused 

comments) was added, the value increased to R2 = 81 % of the variance (8% adjusted), F 

(2, 27) = 56.209, p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor 

variable led to a Change in R2 of .012, which was not a statistically significant increase in 

the variance accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful 

revision in response to the teacher’s language-focused comments independently could 
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account for an additional 1% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 4. 

The results of the regression are reported in Table 5-10.  

 
Table 5-10.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
                    Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 4 
 
Variable                                 β                     R                   R2                         F               Change 
in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 4                               .891**              .891            .794          107.830**  
 

Step 2 
Language comments         .122                  .806            .792            56.209**          .012 

 

For this model, the standardized regression coefficients (β), showed that when the rate of 

successful revision in response to the language-focused comments in Essay 4 was entered 

into the regression equation (Model 2), it was not a statistically significant predictor of 

the grade of revisions of Essay 4. The grade on the drafts of the same essay was the only 

statistical predictor of the dependent variable. Thus, it is concluded that the rate of 

successful revision for language-focused comments was not a predictor of the revision 

grades in Essay 4. Table 5-11 summarizes the changes in R2 for the individual essay 

assignments in response to the teacher’s content- and language-focused comments. 
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Table 5-11. Change in R2 for Direct and Indirect Comments in the Individual Essays 

                                                  Variable entered 
Essays                         Step 1                                 Step 2                             Change in R2 

1                                Draft 1                  Content-focused comments              .080** 

2                                Draft 2                  Content-focused comments              .166** 

3                                Draft 3                  Content-focused comments              .081** 

4                                Draft 4                  Content-focused comments              .037* 

1                                Draft 1                  Language-focused comments           .060**     

2                                Draft 2                  Language-focused comments           .022 

3                                Draft 3                  Language-focused comments           .065* 

4                                Draft 4                  Language-focused comments           .012 

 
 

The results from the regression analyses showed that those students who had a 

higher rate of successful revision in response to the content-focused comments tended to 

have higher scores on the revised essays of the same assignment. In contrast, it was found 

that those who had a higher rate of successful revision in response to the language-

focused comments tended to have higher scores on the revised versions of only Essays 1 

and 3. The above results can be compared with those results from Chapter 4, to provide 

additional explanations as to what types of teacher comments led to improvement in 

writing grades. The results in Table 4.8 showed that the rate of successful revision in 

response to language-focused comments was much higher than in response to content-

focused comments across the four essay assignments (76% vs. 50%, respectively). 

Especially in Essay 4, the rate of successful revision in response to language-focused 

comments was higher (77%)  than the success rates in the other three essays (73%, 74%, 

and 75% for Essays 1, 2, and 3, respectively) (see Table 4.9). At first glance, this would 
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seem to suggest that students’ writing improved more when the teacher’s comments 

focused on linguistic features. In addition, the results from Chapter 4 in this study were 

supported by the findings of previous research, which suggest that L2 students revise 

most successfully after grammatical comments (Ferris, 1997b), and that students’ 

revisions are less successful when they must deal with problems in logic or argument 

(Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 1997). However, the regression analyses showed that 

the high percentage of successful revisions for language-focused comments did not 

necessarily contribute to an increase in the grades of the revised papers, as seen in Essays 

2 and 4. The regression analyses showed that the highest percentage of successful 

revisions for language-focused comments in Essay 4 (77%) was not significantly 

associated with the increase of the grades of the revised versions.  

On the other hand, the results in Table 4.8 showed that students revised less 

successfully in response to content-focused comments (51% on average) than in response 

to language-focused comments (75% on average) across the four essay assignments. 

However, the regression analyses showed that a higher rate of successful revisions for 

content-focused comments significantly contributed to an increase in the grades of the 

revisions for all the four essays. Thus, the findings suggest that those who had a higher 

rate of successful revisions in response to the content-focused comments tended to 

receive higher scores on the revised essays, as compared to the language-focused 

comments. 
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Relationship between Writing Improvement and Directness of Teacher Comments  

Regression Analyses for Direct Comments 

          In Chapter 4, I examined which type of comments (direct or indirect) was more 

likely to lead to successful revisions. The analyses of the descriptive statistics showed 

that direct comments by the teacher resulted in a higher rate of successful revisions than 

indirect comments. In this section, a regression analysis was run to investigate if there 

was a statistically significant relationship between the writing grades and the directness 

of the teacher’s comments for each of the essay assignment. For this test, the response 

variable was the grade on the revised versions of each essay assignment. The two 

explanatory variables were entered in a hierarchical order. That is, the grade of the drafts 

as a predictor was entered in the first stage, and the second predictor (i.e., the success rate 

of revision in response to direct comments) was entered next. Prior to the regression 

analyses, a series of assumptions of regression were tested. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 1) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed that the residuals were normally distributed. 

There was no outlier (min: -1.516; max: 1.665). The significance value of the Shapiro-

Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 071), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. The residuals scatterplot between the grades of 

revision of Essay 1 and the success rate in response to direct comments was examined. 

The scatterplot showed that the assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated 

because the residuals scattered symmetrically around zero.    
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 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 1, the rates of successful 

revision for direct comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The residuals 

plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

all 1, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 1)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 1) accounted for R2 = 75% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 1 (7% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 82.366, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the language-focused 

comments) were added, the value increased to R2 = 84 % of the variance (8% adjusted), F 

(2, 27) = 71.413, p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor 

variable led to a Change in R2 of .095, which was a statistically significant increase in the 

variance accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful 

revision in response to the teacher’s direct comments independently could account for an 

additional 10% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 1. The results of 

the regression are reported in Table 5-12.  
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Table 5-12.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
                    Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 1 
 

Variable                        β                    R                   R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 1                      .864**           .864              .746           82.366**  
 

Step 2 
Direct comments      .308**           .841              .829           71.413**           .095** 

 

For this model, the grades of the drafts and the rate of successful revision in response to 

direct comments in Essay 1 were both significant predictors of the grades on the revisions 

of the same essay assignment. Thus, it is concluded that the rate of successful revision in 

response to direct comments for the essay assignment was highly related to the revision 

grades in Essay 1. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 2) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed that the residuals were normally distributed. 

There was no outlier (min: -1.392; max: 2.211). The significance value of the Shapiro-

Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 062), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. The residuals scatterplot between the grades of 

revision of Essay 2 and the success rate in response to direct comments was examined. 

The scatterplot showed that the assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated 

because the residuals scattered symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 2, the rates of successful 

revision for direct comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The residuals 

plots also showed that the data were fairly linear. 
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 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

all 1, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 2)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 2) accounted for R2 = 71% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 2 (7% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 68.196, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the direct comments) were 

added, the value increased to R2 = 79 % of the variance (8% adjusted), F (2, 27) = 

49.728, p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor variable led to 

a Change in R2 of .077, which was a statistically significant increase in the variance 

accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful revision in 

response to the teacher’s direct comments independently could account for an additional 

8% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 2. The results of the 

regression are reported in Table 5-13.  

 
Table 5-13.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  

        Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 2 
 

Variable                         β                    R                    R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 2                       .842**             .842              .709            68.196**  
 

Step 2 
Direct comments       .279*               .887              .786            49.728**          .077* 

 

For this model, the grades of the drafts and the rate of successful revision in response to 

direct comments in Essay 2 were both significant predictors of the grades on the revisions 
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of the same essay assignment. Thus, it is concluded that the rate of successful revision in 

response to direct comments for the essay assignment was highly related to the revision 

grades in Essay 2. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 3) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed that the residuals were normally distributed. 

There was no outlier (min: -1.485; max: 2.347). The significance value of the Shapiro-

Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 142), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population.  

Homogeneity of variances. The residuals scatterplot between the grades of 

revision of Essay 3 and the success rate in response to direct comments showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals scattered 

symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 3, the rates of successful 

revision for direct comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The residuals 

plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

1and 1.3, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the 

model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 3)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 3) accounted for R2 = 58% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 3 (6% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 38.841, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 



188 
 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the direct comments) were 

added, the value increased to R2 = 75 % of the variance (7% adjusted), F (2, 27) = 41.437, 

p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor variable led to a 

Change in R2 of .173, which was a statistically significant increase in the variance 

accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful revision in 

response to the teacher’s direct comments independently could account for an additional 

17% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 3. The results of the 

regression are reported in Table 5-14.  

 
Table 5-14.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
                    Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 3 
 

Variable                        β                     R                    R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 3                     .864**              .762               .581            38.841**  
   

Step 2 
Direct comment      .308**              .868               .754            41.437**          .173** 

 

For this model, the grades of the drafts and the rate of successful revision in response to 

direct comments in Essay 3 were both significant predictors of the grades on the revisions 

of the same essay assignment. Thus, it is concluded that the rate of successful revision in 

response to direct comments for the essay assignment was highly related to the revision 

grades in Essay 3. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 4) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed that the residuals were normally distributed. 

There was no outlier (min: -1.870; max: 1.922). The significance value of the Shapiro-
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Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 573), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. The residuals scatterplot between the grades of 

revision of Essay 4 and the success rate in response to direct comments showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals scattered 

symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 4, the rates of successful 

revision for direct comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The residuals 

plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

1and 1.3, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the 

model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 4)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 4) accounted for R2 = 80% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 4 (8% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 107.830, p < .001, which 

was statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the direct comments) were 

added, the value increased to R2 = 83 % of the variance (8% adjusted), F (2, 27) = 66.885, 

p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor variable led to a 

Change in R2 of .038, which was a statistically significant increase in the variance 

accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful revision in 

response to the teacher’s direct comments independently could account for an additional 
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4% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 4. The results of the 

regression are reported in Table 5-15.  

 
Table 5-15.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
                    Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 4 
 

Variable                         β                    R                   R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 4                      .787**             .891               .794           107.830**  
   

Step 2 
Direct comments      .221*               .912               .832             66.885**          .038* 

 

For this model, the grades of the drafts in Essay 4 and the rate of successful revision in 

response to direct comments were both significant predictors of the grades on the 

revisions of the same essay assignment. Thus, it is concluded that the rate of successful 

revision in response to direct comments for the essay assignment was highly related to 

the revision grades in Essay 4. 

Regression Analyses for Indirect Comments 

In this section, a regression analysis was run to investigate if there was a 

statistically significant relationship between the writing grades and the teacher’s indirect 

comments for each essay assignment. For this test, the response variable was the grade on 

the revised versions of each essay assignment. The two explanatory variables were 

entered in a hierarchical order. That is, the grade of drafts as a predictor was entered in 

the first stage, and the second predictor (i.e., the success rate of the revisions in response 

to indirect comments) was entered next. Prior to the regression analyses, a series of 

assumptions of regression were tested. 
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Regression Assumptions (Essay 1) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed that the residuals were normally distributed. 

There was no outlier (min: -1.764; max: 1.960). The significance value of the Shapiro-

Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 232), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. The residuals scatterplot between the grades of 

revision of Essay 1 and the success rate in response to direct comments showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals scattered 

symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 1, the rates of successful 

revision for direct comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The residuals 

plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

1and 1.2, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the 

model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 1)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 1) accounted for R2 = 75% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 1 (7% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 82.366, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to direct comments) were 

added, the value increased to R2 = 77 % of the variance (8% adjusted), F (2, 27) = 46.316, 

p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor variable led to a 
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Change in R2 of .028, which was a statistically significant increase in the variance 

accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful revision in 

response to the teacher’s indirect comments independently could account for an 

additional 3% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 1. The results of 

the regression are reported in Table 5-16.  

 
Table 5-16.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
                     Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 1 
 

Variable                        β                    R                   R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 1                      .864**            .864              .746             82.366**  
   

Step 2 
Indirect comments    .177                .880              .774            46.316**          .028 

 

For this model, the standardized regression coefficients (Beta, β) showed that when the 

rate of successful revision in response to the indirect comments in Essay 1 was entered 

into the regression equation (Model 2), it was not a statistically significant predictor of 

the grade on the revisions of Essay 1. The grade on the drafts of the same essay was the 

only statistical predictor of the dependent variable. Thus, it is concluded that the rate of 

successful revision for indirect comments was not highly related to the revision grades in 

Essay 1.  

Regression Assumptions (Essay 2) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed that the residuals were normally distributed. 

There was no outlier (min: -1.738; max: 2.030). The significance value of the Shapiro-

Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 431), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population.  
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Homogeneity of variances. The residuals scatterplot between the grades of 

revision of Essay 2 and the success rate in response to direct comments showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals scattered 

symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 2, the rates of successful 

revision for direct comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The residuals 

plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

all 1, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 2)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 2) accounted for R2 = 71% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 2 (7% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 68.196, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to indirect comments) were 

added, the value increased to R2 = 79 % of the variance (8% adjusted), F (2, 27) = 49.846, 

p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor variable led to a 

Change in R2 of .078, which was a statistically significant increase in the variance 

accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful revision in 

response to the teacher’s indirect comments independently could account for an 

additional 8% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 2. The results of 

the regression are reported in Table 5-17.  
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Table 5-17.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  
                    Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 2 
 

Variable                        β                     R                   R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 2                      .842**              .842             .709            68.196**  
   

Step 2 
Indirect comments   .281*                .887             .787            49.846**          .078* 

 

For this model, the grades of the drafts in Essay 2 and the rate of successful revision in 

response to indirect comments were both significant predictors of the grades on the 

revisions of the same essay assignment. Thus, it is concluded that the rate of successful 

revision in response to the indirect comments for the essay assignment was highly related 

to the revision grades in Essay 2. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 3) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed that the residuals were normally distributed. 

There was no outlier (min: -1.751; max: 2.081). The significance value of the Shapiro-

Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 129), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population. 

 Homogeneity of variances. The residuals scatterplot between the grades of 

revision of Essay 3 and the success rate in response to direct comments showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals scattered 

symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 3, the rates of successful 

revision for direct comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The residuals 

plots also showed that the data were linear. 
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 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

all 1, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 3)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 3) accounted for R2 = 58% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 3 (6% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 38.841, p < .001, which was 

statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to indirect comments) were 

added, the value increased to R2 = 64 % of the variance (6% adjusted), F (2, 27) = 24.378, 

p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor variable led to a 

Change in R2 of .063, which was a statistically significant increase in the variance 

accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful revision in 

response to the teacher’s indirect comments independently could account for an 

additional 6% of the variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 3. The results of 

the regression are reported in Table 5-18.  

 
Table 5-18.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  

        Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 3 
 

Variable                       β                    R                   R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 3                     .762**            .762               .581            38.841**  
   

Step 2 
Indirect comments   .252*             .802               .644            24.378**           .063* 

 

For this model, the grades of the drafts in Essay 3 and the rate of successful revision in 

response to indirect comments were both significant predictors of the grades on the 
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revisions of the same essay assignment. Thus, it is concluded that the rate of successful 

revision in response to the indirect comments for the essay assignment was highly related 

to the revision grades in Essay 3. 

Regression Assumptions (Essay 4) 

 Normality.  The Q-Q plot showed that the residuals were normally distributed. 

There was no outlier (min: -2.012; max: 2.107). The significance value of the Shapiro-

Wilk test was greater than 0.05 (p = 868), suggesting that the data set was not 

significantly different from a normal population.  

Homogeneity of variances. The residuals scatterplot between the grades of 

revision of Essay 4 and the success rate in response to direct comments showed that the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated because the residuals scattered 

symmetrically around zero.    

 Linearity. The bivariate scatterplot showed that for Essay 4, the rates of successful 

revision for direct comments were linearly related to the revision grades. The residuals 

plots also showed that the data were linear. 

 Multicollinearity. Collinearity statistics showed that VIF values for this data were 

all 1, indicating that the variables were not intercorrelated and did not harm the model.     

Results of Regression (Essay 4)      

The result of the hierarchical regression demonstrated that Model 1 with the first 

predictor (the grades of drafts of Essay 4) accounted for R2 = 79% of the variance in the 

grades of the revisions of Essay 4 (8% adjusted), F (1, 28) = 107.830, p < .001, which 

was statistically significant. The result of step two indicated that when Model 2 with the 

second predictor (the success rate of revision in response to the indirect comments) were 
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added, the value increased to R2 = 80 % of the variance (8% adjusted), F (2, 27) = 53.481, 

p < .001, which was statistically significant. The second predictor variable led to a 

Change in R2 of .004, which was not a statistically significant increase in the variance 

accounted for over the step one model. In other words, the rate of successful revision in 

response to the teacher’s indirect comments independently added little explanation for the 

variation in scores on the revised papers of Essay 4. The results of the regression are 

reported in Table 5-19.  

 
Table 5-19.  Hierarchical Regression Results.  

        Dependent Variable = Writing Grade in Essay 4 
 

Variable                          β                    R                   R2                         F               Change in R2 

Step 1 
Draft 4                        .891**             .891              .794          107.830**  
   

Step 2 
Indirect comments      .069                 .894               .798            53.481**          .004 

 

For this model, the standardized regression coefficients (Beta, β) showed that when the 

rate of successful revision in response to indirect comments in Essay 4 was entered 

(Model 2), it was not a statistically significant predictor of the grade of revisions of Essay 

4. The grade of the drafts of the same essay was the only statistical predictor of the 

dependent variable. Thus, it is concluded that the rate of successful revision for indirect 

comments was not highly related to the revision grades in Essay 4.  

In this section, regression analyses were used to examine whether there was a 

statistically significant relationship between the rate of successful revision in response to 

direct and indirect comments and improvement in writing for the individual essay 

assignments. These results indicate that students who revised successfully in response to 
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direct comments tended to receive higher grades in the subsequent revisions. In contrast, 

in responding to indirect comments, the rate of successful revision had a statistically 

significant relationship with higher grades only for Essays 2 and 3. Table 5-20 

summarizes the changes in R2 for the teacher’s direct and indirect comments in the 

individual essay assignments. 

 
Table 5-20. Change in R2 for Direct and Indirect Comments in the Individual Essays 

                                                   Variable entered 
Essays                         Step 1                                 Step 2                      Change in R2 

1                                Draft 1                        Direct comments                  .095** 

2                                Draft 2                        Direct comments                  .077** 

3                                Draft 3                        Direct comments                  .173** 

4                                Draft 4                        Direct comments                  .038* 

1                                Draft 1                        Indirect comments                .028 

2                                Draft 2                        Indirect comments                .078* 

3                                Draft 3                        Indirect comments                .063* 

4                                Draft 4                        Indirect comments                .004 

 

 The results here are compared with those gained from the analyses of the success 

in revision, as shown in Table 4.11 in Chapter 4. Employing descriptive statistics, Table 

4.11 showed that students revised more successfully in response to direct comments 

(71%). than in response to indirect comments (51%) for individual essay assignments. 

Thus, it seemed to suggest that students’ writing improved after direct comments by the 

teacher. However, the results the regression analyses provided a more detailed 

explanation of whether the success rate in revisions, examined in Chapter 4, was a 

statistically significant predictor of the response variable (i.e., improvement in students’ 
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grades). Chapter 5 demonstrated that the rate of successful revision in response to direct 

comments was a statistically significant predictor of the grades of subsequent revisions 

for the four essays, but that the rate of successful revision in response to indirect 

comments was not a statistically significant predictor of the grades of subsequent 

revisions for Essays 1 and 4. Thus, when it comes to measuring “improvement” in 

writing, the results may depend on how it is measured. If “improvement” is measured in 

the rate, or percentage of successful revision, using descriptive statistics as in Chapter 4, 

the results might lead writing teachers and researchers to believe that a particular type of 

comments (for example, direct comments) would help to improve student writing better 

than the indirect comments. They might feel that the difference between the percentages 

of successful revision (for example, 71% minus 51% in this study) was of great value to 

them. The preliminary results given in Chapter 4 supported the findings of previous 

research that has investigated the effect of directness of comments on improvement in 

student writing (e.g., Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Hyland, 1998; Hyland and Hyland, 

2001), while contradicting those of other studies (e.g., Ferris, 2002, 2003; Ferris & 

Roberts, 2001; Lalande, 1982).  

However, if using a more rigorous method to measure “improvement” (by using a 

statistical tool), the results can be interpreted differently. These previous studies above 

did not use the grades of revised papers as a measurement for improvement. In other 

words, none of the studies above examined the difference of the methods used to measure 

“improvement” in writing, and none emphasized the importance of a selective decision 

for measurement methods.  In this study, students’ improvement in writing was measured 

in terms of both success rates of revisions (Chapter 4) and grades of revisions (Chapter 
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5). Thus, it is of value to have attempted to compare the two different approaches to 

measure “improvement,” and statistically different findings in assessing whether teacher 

feedback actually helps students to improve their writing. 

Writing Improvement in New Essay Assignments   
 

Overall Grade Improvement  
 

            So far, I have examined the influence of teacher feedback on short-term revision 

by measuring the rate of revision success and the grades on the revised essays. As the 

preceding literature in this vein continues to emphasize, however, improvement in 

writing should be assessed over time to see whether written comments facilitate long-

term learning of particular features of a target language and writing ability (Ferris, 2002, 

2003, 2004, 2006, 2010). Therefore, in the following section, I will discuss whether 

students’ writing improved across new essay assignments, aiming to investigate the long-

term effect of teacher comments, and how teacher written comments affected students’ 

new essay assignments. The students wrote four essay assignments for the course that 

differed in terms of genres, requirements, and topics. A series of one-way repeated 

measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to examine the effectiveness of 

teacher comments on the grades of students’ new essay writing. A total of three repeated 

measures ANOVA were performed: The first was to examine the overall scores of 

students’ new writing (both content and language scores). The second ANOVA test was 

performed to examine the scores on the content component, and the third test was to 

investigate the scores on the language component in the writing. 

    As suggested by Howell (2002), a series of assumptions were checked to see if it 

was appropriate to use repeated measures ANOVA to compare the mean overall grades 
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of the four new essays. First, the first assumption of repeated measures ANOVA, that the 

dependent variable was continuous (or interval), was examined. The assumption was met 

because the dependent variable was writing scores, ranging from 0 to 100. Next, the 

second assumption of ANOVA with repeated measures, that for Drafts 1, 2, 3, and 4, 

“Time” was normally distributed, was checked using the Shapiro-Wilk Test. The 

Shapiro-Wilk Test is appropriate for small sample sizes (< 50) (Howell, 2002). Since the 

significance value of the test was greater than 0.05 (p = .476), the overall scores on the 

drafts at four time points were normally distributed.  

The third assumption of repeated measures ANOVA was then checked using 

Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity, to determine if the assumption of sphericity was violated. 

Sphericity is the condition where the variances of the differences between all 

combinations of related groups (levels) are equal (Howell, 2002). In this study, sphericity 

referred to the equality of variances of the differences between each pair of values (i.e., 

the difference between the mean grades on the drafts of each pair of essays: Draft grades 

of Essays 1, 2, 3, and 4). A violation of sphericity occurs when the variances of the paired 

differences are not equal. In this study, since the significance level was below 0.05, a 

significant value for Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity indicated that the assumption of 

sphericity was violated. Thus, since this assumption was not met, a correctional 

adjustment called the Greenhouse-Geisser was used for the analysis, as suggested by 

Howell (2002).  The correction was developed to produce a more valid critical F-value 

(i.e., reduce the increase in Type I error rate). This was achieved by estimating the degree 

to which sphericity has been violated and applying a correction factor to the degrees of 

freedom of the F-distribution. In other words, the correction affected degrees of freedom 
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(df), mean sum of squares (MS), and the p-value. The test of assumption using 

Greenhouse-Geisser correction indicated that ANOVA with repeated measures was 

appropriate to be used with this set of data. 

For the analyses of repeated measures ANOVA, the outside raters’ grades on students’ 

papers were used, because the teacher gave out only letter grades on the papers, following 

the holistic approach to assess students’ essays, which was recommended by the writing 

program (Appendix I).  

I first examined the change in the grades on the drafts for the four essays. The 

mean grade of Draft Essay 1, prior to the teacher comments, was 70.9 (SD = 9.73). The 

mean grades for Draft Essays 2 and 3 were very similar (M = 70.77, SD = 7.71; M = 

70.37, SD = 7.77, respectively), followed by a small increase of 1.4% in the mean score 

for Draft Essay 4 (M = 72.33, SD = 8.54) at the end of the course. The results can be seen 

in Table 5-21. 

 
Table 5-21.  Descriptive Statistics of Overall Grades   
 
                       Draft 1                        Draft 2                      Draft 3                      Draft 4 
            (Week 3 of semester)           (Week 6)                  (Week 9)                 (Week 12)   
 M                   70.9                              70.77                         70.37                         72.33 

SD                    9.11                              7.71                            7.77                           8.54 

           
 
 The F-test result was corrected from F (3, 87) = 22.097, p =. 238 to F (1.845, 

53.505) = 1.434, p = .247 (degrees of freedom were slightly different due to rounding). A 

repeated measures ANOVA with a Greenhouse-Geisser correction determined that mean 

writing ability did not differ statistically significantly among the time points: F (1.845, 
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53.505) = 1.434, p > .05, η2 = .047. Table 5-22 shows the summary results of repeated 

measures ANOVA.  

 
Table 5-22. Summary Table of a Repeated-Measures of ANOVA   
 
 Source                             SS                      df                    MS                  F                 p 

 Essay                           66.292               1.845              35.931            1.434          .247  
 Error (Essay)           1340.458             53.505              25.053 
 Total                        1406.75              55.35 

            

          These results suggest that teacher comments made on the preceding essays did not 

seem to have a significant effect on new essay assignments. However, although there was 

no significant improvement overall, it was important to investigate if there were changes 

in writing grades in more detail by separating the writing grades into content and 

language components. 

Content Grades    
 

In this section, I checked a series of assumptions to examine if it was appropriate 

to use ANOVA with repeated measures for the second test, to compare the mean content 

grades among the four new essays (four draft essays). The first assumption, that the 

dependent variable was continuous (or interval), was met because the same dependent 

variable, writing scores, was used. Next, the Shapiro-Wilk Test of normality indicated 

that the data (the content scores on the drafts at four time points) was normally 

distributed, because the significance value of the test was greater than 0.05 (p = 273). The 

Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity then showed that the assumption of sphericity was violated 

for this set of data. Thus, a Geenhouse-Geisser correction was used for the second 

ANOVA with repeated measures. The tests of assumptions indicated that repeated 
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measures ANOVA with the Geenhouse-Geisser correction was appropriate to be used for 

the set of data.   

   The mean content grades for Draft Essays 1, 2, and 3 (M = 70.58, SD = 8.60; M = 

71.67, SD = 7.87; M = 70.33, SD = 9.37) were very similar, with a slightly higher mean 

score for Draft Essay 4 (M = 75.92, SD = 11.40). Table 5-23 shows the results of the 

content grades for the four draft essays. 

 
Table 5-23.  Descriptive Statistics of Content Grades for the Four Draft Essays  
 
                    Draft 1                          Draft 2                      Draft 3                     Draft 4 
            (Week 3 of semester)         (Week 6)                   (Week 9)                 (Week 12)   
 M                 70.58                            71.67                         70.33                       75.92 
SD                  8.60                              7.87                            9.37                       11.40 

           
 
 A repeated measures ANOVA with a Greenhouse-Geisser correction determined 

that mean content writing ability differed significantly among the time points (F (2.249, 

65.229) = 3.534, p < .05, η2 = .109).  The summary results can be seen in Table 5-24.  

 
Table 5-24. Summary Table of the Repeated-Measures of ANOVA (Content Grades)  
 
  Source                            SS                    df                   MS                   F                  p 

  Essay                         412. 083             2.249            29.313            3.534             .026 

  Error (Essay)           3381.667            65.229              8.295 

  Total                        3793.75              67.478 

 

Since these results indicated that there was a significant difference among the 

mean content grades, I conducted a Pairwise Comparisons as a post-hoc test, to examine 

where the difference occurred. Post hoc tests using a Bonferroni correction revealed that 

the content grade for Essay 4 was 5.6 points higher than in Essay 3, which was 
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statistically significantly different from Essay 3 (p = .026). However, there was no 

statistically significant difference in the content grades between Essays 1 and 2 (p = 

.787), Essays 1 and 3 (p = .465), Essays 1 and 4 (p = .241), Essays 2 and 3 (p = .369), and 

Essays 2 and 4 (p = .280). Table 5-25 shows the results of the pairwise comparisons 

among the content grades of the four essay assignments. 

 
Table 5-25.  Pairwise Comparisons among the Grades of the Content Component 
 
(I) Essay    (J)Essay                  Mean difference                 Std. Error                    p 
                                                          (I - J)  

1                2                              -.233                               .481                     .787 

                  3                               .100                               .677                     .465 

                  4                            -1.733                               .806                     .241 

2                1                               .233                              .481                      .787  

                  3                               .333                              .524                      .369  

                  4                            -1.500                              .722                      .280 

3                1                              -.100                              .677                      .465     

   2                              -.333                              .524                      .369 

   4                            -1.833                              .593                      .026 

4                1                              1.733                             .806                      .241 

                  2                              1.500                             .722                      .280 

                  3                              1.833                             .593                      .026 

  

As the last element to the analysis, the profile plot was drawn to visually display 

the results. Figure 5-2 presents the profile plot of the means in the content grades of the 

new writing assignments.   
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        Figure 5-2.  Profile Plots of Mean Content Grades for Each Essay Draft 

 

In this section, it was examined whether there was a statistically significant 

difference among the mean content grades over time, and where the difference occurred. 

Although the results indicated that there was a significant difference between the mean 

content grades on the drafts of Essays 3and 4, it is difficult to conclude that the students 

in this study demonstrated improvement in the rhetorical features in writing. Similar to 

Fathman and Whalley’s (1990) study, the students in this study might need a longer span 

of time in order to demonstrate development in their ability to understand the teacher’s 

feedback on content-related issues. The results in the previous chapter (Table 4.10) 

showed that the average rate of successful revisions in response to content comments was 

53% across Essays 1, 2, and 4. It was also found that Essay 3 was characterized with the 

lowest rate of successful revisions (42.3%), and the highest rates of unsuccessful 

revisions and no revisions. This would seem to be due to the fact that Essay 3 was the 

most challenging writing task (i.e., critique/evaluation) to the students in this study. Since 

the writing task required for Essay 3 was relatively more difficult, and the content-

focused comments were often indirectly addressed, the average rate of successful 
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revisions was especially low for this essay (43% overall), as compared to the other three 

essays.  

Therefore, one of the possible interpretations for the statistically significant 

difference in the mean content grades between Essays 3 and 4 is that Essay 3 was the 

hardest writing task, resulting in the lowest mean content grade (70.3 out of 100 points) 

among the four draft essays. In contrast, Essay 4, albeit several pages longer, was an 

argumentative paper based on research, which was also an essential requirement for 

Essays 2 and 3. With time, as shown in the findings of Kepner’s (1991) study, the 

students may have greater incidences of “higher level proposition counts” (Ferris, 2003, 

p.60), which requires deeper and more critical thinking process in logic, in content-

related areas in a relatively long-term period. While the first two essay assignments 

required the students to demonstrate one or two writing abilities such as summarizing 

and/or analyzing , the third essay required multiple writing skills (summarizing, 

analyzing, and criticizing, and evaluating) from the students. Considering that students 

were taking the first college composition course, they might have had difficulty in doing 

such a complicated task as Essay 3. Nevertheless, by the time when the students wrote 

Essay 3 (Week 9 out of 15), they might have practiced writing skills required to meet the 

demands of the course, and they might also have become more familiar with the teacher’s 

comments, expectation, and focus of academic writing. Even though students had a lower 

mean content grade for Essay 3 than for Essays 1 and 2 (presumably because of the 

nature of the most challenging task, they might have been able to do the fourth task 

relatively easily. Since the task required for Essay 4 (e.g., to summarize, to analyze, and 

to argue for or against the readings) had already been practiced through the preceding 
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essay assignments, it seemed that the students perceived the last essay as a relatively 

simple task.  Thus, they might have shown some improvement in content-related areas in 

Essay 4.  

Language Grades    
 

In this section, I checked a series of assumptions to examine if it was appropriate 

to use repeated measures ANOVA for the third test, to compare the mean language 

grades among the four draft essays. The first assumption, that the dependent variable was 

continuous (or interval), was met because the same dependent variable, writing scores, 

was used. Next, the Shapiro-Wilk Test of normality indicated that the data (the language 

scores on the drafts at four time points) was normally distributed, because the significant 

value of the test was greater than 0.05 (p = 428).  The Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity, 

however, showed that the assumption of sphericity was violated for this set of data. Thus, 

a Geenhouse-Geisser with correction was used for the third repeated measures ANOVA. 

The tests of assumptions indicated that repeated measures ANOVA with the Geenhouse-

Geisser correction was appropriate to be used for the set of data.   

   The mean language grade of the drafts of Essay 1 prior to the teacher comments 

was 71.11 (SD = 10.14).  The grades for the draft of Essay 2 was slightly lower (M = 

70.50, SD = 8.31) than the initial grade on Essay 1, but the grades were remarkably stable 

across the following essays (M = 70.56, SD = 7.55 for Essay 3; M = 70.67, SD = 7.64 for 

Essay 4). The results can be seen in Table 5-26. 
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Table 5-26.  Descriptive Statistics of Language Grades for the Four Draft Essays 
 
                          DE1                          DE2                       DE3                          DE4 
                      (Week 3)                  (Week 6)                (Week 9)                   (Week 12)   
 M                    71.11                        70.50                     70.56                          70. 67 

SD                   10.14                          8.31                        7.55                            7.64 

 

A repeated measures ANOVA with a Greenhouse-Geisser correction determined 

that mean writing ability did not differ statistically significantly among the time points (F 

(1.742, 50.513) = .192, p > .05, η2 = .007). Table 5-27 shows the summary results of the 

repeated measures ANOVA. 

 

Table 5-27.  Summary Table of the Repeated-Measures of ANOVA (Language Grades)         

Source                            SS                      df                 MS                  F                  p 

Essay                            6.921                1.742            3.974              .192             .796 

Error (Essay)           1043.773            50.513           20.663 

Total                        1050.694            52.255 

 
 

  With regard to the improvement in the language grades among new essay writing 

(the drafts of the four essays), the results here showed that there was no statistically 

significant difference between the four language grades. This finding was contrasted with 

the results in Chapter 4, showing that the students had a high rate of successful revisions 

in response to language comments. As Table 4-14 demonstrates, approximately 83% of 

the total language comments made by the teacher were direct. Most of the direct language 

comments were composed of direct corrections made by the teacher. The teacher 

occasionally corrected the linguistic errors along with codes or symbols, or provided 

grammar explanations as well. In other words, since the teacher gave corrective feedback 
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on students’ linguistic errors or mistakes, it appears that it was easier for the students to 

revise them than content-related comments. They were able to simply copy the 

corrections in their revisions.  

However, despite the high percentage of successful revisions for the language-

focused comments in the same essay assignments, it appeared that the students were 

unsuccessful in producing linguistically accurate writing for a new subsequent writing 

task, as shown in the results of the repeated measures ANOVA in Table 5-27. These 

results are aligned with the findings of the previous literature that suggested no effect of 

error correction over time (Cohen & Robins, 1976; Polio et al., 1998; Truscott, 1996, 

2010; Truscott & Hsu, 2008). Claiming that there was no evidence in the literature that 

correction contributes to learning, Truscott and Hsu (2008) argued that there is no long-

term effect of correction. The previous studies in this vein found that students did better 

on a writing assignment if they had help from the teacher (Ashwell, 2000; Chandler, 

2003; Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; 

Ferris, Ferris, 1995a, 1995b, 1997, 2002, 2003, 2006; Ferris & Roberts, 2001: Lalande, 

1982; Frantzen & Rissell, 1987), but that this improvement did not carry over to 

subsequent writing.  

Truscott doubted whether corrective feedback improved students’ writing ability 

over time or simply helped them perform a certain writing task, and argued that the 

question of writing improvement could only be answered by a measure of how students 

subsequently performed on their own, without the teacher’s help. This study showed that 

the students’ revised versions were better than the drafts for the same assignment. 

However, what about learning? Can a high rate of successful revisions on the same 
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writing be a measure of learning? In terms of learning, the effect of feedback should be 

long term (Truscott & Hsu, 2008). For instance, students should make fewer or no 

mistakes of the same nature on a new writing task.  

The results from the regression analysis in the present study supported Truscott’s 

claims that direct corrections of language errors made by the teacher did not lead to 

improvement in writing for a new writing task, as shown in Table 5-27. These results 

raise the question of whether the high rate of successful revisions for the same essay task 

could be evidence on the effectiveness of correction for improving students’ writing 

ability. It might be hard to conclude that successful learning resulted from the feedback. 

Thus, it would seem to be unwise to approach teaching and learning writing with firm 

preconceptions about what works and what does not. Alternative types of language 

feedback, which elicit a deeper level of cognitive processing, might be considered to 

facilitate long-term improvement in writing, rather than simply providing the correct 

forms. One of the possible feedback types includes direct meta-linguistic correction that 

“increases not only noticing but also encourages awareness-as-understanding (Sheen, 

2007, p. 260).”  Such feedback can indicate the location of an error, providing the correct 

form, and including metalinguistic comments that explain the correct form.  

Discussion 

The results from the paired sample t-tests showed that teacher comments on 

students’ drafts led to improvement in grades of the revised versions of the four essay 

assignments. This finding provided evidence supporting previous research that suggested 

the positive effect of teacher comments on revised writing (Chandler, 2003; Cohen & 

Cavalcanti, 1990; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1995, 1997, 1999; Ferris & Roberts, 
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2001; Frantzen & Rissell, 1987). However, since the findings in previous research did not 

show specifically what components of writing in the drafts were revised successfully, this 

study further examined whether the revision success in response to a particular focus of 

comments has a statistically significant relationship with the grades. Hierarchical 

regression analyses showed that higher rates of successful revisions in response to 

content-focused comments predicted higher grades in the revised versions for the four 

essays, but that higher rates of successful revisions after language-focused comments 

predicted higher grades only for Essays 1 and 3.  

This study also examined the effect of teacher comments on new essay 

assignments in order to investigate if there was a long term effect of the teacher’s 

comments. The results from the analyses of repeated measures ANOVA showed that the 

teacher’s written comments did not elicit statistically significant improvement in the 

students’ writing overall. However, the results indicated that there was a significant 

difference between the mean content grades on the drafts of Essays 3 and 4, with no 

statistically significant difference between the content grades on the other drafts (i.e., 

Essays 1 and 2, Essays 1 and 3, Essays 1 and 4, Essays 2 and 3, and Essays 2 and 4). A 

repeated measures ANOVA also determined that the mean writing ability did not differ 

statistically significantly among the language grades on the four drafts. 

This part of the study, similar to other L2 writing studies, focused on the question 

of whether written comments lead to improvement in L2 learners’ ability to write 

effectively. However, previous studies have reported different results, which might result 

from the different methods of defining and measuring writing improvement. The previous 

studies measured writing improvement in terms of the percentage of successful revisions, 
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mainly based on descriptive statistics, thus suggesting that L2 students revise most 

successfully after grammatical comments and less successfully after content comments, 

especially when these content comments focus on the problems in logic or argument 

(Chandler, 2003; Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Fathman & 

Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1995a,1995b, 1997; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Frantzen & Rissell, 

1987). This would seem to suggest that students’ writing improved more when the 

teacher’s comments focused on linguistic features. However, it was unclear whether/how 

the  way grammar comments were stated was different from the way content comments 

was given (i.e., direct or indirect). In addition, the studies did not clearly address whether 

the research was conducted in a process-oriented or product-oriented writing context. 

They also did not examine whether the participating students were able to control the 

same or similar linguistic error patterns in new subsequent text.  

In contrast, this study defined improvement in writing in terms of both the rate of 

successful revisions (Chapter 4) and the grade of revised essays4 (Chapter 5), using more 

sophisticated statistical analyses than previous studies’ analytic methods. Thus, the 

results showed that there was a statistically significant relationship between the rate of 

successful revisions after content–focused comments and improvement in grades, 

although the rate of successful revisions was higher for language-focused comments as 

shown in Chapter 4. In short, students’ grades on the content component of writing 

improved over the course of the semester, while students’ grades on the language 

components of their writing did not. However, it must also be acknowledged that the 

                                                 
4
 For this study, ‘improvement in writing’ was defined as students’ ability to successfully incorporate the 

written comments in their writing, so as to meet the demands of the course as well as the teacher’s 
expectations (see 1.4 Definition of Terms in Chapter 1). 
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improvement in the content grades was minimal, and may be an effect of the unique 

nature of Essay 3.  

From the results, it appears that the teacher of the course, English 711-ESL, 

seemed to have prioritized successful content revisions over language revisions in the 

commenting process. Meanwhile, the fact that the teacher made many language-focused 

comments may not reflect the teacher’s expectation of what he wanted to see in the 

students’ revised essays. In the process of assessing students’ revised essays, the teacher 

might be concerned mainly with how successfully the students responded to the teacher’s 

content comments in their subsequent revisions, and produced better quality of writing in 

terms of thesis statements, idea development, and rhetorical organization. As suggested in 

Shi and Cumming (1995), the teacher’s existing belief about second language writing 

likely influenced his commenting and assessing standards. Thus, it is important to 

investigate what the teacher reported that he expected to see from students’ revised 

essays, and how he assessed the essays. In addition, it is informative to examine why 

students revised less successfully the content-focused comments as compared to the 

language-focused comments. These questions will be explored and discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 6.  

A number of studies have debated the effects of direct or indirect feedback on L2 

writing. There are two distinct schools of thought regarding teacher feedback studies. In 

L2 writing theory, most researchers agree that indirect feedback has more potential than 

direct feedback for long-term student improvement because indirect feedback requires a 

deeper level of student engagement to fix the linguistic errors and to develop self-editing 

strategies (Ashwell, 2000; Ferris, 2002, 2003, 2006; Ferris & Roberts, 2001: Lalande, 
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1982). Some studies have investigated the effect of directness of comments on 

improvement in student writing (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Hyland, 1998; Hyland and 

Hyland, 2001), while others have suggested that there was no noticeable benefit given to 

direct versus indirect feedback types (Robb at al., 1986; Semke, 1984). In the SLA camp, 

the studies on written feedback have argued for the superiority of direct feedback 

(Bitchener, 2008; Ellis et al., 2008; Sheen, 2007), suggesting that indirect feedback forms 

are more difficult to interpret and take significantly longer to respond to than direct 

feedback.  Others, however, would argue that indirect feedback requires a deeper level of 

thought processing by the students, thus leading to improvement in writing over time 

(Ferris, 2002, 2003, 2006; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Lalande, 1982). 

Despite the debate over how direct the feedback should be, both L2 writing and 

SLA camps are mainly concerned with development of L2 writers’ second language 

proficiency, rather than improvement of rhetorical quality such as idea development, 

organization, and thesis statement. Thus, researchers and teachers in L2 writing and SLA 

theories have oriented their research and practices, based on this conception of 

improvement in writing.  However, the progress in textual quality of L2 writing, which 

was emphasized as essential in the process-oriented context of writing instruction, was 

also the major interest of the teacher of the course (Benesch, 2001; Casanave, 2004; 

Matsuda, 2003). Considering such contextual factors as programmatic attitudes to 

writing, teachers’ individual perceptions of L2 writing, or students’ needs, this study 

focused on rhetorical as well as linguistic features in examining the improvement in L2 

writing.    
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However, the issues concerning the measurement methods and analytical 

techniques should be revisited in order to explain the different results between the 

previous studies and this study. Using regression analyses, this study showed that for 

individual essay assignments, students who revised successfully in response to direct 

comments tended to receive higher grades in the subsequent revisions, but that the high 

rate of successful revisions after indirect comments was significantly correlated with the 

high grades only for Essays 2 and 3. Thus, it would be critically important in assessing 

“improvement” in writing how measurement for writing progress should be defined, and 

what analytical techniques should be chosen to measure the improvement. From this 

perspective, it may not be a simple question whether certain types of written feedback 

can lead to improvement in L2 writing. In order to discuss the relationship between 

teacher comments and writing improvement, it should be specified and clarified what to 

measure (e.g., the rate of revision success vs. the grade change between draft and 

revision) and how to analyze the improvement (e.g., descriptively vs. statistically).    

As described above, the previous research used as a measurement for writing 

progress the rate of successful revisions after direct or indirect comments, rather than the 

grade difference between drafts and revised essays. In contrast, in this study, students’ 

improvement in writing was measured in terms of both success in revision (Chapter 4) 

and the grade of revisions (Chapter 5), using advanced statistical techniques. Considering 

that it may not be a simple question whether certain types of written feedback can lead to 

improvement in L2 writing, it is critically important to consider how the measurement of 

writing progress should be defined, and what analytical techniques should be chosen to 

measure the improvement. The results in Chapter 4 of this study, showing the higher rate 
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of successful revisions in response to direct comments resulted in improvement in writing, 

supported the previous research (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Hyland, 1998; Hyland and 

Hyland, 2001). However, the results of Chapter 5 were consistent with some of the 

findings of other studies (Robb at al.,1986; Semke, 1984), suggesting that one type of 

comment was not noticeably more beneficial to writing improvement. While this study 

examined the effects of directness of comments on improvement of both textual quality 

and linguistic accuracy between the draft and revision for each individual essay (a short 

term effect) and between the first and final essays (a long term effect), Robb et al.’s 

(1986) and Semke’s (1984) studies investigated progress in written accuracy only on a 

posttest (a 10-minute free writing task) for a relatively longer duration (i.e., a 9-month 

academic year for Robb et al.’s study; one  10-week quarter for Semke’s study).  

In addition, this study adds new findings to the previous research in this vein that 

students were more likely to make no attempt to revise in response to indirect comments 

(Chapter 4). Conrad and Goldstein’s (1999) and Hyland and Hyland’s (2001) findings 

suggested that indirect feedback often is too vague and abstract for L2 students to be able 

to utilize, sometimes creating confusion and misunderstanding. The examination of the 

students’ revisions in this study suggested that indirect comments seemed to present 

difficulties for students to revise, and often resulted in students’ making no attempts to 

revise. 

L2 writing researchers have emphasized that future studies on the efficacy of 

teacher feedback should examine the long-term effect of teacher comments on new 

writing (Ferris, 2004, 2007, 2010; Truscott, 1999, 2010: Truscott & Hsu, 2008). One of 

the purposes of this study in Chapter 5 was to investigate if the teacher comments were 
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beneficial across students’ new essay assignments. The results showed that teacher 

comments overall had no significant effect on new writing assignments. When comparing 

the grades between the content and language components of the essays, there was a 

significant difference between the mean content grades on the drafts of Essays 3 and 4, 

though it is hard to conclude that the students demonstrated improvement in the rhetorical 

features in writing. In contrast, their writing ability in the language component did not 

show significant progress for the semester. The results in Chapter 4 showed that the rate 

of successful revisions in response to language comments was high (76%), and that most 

of the language comments (80%) were directly addressed (i.e., direct correction with or 

without grammar explanation). Although students were able to correct the errors 

successfully in the revisions with the help of the teacher’s corrective feedback, they 

seemed to make the same or similar errors in new subsequent writing as they did in 

previous essay assignments.  

 From this perspective, it appears that the findings in the present study support 

some of the skepticism of Truscott (1996) and Truscott and Hsu (2008) about the efficacy 

of teacher feedback on a new writing task. Truscott and Hsu found that there was a 

striking dissociation between the effect of corrections on the revision of the assignment 

on which the comments were given, and the effect of these corrections on a new writing 

task. Ferris (2010) argues that SLA researchers and L2 writing do not necessarily ask the 

same questions on the topic of written corrective feedback. SLA-focused researchers 

investigate whether written corrective feedback facilitates the acquisition of particular 

features (e.g., articles). In contrast, L2 writing researchers generally emphasize the 

question of whether written corrective feedback helps student writers improve the overall 
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effectiveness of their texts. The revision studies in L2 writing research found that 

students did better on a writing assignment if they had help from the teacher. Despite the 

different questions and conclusions made accordingly, it should be investigated how 

students subsequently performed on their own, without the teacher’s help, and how 

evidence of successful learning was found. Thus, whether corrections help improved 

students’ writing ability or simply helped them perform that writing task is a different 

question. As shown in the results in this chapter, there is still little evidence that the 

students benefit the teacher’s direct corrections, and repeat the same or similar errors in 

subsequent writing tasks.  

Truscott (2010) claims that “it’s unwise to approach language teaching and 

learning with firm preconceptions about what works and what doesn’t” (p.334). The 

results from this study do not imply that corrective feedback should be abandoned. As 

Ferris (2004, 2010) points out, the lack of investigation of the long-term effects of teacher 

feedback in many studies does not indicate that teacher feedback is of no use for L2 

writing improvement. Ferris (2010) suggests that feedback studies would be more 

profitable if SLA and L2 writing researchers could benefit from each other’s work. For 

example, typically missing in L2 writing studies is a longitudinal component that could 

be considered parallel to the posttest and delayed posttest stages of SLA studies. Thus, 

possible blended research could be conducted in a contextualized and longitudinal design 

in which the effect of teacher comments on both student revision of the same text and 

student new text would be examined (Ferris, 2010).   

This present study was designed in accordance with Ferris’s (2010) suggestions 

for future research, albeit a non-experimental design, in order to examine whether the 
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effects of written feedback in an L2 writing class endure to subsequent pieces of writing. 

In addition, as Ferris proposes that future research designs for written feedback should 

consider contextual and individual difference variables simultaneously, this study 

incorporated such variables in the analyses of interview and survey data. This part of the 

study will be discussed in Chapter 6.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 

PERSPECTIVES ON IMPROVEMENT IN WRITING    

 
           

             This chapter will address the last set of research questions: 1) What does the 

teacher tend to take into account in commenting on the students’ drafts? 2) How do 

students interpret and use the teacher’s written comments in their revisions? These 

questions enable me to examine the factors that affect the teacher’s and students’ 

attitudes and perceived needs toward commentary and revision. First, I will briefly 

review the document of the writing program, Handbook for Instructors, including the 

philosophy, policy, and procedures of the program, and I will then compare and contrast 

the handbook with the teacher’s belief of writing. Second, in investigating the teacher’s 

conception of writing improvement, I will discuss the results of the data set: 1) an 

interview with the teacher of the course, English 711 and 2) the teacher’s self-rating scale 

for his priority of commenting on student papers. Lastly, in order to examine students’ 

views on teacher response, I will discuss the results of the following data set: 1) 

interviews with the twelve students and 2) two student surveys conducted at the 

beginning and the end of the semester. I will discuss the results of the qualitative 

interview data, based on a content analysis. The themes recurring throughout the 

interview data were coded, identified, counted, and then classified as major categories 

(see 3.6.7 Interview data for the analysis in Chapter 3). The results of the quantitative 

data such as students’ surveys and the teacher’s self-rating scales will be discussed using 

descriptive statistics.   
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The University Writing Program  

 The First-Year Writing program at the university aims to provide students with a 

comprehensive experience of writing to learn and learning to write. The program includes 

two main courses, English 701, Introduction to Academic Discourse, and English 802, 

Analytical Reading and Writing. It also includes English 711 and English 812, which are 

sections of English 701 and English 802, respectively, designated especially for ESL 

(English as a Second Language) students. According to the instructor’s handbook, 

English 701 and English 711 focus on a single theme, beginning with a range of writing 

styles but ultimately focusing on critical reading and writing for meaning and context, 

and critical thinking skills that are essential to academic work. English 802 and English 

812 require research, the correct use of citation, bibliography, argumentation, and source 

evaluation. At the end of the sequence students should demonstrate both fluency and 

competence with Standard English in their finished papers, and they should be able to 

edit errors and logical contradictions they made in early drafts. Most importantly, the 

handbook states that students should be able to take a position and make an effective 

argument to support the position. The instructor’s handbook describes the specific goals 

for the students in English and 711 as in Figure 6-1. 
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In English 711 students: 
 

• Learn to process college-level texts, including the development of 
contextual understanding 

• Read, discuss, and sometimes cite the work of their fellow students 
• Become familiar with academic genres 
• Learn to write papers that are reasonably error-free by concentrating on 

problems in grammar, mechanics, and usage  
• Do multiple revisions of their papers 
• Incorporate previous work into new assignments 

 

Figure 6-1. Excerpt from Handbook of Instructor of the Writing Program 

 

The handbook includes the sample syllabi of all writing courses, so that writing 

instructors can adjust them depending on the skill level of each class. Exploring a single 

theme, “language,” throughout the semester, students in English 711 must read critically 

and discuss such topics as the power of language, gender and language, academic 

discourse, and bilingualism and bilingual education. As described in the handbook, 

students in English 711 should express their ideas clearly and persuasively, and revise 

their essays as many times as necessary so that they move closer to becoming competent 

members of the academic community. The program encourages students to write multiple 

drafts over the course, so their writing is evaluated at the end of the semester. In 

evaluating their work, according to the programmatic criteria, papers written by ESL 

students may be permitted a few additional errors, because the writing program focuses 

on improvement in writing through multiple drafts, rather than simply evaluating a 

grammatically perfect product of writing.  

In summary, as described in the handbook developed by the First Year Writing 

program,  ESL students are expected to develop college-level reading, writing, and 
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critical thinking skills  that are essential to academic work, and to write clear, coherent, 

and effective essays through the multiple draft writing process.   

Teacher’s Perception of L2 Writing 

The Summary of the Content Analysis  

For the analysis of the interview data of the teacher, I began the content analysis 

by focusing on the issues related to Research Questions 5: What issues is the teacher 

likely to prioritize in reading and assessing student drafts? As the initial analytic 

procedure, another coder and the researcher together read the transcript of the interview 

data recursively. In this phase, following Shi and Cummings (1995), the coding scheme 

distinguished the interviewee’s utterances that were primarily descriptive from those that 

were mainly perceptive. The content of these perception and description statements was 

further distinguished according to emerging themes. These major themes were 

recomposed to develop four major categories: Nature of academic writing; Teacher’s 

role in L2 writing; Focus of teacher comments; and Evaluation of student writing. These 

categories were ultimately used as a means by which the teacher’s perception of L2 

writing would be inferred.  

For intercoder reliability, I recruited an outside coder who taught English 711-

ESL courses at the time of data collection. A Cohen’s kappa coefficient was used to 

measure inter-coder agreement for the qualitative data. The value of .87 (p < .01) 

indicated high reliability of intercoder agreement. 

          The findings from the teacher interviews provided an additional interpretation to 

the results from his written comments. For instance, the findings from the analyses of 

Part I (the teacher’s general attitudes to ESL writing) and Part II (the teacher’s general 



225 
 

attitude to giving comments on writing) in the interview (Appendix F) explained in more 

detail the ways the teacher had commented on students’ drafts. In addition, the findings 

from the teacher interviews were compared with the results from the teacher’s self-rating 

scales, in order to see if his priority for commenting on students’ writing was consistent 

with his perception of writing.  

Nature of Academic Writing    

           In this section, I explore how the teacher in this study, “Lawrence,” perceived L2 

writing in relation to the First Year Writing program. Teachers’ perception of writing is 

contextualized in programmatic and institutional attitudes toward writing (Ferris, 1994; 

Shi & Cumming, 1995). According the instructors’ handbook, writing in the First-Year 

Writing program is seen as process-oriented, and teachers are to be most concerned with 

how their students go through multiple writing stages such as planning, drafting, revising, 

and editing. Through the writing process, students are expected to developed effective 

outlining, drafting, revising strategies, and fluency, all of which may be taken into 

consideration when assessing the improvement in writing over a semester-long period. 

The teacher in my study, Lawrence, followed the basic principles of college writing 

employed by the university writing program. He had taught English composition for ESL 

students for four years at the university.  

For Lawrence, the focus of instruction for the L2 writers in the program was 

academic rhetoric rather than language accuracy. As he explained in his interview, such a 

belief was founded on his views on the purpose of the course he taught (i.e., academic 

preparation) and the students’ future needs in the university. His perception of good 

academic writing is manifested in the course goals in his syllabus, which was designed in 
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accordance with the goals of the First-Year Writing program. The description of the 

course goals indicates that he considered English 711 as a foundation of academic work 

laid by well-developed general skills including not only writing, but also reading and 

critical thinking skills (see Appendix L for details). He mentioned in the syllabus more 

specific skills that students would need in order to write successfully in the course: the 

skill to make connections among readings; the skill to relate the readings to personal 

experiences; the skill to express ideas clearly and persuasively; and the skill to revise 

essays themselves.  In his class, he expected and guided students to achieve the course 

goals, so that they would be knowledgeable members of the academic community (Lave 

& Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).   

The interview with him revealed that he emphasized certain aspects of L2 writing 

more than others. As described in the Instructors’ Handbook (Appendix M), Lawrence 

viewed writing as a process, meaning that he was mostly concerned that students would 

be more mature and independent writers by going through multiple writing stages such as 

planning, drafting, revising, and editing:  

            My approach to writing and to teaching is to try to teach students how  
to become good judges of their own writing and to develop a good  
process for any writing assignment. I would like them to be able to look 
at their own writing critically from one draft to the next and make good  
decisions about how to improve the paper. (Interview, 4/15/09)    

  
           This view held that success in academic writing largely depended on a set of well-

developed skills which could be transferred to any genre of writing. The skills that he 

mentioned often in the interview included logical organization, persuasive argument, idea 

development, use of readings, paraphrasing, and summary. The emphasis on these skills 

was further reflected in his belief that grammar or sentence structure should not be 
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emphasized in the writing class. He believed that learning a second language was a slow 

process, and this view influenced Lawrence’s pedagogical practices in his writing classes. 

His predominant conception of writing centered his writing instruction on such class 

activities as discussing readings, summarizing, and paraphrasing quotations. He often 

mentioned in his interview that proper understanding of readings and incorporating 

textual sources into student texts were the most critical skills needed to produce good 

writing in an academic context. Pedagogically, his classroom instruction consistently 

followed a number of preliminary steps to produce good writing that he expected to see 

from his students.   

  In 711, a lot of practice summarizing and paraphrasing. Even in 812  
[intermediate level of writing in the program] we still did that.  
Especially in 711 they have to explain what the quotation is saying,  
how it fits, how it answers the question… you know…I’ll tell them to  
write three sentences: one leading up to it, one with a quotation, and  
one finishing it. So we do a lot of that especially in 711 for writing in the 
classroom…[C]omprehension I think is one big issue. It is the most important 
issue to get meaning and show that you understand what was in there.  
(Interview, 4/15/09 ) 

  
According to his conception of writing, good writing has to do with the quality of 

writing, rather than the development of L2 writers’ second language proficiency. His 

comments from the interview indicated that textual quality was considered essential in 

college writing (Sommers, 1982; Zamel, 1985). In fact, the writing skills emphasized in 

his class were considered academic skills which were also beneficial for other academic 

disciplines.  

Lawrence stated that he encouraged students to write freely without too much 

concern about accuracy. The importance of fluency in English writing was emphasized, 

so that the practice of such writing activities was repeated in every class. Similar to the 
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view of MacGowan-Gilhooly (1991), Lawrence stated that he believed that the fluency-

oriented approach could better help students to improve in writing, in that they can build 

fluency of language and thought through great amounts of reading and writing, while 

being less concerned about making linguistic errors.        

Teacher’s Role in L2 Writing 

             In this section, I examine how Lawrence situated himself in his writing classes 

and feedback practices in relation to students. He indicated in the interview that he had a 

role to play in helping students develop academic writing skills. He saw his role in 

teaching English as secondary to teaching rhetorical organization. He emphasized writing 

fluency, which would eventually lead to improvement in writing. He mentioned several 

factors, such as a lack of confidence and anxiety, which might limit students’ abilities to 

develop fluency: 

ESL students are very aware of their difference in their writing and  
speaking and many times they have been criticized or made fun of by  
their classmates especially in U.S. high schools. I think they have a real  
sort of fear, you know. I know anxiety affects performance, so the other big  
issue is trying to get people to feel comfortable. (Interview, 4/15/09) 

 
He implied in the interview that he saw his role as helping the students become more 

confident in writing. He worked together with students as “more a collaborator than an 

evaluator” (Casanave, 2004, p. 69). This belief was expressed in his written comments 

through compliments (about 7% of the total comments), friendly symbols or response 

(e.g.,☺, yeah~, Bingo!), and personal messages (e.g., “I’m available all day, so feel free 

to stop by if you need extra help”). 

           During the interview, he described his role as a provider of opportunities not for 

perfect writing, but for fluent writing. He mentioned that ESL students needed to feel 
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comfortable with imperfect writing, in order to help students write fluently with fewer 

hesitations and less doubt about errors. This view of the teacher’s role seemed at odds 

with the findings of many L2 studies, suggesting that students particularly value feedback 

in grammar for accurate writing in academic settings (Ashwell, 2000; Fathman & 

Whalley, 1990; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Hyland & Hyland, 2001). He mentioned in the 

interview that one of his students was too concerned about her writing with linguistic 

mistakes and errors. Lawrence said that “That’s kind of an ideal goal, but I don’t know 

how realistic the ideal goal is that somebody would get that in one year, you know, 

writing, I think that takes a long time” (Interview,  4/15/09). He said that such students 

need to accept language errors and to have confidence with their writing by saying “It’s 

OK. It doesn’t have to look exactly the way it would. But it does have to have a thesis 

and be supportive and all this stuff. Helping comprehension and helping students’ 

confidence are the two most important issues” (Interview, 4/15/09). His comments 

indicated that the focus should be on content and rhetorical organization in his class. In 

short, his approach to L2 writing placing greater emphasis on fluency, which he believed 

ultimately helped improve L2 writing. 

Focus of Teacher Comments 

The third category of teacher feedback practices that is examined here is the focus 

of the teacher’s comments. As Shi and Cumming (1995) point out, teachers’ individual 

conception of L2 writing are highly consistent with their pedagogical practices in L2 

writing. Teachers’ beliefs about L2 writing are particularly relevant for the ways they 

read and respond to student writing. During the interview, Lawrence’s guiding 

conceptualization, a concern for rhetorical organization, was expressed in his 
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commenting practice. His key conception of L2 writing was reflected in his impressions 

about students’ draft writing. When reading students’ drafts, he conceptualized rhetorical 

organization more as a cognitive process of organizing coherent discourse than as a text 

structure: 

I focused on content that is a big issue I see in these drafts. I look at  
things like they answered the questions, why we were reading, why  
he’s pointing out stuff about Malcom X, what’s important, what’s relevant, 
how do you connect the ideas, how he’s putting the articles together, what 
purpose they have, and how does it support back to the thesis.  
(Interview, 4/15/09) 

 
 Lawrence stated that when reading students’ writing, he focused on the logical relation 

among the ideas of a student writer’s own and of the readings. Thus, going beyond 

surface-level errors such as linguistic mistakes, he seemed to try to grasp how the 

discourse of the writing was coherently structured. Lawrence stated that he viewed his 

students’ learning needs primarily as a matter of arranging substantive ideas rather than 

grammatical accuracy: “Their language control is pretty good. It needs to shift to a more 

formal tone in more places, but they are quite correct. Language is strong and I think, the 

summaries are okay” (Interview, 4/15/09). As a result of this view, Lawrence, stressed in 

his comments the principle of using reading for getting started in writing, prompting 

students to analyze what they have read in order to demonstrate proper understanding of 

the readings. The notion of rhetorical organization guided him to respond to specific 

elements in student writing such as “thesis statement,” “supporting ideas,” 

“organization,” and “topic sentence”:  

            I think thesis statement. When I respond to a draft usually, I start with,  
I think, the most important stuff as a thesis statement and support for the 
thesis throughout the essay organization and topic sentences that reflects  
what the paragraph is about. These are the most basic things for students to  
realize that, so I try to make those my priorities. (Interview, 4/15/09) 
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Over the course of the study, Lawrence emphasized the importance of critical and 

analytical reading abilities to draw out the main points of the assigned reading and how 

they are supported, and to connect multiple texts through an issue or an idea. In order to 

facilitate such skills, he required the students to complete writing tasks such as summary, 

compare and contrast, critique, and argumentation. Such tasks were assigned following 

the standard curriculum of the First Year Writing program. The findings in Chapter 5 (see 

Figure 5.1 and Table 5.3) indicated that the students in the class had the greatest 

difficulties in writing Essay 3, a critique. The mean grades and the percentage of 

successful revision on this assignment were lower than on other assignments. Essay 3 

required students to analyze an article in terms of the strength and weakness of the 

writer’s support, argument, and evidence, and to critically evaluate whether they were 

convincing. Lawrence stated that his impression from students’ drafts for the assignment 

was that they simply summarized the article and listed textual sources, without any 

meaning connection among the sources. He emphasized in the interview that students 

needed to do more critical thinking and reading, which would meet the demands of the 

course and the writing program.  

Lawrence described how he began by reading through the essay for meaning. 

While reading student papers, he put check marks, meaning “I’m following you.” After 

this, he wrote comments in response to unclear content issues, trying to make his 

comments positive, because he did not want the students to “feel like they’re never going 

to be able to write a good paper” (Interview, 4/15/09). He put end comments in the last 

page of each draft for global issues in case of “off topic” or “disorganized texts.” 

Meanwhile, he wrote marginal comments on students’ texts for local issues including 
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thesis, topic sentences, textual sources, or linguistic errors. What was noticeable in his 

marginal comments was that he put many symbols such as circles, underlines, and dots in 

response to linguistic errors. He described such codes as indirect feedback which 

highlighted students’ repetitive errors:                 

            This is something that I told students in class. That was where I found  
grammar errors. The dot was also paired with circles in the sentence, but  
not explaining why I circled it. Usually this would be a word form. I would  
circle a verb if it was the wrong tense. I would put it down at the end of sentence, 
line. So they could see somewhere in that line there’s a grammatical error.  
Such symbols tell students that you have a lot of these kinds of mistakes. 
(Interview, 4/15/09)  

  
Lawrence purposefully used coded feedback in order to allow students to find and self-

edit their mistakes before submitting the revisions, urging them to improve their writing 

by going through the “look-correct-learn” process: “They didn’t go over it [the essay] 

before submitting. So that’s a process matter, just looking at it and correcting it. Then 

they can learn from that step” (Interview, 4/15/09). His indirect commenting strategy was 

intended to help students increase conscious awareness of grammar, in order to become 

independent writers in the future, a necessity in an academic setting.  

Nevertheless, while Lawrence professed to focus on content, as well as providing 

indirect comments for language errors, he also took the opposite approach to language 

errors by giving the correct forms of many errors. Out of the total of 1,920 language-

focused comments, the number of direct language comments (1,578, or 82%) was five 

times more than the number indirect language comments (324, or 18%), while out of the 

total of 1,071 content-focused comments, the number of direct content comments (688, or 

64%) was only about double the number of indirect content comments (383, or 36%). In 

addition, as the semester progressed, the number of language-focused comments 
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increased so much across the essay (250, 475, 693, and 848 for Essays 1, 2, 3, and 4, 

respectively), while the number of content-focused comments stated almost the same 

(133, 166, 182, and 226 for the four essays, respectively). Although he did not mention in 

his interview why he gave more language-focused comments as the semester progressed, 

it seemed that he felt obligated to make direct language corrections, expecting his 

students to progress in using accurate forms of English.  The result from the one-way 

repeated measure ANOVA analysis in Chapter 5 showed that the students’ proficiency in 

language accuracy, measured by the language grades on the four new essays, did not 

improve across the semester. Since it seemed that students’ linguistic errors repeated 

across their new essay assignments, he probably felt obligated to correct many more 

errors in order to better help for students’ writing.  

Considering his commenting practices for grammatical and linguistic errors, he 

defined his role as a proof reader who made direct corrections of the errors. He stated that 

he viewed direct correction as a modeling approach, through which he believed students 

could learn more by imitating the correct forms in their revisions. With this approach, he 

seemed to act as if he were a master in the field of music or arts where an apprentice 

would be expected to master the skills by imitating his/her master’s performance. He 

expressed in the interview that “They can sometimes imitate and they learn that way” 

(Interview, 4/15/09). In addition, during the interview, he expressed his view on 

commenting on language errors, believing that his direct correction would be a less 

threatening approach to L2 writers: “Getting direct correction or feedback on grammar 

isn’t so threatening, because they know who it’s coming from. I don’t look down on 

them, but I still want them to know it so I show it to them” (Interview, 4/15/09).  He used 
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direct corrections more frequently than indirect comments on grammatical errors, 

because he believed that direct corrections looked “less threatening.”  

Lawrence’s commenting practices for language errors was also based on the First 

Year Writing program’s approach to writing. He stated in the interview:  

“We, instructors, are often told in the meetings that we should focus our writing  
class and comments on content, like to check how they understand the readings,  
their arguments are strong, persuasive, how to think and write critically.  
Most instructors don’t teach grammar in class. So we encourage students to 
improve their writing through writing a lot without concerning grammar errors”  
(Interview, 4/15/09).  
 

He professed to not be concerned about language errors, but more focused on students’ 

fluent writing, which was consistent with the writing approach of the program.  It seemed 

that he was not very concerned with language accuracy and error-free work from the 

students’ writing because of his personal view on writing as well as the program’s 

principle. Unlike other writing instructors, he did not completely ignore L2 errors found 

in student drafts, and gave many more direct comments (giving direct correct forms) on 

them by adopting a modeling approach that he believed was less threatening and more 

effective for students’ revising process. He did not mention in the interview anything 

about students’ expecting him to make direct corrections on linguistic errors. 

Lawrence’s Self-Rating Scale 

Lawrence’s professed emphasis on content over language in his commenting 

process was confirmed by the results of the self-rating scale of the focus for commenting. 

He was asked to rate his priority of writing in reading and giving feedback on each draft 

and revision (a total of 240 papers). The objectives of the analysis of the teacher’s self-

rating were to identify what the teacher focused on (i.e., content, language, or both) in 

commenting on and grading an individual student’s paper, and whether his priority of a 
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particular aspect of writing correlated with the number of the different types of written 

comments. As the first step to identify his priority, the teacher was asked to read each 

draft writing with his written comments and the subsequent revised paper. Then, using a 

Likert-type format (Appendix K), he marked the degree to which he prioritized a 

particular focus of writing (i.e., content or language) in making comments on student 

drafts. The responses were on a 1 to 5 scale where 5 = “Extremely emphasizing content,” 

4 = “Emphasizing content,” 3 = “Neutral,” 2 = “Emphasizing language,” and 1= 

“Extremely emphasizing language.” A score higher than a “3”, the middle of the self-

rating scale, would indicate that the teacher focused content over language in writing. 

The results showed that Lawrence was much more likely to prioritize content over 

language (M = 4.35, SD = .32) across all essay writing. For revisions, it appeared that he 

tended to prioritize content even more (M = 4.73, SD = .35) than he did for drafts (M = 

3.97, SD = .33). Table 6-1 shows the summary of the results.  

 
Table 6-1. Overall Range of Lawrence’s Focus of Content    
  
Priority                              N                     M                       SD                     Range 
Overall                            240                  4.35                     .32                  3.50 – 4.75      
Drafts                              120                  3.97                     .33                  3.25 – 4.50 
Revisions                        120                  4.73                     .35                  3.75 – 5.00        

    Note.   N denotes the number of the papers   
 
The higher mean scale score on the revisions (i.e., more emphasis on content) could 

result from the fewer number of language errors in the revised versions than in the drafts, 

because students had already fixed the errors from the drafts by using Lawrence’s direct 

feedback. Therefore, he might have emphasized language errors less in the revised 

papers, because there were fewer language errors to focus on. 
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The results of the self-rating scale support the results from the analysis of the 

teacher interview data, which found that he gave more consideration to the textual quality 

of the revisions when evaluating and grading them than when he commented on drafts. In 

addition, the results here confirm that even though there were more language-focused 

comments than content-focused comments, the teacher emphasized content over language 

in L2 writing. 

Evaluation of Student Writing 

              Lawrence’s view on academic writing influenced his evaluating practices. 

Relying on a holistic measure of essay quality, his major concern for evaluation was 

about improvement in the rhetorical component of the writing from the draft of a paper to 

the revised version. Comparing drafts and revisions, he examined how successfully 

students utilized his feedback in their subsequent revisions, and he marked in his grading 

book the change from a draft to a revision as successful, unsuccessful (or partly 

successful), or no change. The grading criteria of the program emphasize the writer’s 

abilities to synthesize multiple readings, and to develop a persuasive and effective 

argument with an excellent control of language use (Appendix I). Although the program 

criteria contained a brief description about ESL students’ work, stating that their papers 

should demonstrate improvement over the course regardless of a few errors, Lawrence’s 

grading criteria were modified from the program standards according to his own 

conceptualization of academic writing. This modification was specific to ESL students:  
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We have guidelines to follow, and I try to use those in assigning grades. 
To me, an A paper is something that follows what the assignment asks, and  
you can see major revisions throughout the draft to the revision. A B paper,  
you can see the attempts to do it and it mostly succeeds. There are weak spots,  
but they are still in the final draft. A C paper, there’s some effort there, and you  
can see the change from one draft to the next, but the change doesn’t satisfy 
whatever the problem is. Whatever the assignment’s asking for may not be  
satisfying and anything below, that is where I think the student just didn’t try  
to correct and did not do very well, I gave a C-. (Interview, 4/15/09)    

 
            One noticeable aspect of the interview was that he took into consideration in his 

grading process students’ effort and the changes from the draft to the revised version; he 

emphasized improvement over time, which was not described in the departmental grading 

guidelines. He also checked whether students corrected grammar errors in the final 

revisions. Otherwise, he took some points off the expected grades: “I know some students 

who really did improve a lot in content areas and would have gotten a “B”, but I gave 

him a “B-” because he didn’t fix pervasive grammar errors” (Interview, 4/15/09). 

Compared to the grading criteria of the program (Handbook of Instructor, p.47, Appendix 

I), Lawrence’s grading standards seemed to be lenient in evaluating language use. The 

program’s handbook describes the grading rubric for student writing as in Figure 6-2: 

 

Sentences are varied in length and structure according to the writer’s meaning and 
emphasis. The word choice is uniformly good. Words are chosen for precise 
denotation, connotation, and tone. Appropriate transitional words and phrases and 
effective coherence techniques make the prose distinctive. Virtually no errors in 
syntax, grammar, mechanics, and usage occur.  

              Figure 6-2. Excerpt from the Grading Rubric of the Writing Program  

 
In contrast to the handbook’s specifications, while Lawrence expected students to correct 

their linguistic errors that had already been marked with corrections by him, he also was 

more accepting of linguistic errors in the revised papers. To Lawrence, the corrected 
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errors made by the students in their revised versions were accepted as improvement in the 

language component, even though students simply copied the teacher’s direct corrections 

in the subsequent writing. He stated that he thought that students could learn by looking 

at the corrections by the teacher and copying them in their subsequent writing.   

             While he said in the above interview that he lowered a grade “B” to “B-” due to 

uncorrected grammar errors, he nonetheless applied a stricter standard in assessing 

content areas: “She would have failed if she hadn’t fixed the content mistakes” 

(Interview, 4/15/09). He expressed in his interview that one of the most difficult aspects 

in grading students’ improvement in writing was the small improvement made in writing 

an effective thesis, which he saw as the students’ weakest skill. He stated that some 

student made the effort in revising, but their thesis writing was still not strong enough in 

making the central point to the audience. His emphasis on content over language was 

based on the way he perceived what constitutes good academic writing. For Lawrence, 

the critically important writing skills for his students included the abilities to incorporate 

understandings of the assigned readings, to make connections among the readings, and 

ultimately to express students’ ideas clearly and persuasively. For him, those writing and 

thinking skills were considered as a foundation on which general academic literacy could 

be built, so that L2 students could become successful members of the academic 

community.  

             In summary, Lawrence’s ultimate goal as a writing teacher was to see students 

become more “autonomous” writers (Lea & Street, 1999, cited in Hyland, 2002), hoping 

that students could “conduct their own explorations of the discourse they hope to gain 

control of” (Hirvela, 1997, p. 83). The interview with Lawrence suggests that his 
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conceptualization of L2 writing guided and justified how he constructed the syllabus, 

interacted with students in class and through the feedback-revision process, and assessed 

L2 writing. Perceiving writing skills to be critical for academic success in the university, 

he, as an academic collaborator rather than a teacher, felt responsible for helping students 

develop academic writing ability. In addition, since he highlighted the importance of 

critical reading and thinking skills over the course of the semester, he focused on the 

content component in writing when commenting on and grading student writing. For 

students to be more independent writers, he also gave many opportunities for them to act 

upon feedback and to revise. He seemed to emphasize fluency over accuracy in L2 

writing, believing that writing a lot without too much concern about linguistic mistakes or 

errors can lead to a successful writer in the academic community. In general, Lawrence 

was proud of his students and satisfied with their effort, learning, and improvement in 

writing for the course, and believed that his feedback was effective. 

Students’ Perceptions of L2 Writing 

The Summary of the Content Analysis  

The analysis of student interview data followed the same approach and analytical 

procedures as in the analysis of the teacher interview data. For the analysis of the 

interview data of the students, I began the content analysis by focusing on the issues 

related to Research Questions 6: How do students interpret and use the teacher’s written 

comments in their revisions?  

The same two coders who engaged in the coding procedure for the teacher 

interview data read the transcripts of the interview data recursively. In this phase, 

following Shi and Cummings’s (1995) definition of utterance, we coded the students’ 
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utterances as descriptive or perceptive, and the topical content of the students’ perception 

and description statements was further distinguished according to emerging themes. 

These major themes were then recomposed to develop three categories: Students’ initial 

expectations for the writing course; Interpretation and incorporation of feedback on 

revisions; and Evaluation of the teacher feedback. These three categories were ultimately 

used as the means by which the students’ perceptions of L2 writing were inferred.  

          In addition, the findings from the analysis of the student interviews were compared 

with those from the written data, student revisions, and surveys. For instance, the manner 

in which the students revised their drafts in response to teacher feedback was explained in 

more detail through the interview data. Comparing the interview data and the survey data 

made it easier to interpret how the sometimes seeming mismatch between students’ needs 

for the course and the teacher’s expectation for L2 writing was adjusted as the course 

progressed.  

Inter-coder agreement for the student interview data was measured using Cohen’s 

kappa coefficient. The intercoder reliability was established at .80**, p < .01. The value 

of .80 indicates a relatively high level of intercoder agreement. 

Validation of Survey Instrument 

To estimate the reliability of the survey instrument, I assessed the internal 

consistency of each set of items using Cronbach’s alpha. The 12 items in Survey 1 (not 

including the participants’ background information) were all intended to assess the 

construct “Learners’ views on teacher written feedback.” A coefficient alpha of .93 for 

this 12 item questionnaire suggested that each of the items was reliably measuring the 

same construct.       
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  The second survey, conducted at the end of the semester, was designed to 

measure two different constructs: “The teacher’s commenting methods” for the first eight 

items and “Evaluation on the teacher comments” for the final 13 items. Thus, I estimated 

the reliability for each construct.  For the first construct, a coefficient alpha of .75 was 

estimated. While this is lower than ideal, it still represents a relatively high degree of 

reliability, and meets the threshold of .70, as suggested by Dörnyei (2003). In addition, 

there were fewer items measuring this construct, so it is not surprising that the reliability 

was lower. For the second construct, an alpha of .89 indicated that the items used to 

assess the students’ perception of beneficial teacher feedback consistently measured the 

same construct.     

Students’ Initial Needs for the Writing Course 

              In process-oriented settings, the act of writing is defined as a nonlinear, recursive 

activity of meaning-making (Matsuda, 2003). In this context, teachers clearly need to 

take into account what their students want from feedback, what they attend to in their 

revisions, and what students need to improve. As Horwitz (1987) points out, what 

learners believe about what they need in the learning process strongly influences their 

receptiveness to instruction and learning. In this sense, what they expect to learn may 

determine to a great extent what they actually do learn in their writing courses. Therefore, 

it was necessary to assess the learners’ beliefs about teacher feedback. In order to do this, 

the first survey was administered during the 4th class meeting in the second week of the 

semester to the thirty students enrolled in Lawrence’s class, English 711-ESL, aiming to 

obtain the students’ profile data and to capture their expectations and preferences for 

teacher comments.  
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             First, I examined the demographic information for the student participants in the 

three sections of English 711 (Section I, Survey 1). As seen in Table 5-1 in Chapter 5, 

more than half of the students were in their teens (60%), while the rest of them were in 

their 20s (40%). There were slightly more males (53%) than females (47%). Almost all of 

the students were in their first year (97%), and one student was in his third year. This is 

typical of this university, because students took the college composition course as a 

requirement in their first year. There was a wide range of majors. Their nationalities 

varied: 9 Chinese, 7 Vietnamese, 5 Indians, 5 Korean, 1 Cambodian, 1 Puerto Rican, 1 

Russian, and 1 Philippine. None of them had experienced taking college composition 

course before. The length of their exposure to American educational settings ranged from 

1 to 15 years, due to the fact that some of them received an American secondary 

education, while others were foreign students who had recently graduated from high 

schools in their home countries. Table 6-2 summarizes the results of the demographic 

information survey. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



243 
 

Table 6-2. Background Information of Students in English 711   

Pseudonym           L1          Gender          Age          Major           Year      Nationality      Resident                   
                                                                                                                                             Length   
Dev  Spanish          M  <20  Accounting 1st  Puerto Rican 15 yrs 
Huiyan  Chinese           M   >20 Undeclared           1st Chinese    4 yrs                                                                           
Kyung  Korean            M   <20 Undeclared           1st  Korean    3 yrs 
Keith  Chinese            F  >20        Pre-pharmacy       1st Chinese    2 yrs 
Shraddha Guajarati          F   <20        Pre-nursing           1st Indian                     5 yrs 
Hao   Chinese           M   >20       Undeclared           1st          Chinese                  6 yrs                                        
Son  Vietnamese     M   <20       Tourism  3rd          Vietnamese            4 yrs                                        
Kim  Tagalog            F  <20        Business               1st              Philippine   6 
mons 
Kimberly Guajarati          F   >20       Human resource   1st  Indian    4 yrs                                           
Ting  Chinese            F  <20        Engineering 1st Chinese    2 yrs 
Fenil  Guajarati          F  <20        Business  1st Indian    2 yrs   
Tran  Vietnamese     M  <20        Undeclared           1st                Vietnamese   6 yrs 
Xiao  Chinese           M  <20        Biochemistry        1st Chinese     7 yrs 
Aiping  Chinese            F  >20        Computer science 1st Chinese     6 yrs                                        
Jin  Vietnamese      F  <20 Accounting 1st  Vietnamese    2 yrs 
Tony  Korean            M  <20 Undeclared 1st Korean    8 yrs 
Temita  Vietnamese      F   >20       Pre-pharmacy 1st    Vietnamese   3 yrs                                        
Ha   Chinese           M  <20 Business  1st Chinese    8 yrs 
Meng  Khmer              F  >20        Pre-pharmacy 1st  Indian                     8 yrs 
Jafin  Vietnamese      F  <20        Engineering 1st  Vietnamese            7 yrs 
Guen   Korean             F  <20        Accounting  1st Korean    3 yrs 
Tiffany   Khmer              F   >20       Biochemistry 1st  Indian    8 yrs                                        
Liang  Chinese            F  <20        Pre-pharmacy 1st Chinese    2 yrs 
Svetlana  Russian           M    >20       Biology  1st Russian    4 yrs 
Trung  Vietnamese     M  <20        Business  1st Vietnamese 13 yrs 
Namsik  Korean            M    >20       Undeclared 1st           Korean    3 yrs                                        
Tam   Chinese           M   <20       Undeclared 1st  Chinese  14 yrs 
Poulose  Malayalam      M   <20       Pre-pharmacy 1st Malayalam   3 yrs 
Stephanie Malayalam      M                 >20       Pre-pharmacy 1st Malayalam 14 yrs 
Sung  Korean            M                 >20       Undeclared 1st  Korean     1 yr   

 

Preference for Composition Course   

Section II of Survey 1 asked students what they preferred the teacher of the course 

to comment on in their writing drafts. Respondents used a 5-point Likert scale, where 5 = 

strongly agree, 4 = agree, 3 = neutral, 2 = disagree, and 1 = strongly disagree. A higher 

score indicates that students had a higher concern for the component of the writing asked 

in each question (e.g., grammar, vocabulary, style, idea development, or organization). 

The results showed that at the beginning of the semester, the students preferred the 
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teacher to focus his comments on grammar and vocabulary (M = 4.4, SD = 1.1; M = 4.3, 

SD = 1.1, respectively). These results were contrasted with their relatively lower interests 

in idea development and writing styles (M = 3.8, SD = 1.0; M = 3.7, SD = .8, 

respectively). This indicated a stronger preference for comments on lexical and 

grammatical correction on their writing. In addition, the results showed that the students 

had as much concern for correct use of mechanics (M = 3.9, SD = .9) as for idea 

organization (M = 3.9, SD = 1.0). In short, the three language-related items were rated 

highest, while the three content-related items were ranked lowest. Table 6-3 shows the 

questions of what students expected the teacher to comment in their drafts (Section II in 

Survey 1).  

 
Table 6-3. Preference for Teacher Feedback on First Drafts (Section II, Survey 1) 
 
In my writing paper, I think the writing  
teacher should….                                                                    M                             SD                    

Correct my grammatical errors (L)                                        4.4                            1.1 
Comment on or correct my use of vocabulary (L)                 4.3                            1.1   
Correct mechanical errors (L)                                                3.9                              .9 
Comment on the way I have organized the ideas (C)            3.9                            1.0 
Comment on my idea development (C)                                 3.8                            1.0     
Comment on the appropriateness of my writing style (C)     3.7                              .8 

    Note.  Total N = 30 (where L = language-related comments; C = content-related   
             comments)   
 

These findings contradict those of Hedgcock & Lefkowitz (1994), who found 

ESL writers’ preference for comments on rhetorical style over language use. These 

findings may be partly attributable to the students’ prior training and previous teachers’ 

instructional styles. That is, it could be that the students in this study, whether in their 

home countries or in high schools in the United States, had no experience with process-
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oriented writing instruction (i.e., revision and recursion in writing training). It is likely 

that they were educated in the product-oriented contexts where previous teachers were 

more concerned with students’ finished written work (Connors & Lunsford, 1993; 

Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Kepner, 1991; Sommers, 1982) than concerned with how 

students improve writing through multiple stages (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Hedgecock 

& Lefkowitz, 1994; Matsuda, 2003).  Thus, the students might have expectations that L2 

academic writing requires linguistically (grammatically and lexically) accurate text prior 

to taking English 711-ESL.  

Perception of Teacher Feedback (Survey 1)  

             Section III in Survey 1 aimed to assess the students’ perception of what types of 

feedback would be most helpful in learning how to write. From the previous experiences 

about writing in their home countries or high schools in the United States, the students 

might reflect on the types of teacher comments they thought they learned the most from. 

The questions in Section III are distinguished from those in Section II in that the former 

is mainly concerned with the feedback given by past teachers, while the latter has to do 

with the students’ expectation toward the teacher of the college-level composition.  

The results showed that the students seemed to have perceived as almost equally 

helpful when past teachers commented on and corrected the grammatical and lexical 

errors, and problems of textual structure (M = 4.1, SD = 1.1; M = 4.0, SD = .9; M = 4.0, 

SD = .9). In addition, it appears that they thought teacher comments on content-related 

issues, mechanical errors, and writing styles seemed relatively less beneficial (M = 3.8, 

SD = 1.1; M = 3.8, SD = .9; M = 3.8, SD = .9). However, although the two language items 

and one content item were rated slightly higher than the two content and one language 
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items, the means among the six items were very similar, suggesting that the six types of 

past teachers’ comments might all be perceived as beneficial. Thus, these response 

patterns contrast with the results in Table 6.3, indicating a stronger preference for 

attention to formal features than to matters of content or style. Table 6.4 shows the results 

of the third set of prompts on the survey, perceptions of teacher response behaviors 

(Section III, Survey 1).  

 
Table 6-4. Perceptions of Teacher Feedback (Section III, Survey 1) 
 
Generally, I think I learn the most 
 when my teacher….                                                                          M                         SD                    
Points out grammatical errors (L)                                                     4.1                        1.1 
Comment mainly on the organization of my writing (C)                 4.0                          .9  
Checks my vocabulary (L)                                                               4.0                          .9 
Comments mainly the content of my writing (C)                            3.8                         1.1  
Points out mechanical errors (L)                                                      3.8                          .9               
Comments mainly on my writing style (C)                                      3.8                          .9 

   Note.  Total N = 30 (where L = language-related comments; C = content-related  
             comments)   
 
 
Perception of Teacher Feedback (Interviews) 
 
             The results from the first survey conducted at the beginning of the semester, 

which found students’ stronger preference for comments on linguistic errors and idea 

organization, were supported by the retrospective interviews with students performed 

after the semester was completed. I first emailed all the students in the three classes and 

encouraged them to participate in the interviews. Of the 30 students who participated in 

the first part of the study, 12 students agreed to be interviewed. The interviews were 

designed to examine student experiences with, preferences for, and attitudes toward the 

teacher’s written comments, which were considered as student factors affecting revisions 
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(Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Ferris, 2004; Goldstein, 2004; Hedgecock & Lefkowitz, 

1994; Leki & Carson, 1994, 1997).  

Seven students out of twelve interviewed reported that they expected Lawrence to 

help improve their weak language skills, because they perceived good writing as error-

free work. One Vietnamese student, called Tran, viewed language comments as critically 

helpful for him in improving his writing:  

               I kind of know what I am capable of doing good, but sometimes grammatical  
               errors took off my writing quality. Students should have good thesis and the   
               organization should be perfect. But with grammatical errors or something like  
               that, it doesn’t look good. I want him to give me more correction and grammar  
               errors. I think I can learn from correction, that’s what I need to improve.  
               (Tran Interview, 4/25/09) 
  
           Four students interviewed emphasized that they had expected to receive feedback 

on both rhetorical and linguistic skills from their teacher in English 711. Tiffany was 

among the four who stressed in her interview that grammar and sentence structure was 

equally important to idea development: “I think grammar, I still need improvement in 

grammar. My writing is not like Americans. I still have some errors. But I think clear and 

well organized writing is also important. All are very important to be good” (Interview, 

4/26/09). Tiffany had been in the U.S. for 8 years, and received middle and high school 

education for almost 7 years. In spite of her many years in U.S. schools, she still 

complained that she lacked the “feel” for written language that native speakers have. As 

shown in Table 6-5 below, Tiffany was successful at utilizing the teacher comments, 

resulting in an “A” as a final grade in the course. Her papers showed that she had a high 

level of English proficiency in literacy, but she still expected to develop grammatical 

accuracy, “native-like” English skills, from the composition course.   
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As shown in Table 6-2 giving the students’ background information, all of the 

students in the survey except one were in the first year in college, meaning that they came 

to English 711-ESL with little previous writing instruction at the college-level. This 

indicated that their perception of writing might be mostly shaped by their prior 

experience of writing classes in high schools, whether in their home countries or in the 

United States. Perhaps some of those who rated language-related comments or 

corrections as most useful may have worked in previous classes with teachers who had 

commented on or pointed out lexical or grammatical errors. From the results in the first 

survey, it appears that at the beginning of the semester, many of the students who 

participated had a perception of writing that differed from Lawrence’ view on what good 

writing entailed. In this sense, it is pedagogically important to examine whether and how 

the dissimilar perceptions of writing between the teacher and the students were adjusted 

or resolved over the course of the semester (Paulus, 1999; Radecki & Swales, 1988).   

Interpretation and Incorporation of Feedback in Revisions  

This section first examines the extent to which feedback was used by the twelve 

students interviewed, and then more closely at how this feedback was interpreted and 

incorporated in their revisions. These interview data illustrate some of the problems that 

may occur when feedback is given and received. For the students interviewed, the rate of 

use of feedback that resulted in successful revisions ranged from 27% to 94%. The rate 

students attempted to use the feedback that led to unsuccessful revisions ranged from 4% 

to 28%, while the rate of no revisions ranged from 2% to 62% of the total feedback 

offered. Thus, the students not only said they valued feedback, but demonstrated this 

through their actions in response to it. Specifically, Nam received 124 comments 
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compared to only 48 for Kimberly, although they wrote assignment of similar lengths. 

This difference may have been a result of both variations in the accuracy of the student 

texts and other contextual factors. Kimberly, for example, was a higher ability writer than 

the others, based on the teacher’s letter grades and the outside raters’ number grades, and 

she meticulously checked her writing before submitting drafts; therefore, there were 

fewer errors on her papers to correct. Nam, in contrast, had many grammarical errors as 

well as rhetorical problems in his drafts, but he reported in his interview that he submitted 

the papers without self-editing and expected his teacher to correct the errors. And in fact, 

the teacher did usually correct the errors in Nam’s drafts, as he expected. Table 6-5 

displays the extent to which the 12 students used the teacher feedback in their revisions. 

The interviewees were ordered by the number of teacher comments from highest to 

lowest.  

 
Table 6-5. Extent of Use of Teacher Feedback for Students Interviewed 
 

                            Number of                                           Total number                                                      
                              Teacher                     Successful        Unsuccessful      No revision        Final 
Interviewees       Comments                     revisions           revisions                                     grades   

Stephanie                 162                           35 (83%) 15 (9%)              12 (7%)   A- 
Dev        158               107 (68%) 25 (16%) 26 (17%)  B+         
Tiffany        144              128 (89%)   5 (4%)  11 (8%)    A 
Nam        124                34 (27%) 13 (11%) 77 (62%)  C- 
Liang                       123                            89 (72%)           11(9%)              23(19%)  B+ 
Jafin         111                95 (86%)  13 (12%)   3 (3%)   A 
Tony        104                            64 (62%) 23 (22%) 17 (16%)  B 
Keith                         97                            64 (66%)           9 (9%)               24 (25%)  B 
Sung           80                            36 (45%) 22 (28%) 22 (28%)  B- 
Guen          78                51 (65%) 11 (14%) 16 (21%)  B+ 
Tran           66                 37 (56%)   9 (14%) 20 (30%)  B 
Kimberly         48                45 (94%)   2 (4%)    1 (2%)               A 
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In order to better understand the selected interviewees’ ability to revise 

successfully using the teacher feedback in the context of the students in the classes, it is 

necessary to reiterate the information of the overall revision success by all the students. 

The mean number of teacher comments given to each student was approximately 99.1 out 

of 2,973 comments in total for the four essays. The number of teacher comments ranged 

on average from 40 (the least number of comments given to a student) to 162 (the most 

number of comments). The mean number of successful revisions was 65.3 on average out 

of the total of 1,956 successful revisions. The range of the number of successful revisions 

was from 0 to 135. The mean number of unsuccessful revisions was 11.50 on average out 

of the total of 345 unsuccessful revisions. The number of unsuccessful revisions ranged 2 

to 25. Students did not attempt to revise 22.4 comments on average out of 672 no 

revisions. The number of no revisions ranged 1 to 77. Table 6-6 summarizes the 

descriptive results of the overall revision success by the 30 students. 

 

Table 6-6. Descriptive Results of Overall Revision Success by 30 Students 
 

Revisions                                         Number                 Mean                Standard deviation       

Total comments                                  2,973                   99.1                          20.1                                  
Number of successful revisions         1,956                   65.3                          30.8                            
Number of unsuccessful revisions         345                  11.5                            5.9                            
Number of no revisions                         672                  22.4                          18.6                            

 

Kimberly received only 48 comments in total, which was a small number of 

comments as compared to the mean number (99.1). However, since she revised 

successfully 94% of the total comments, she was able to earn a high grade (A) at the end 

of the course. In contrast, although Nam received more comments (124) than the average, 

he revised successfully only 27% of the total comments, and made no revisions, 62% of 
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the time. As stated in his interview, he left more than half of the comments unrevised, 

expecting the teacher to edit them for him. 

The data suggest that students’ revising behaviors could be related to the feedback 

in several ways. Firstly, revisions often closely followed the correction or suggestions 

made by the teacher when students properly understood the intention of the feedback, as 

Hyland (2000b) states. When I showed Kimberly her draft of the second essay 

assignment (i.e., Compare and contrast between men and women in using a language), 

and asked how she interpreted the teacher’s questions: “How do men often use it? How 

did he increase the status related to their style of speaking?”, she responded: 

                I think I could use some examples to support my thesis. I go back to my point  
                again in the introduction and think of the cases when men usually say to  
                increase their status. I sometimes read and read the articles to find some  
                examples. I think his comments are clear. (Kimberly Interview, 4/25/09) 

These comments were classified as indirect comments, because they did not provide 

specific strategies to solve the problems in her revisions. However, although the 

comments given to Kimberly did not specifically state that she must provide relevant 

examples to strengthen her thesis, she seemed to have correctly interpreted the message 

implied in these comments, thinking the comments were clear, and subsequently revised 

the issue successfully.  

I also showed her some grammatical errors the teacher underlined without any 

explanations and asked how she interpreted the symbols. In her draft, she wrote “These 

examples contradicts [teacher underline] Michaels’[sic] main idea of gender difference in 

speaking.” Kimberly reacted to the feedback by revising the sentence: “These examples 

contradict [teacher underline] Michaels’ main idea of gender difference in speaking.” She 

was able to correctly interpret the teacher’s indirect comment (i.e., the underline), and 
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provided the correct ending on the verb. The feedback Kimberly received from the 

teacher consisted of a higher percentage of indirect comments (77%) and fewer direct 

comments (23%). This result contrasts with the findings of Chapter 4, suggesting that 

direct corrections on the language errors led to a higher rate of success in revisions (80%) 

than indirect comments did (54%).  

The findings from Kimberly contrast with the experience of Nam, who received a 

higher proportion of direct corrections (63%) by the teacher on his linguistic errors. His 

retrospective interview revealed that he did not know why he added an article, but had 

simply followed the teacher’s feedback closely.   

                Yeah, this one I don’t understand because I’m going to speak about men’s  
                talking habit, not particular men. I think I don’t need an article [the] here,  

    but I get comments from him I try to put one article. I might be wrong.  
    (Nam Interview, 4/25/09)  

 
Nam might misunderstand the usage of the definite article “the” in the interview above, 

but he did not ask his teacher about the correct use of the article. Instead, Nam simply 

copied the corrected form given by the teacher, while wondering if his knowledge about 

the use of the article was correct (“I think I don’t need an article here… I might be 

wrong.”). Thus, Nam’s revising behaviors might result in similar mistakes in subsequent 

writing.    

Other revisions were more major and involved text-based meaning changes. 

When he received the feedback from the teacher: “Is this part of Tannen’s idea? ”, Nam 

interpreted the comment as negative, thinking that the part of his writing that it was in 

reference to was unnecessary, so he deleted it from his revision: 
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            Looking at his comments like this, if he really wanted me to revise it, he would   
            say in other ways like giving me more ideas or examples. It seems he thinks this  

part is not necessary. As long as I think it’s not an important question and it’s not  
            giving me important comments, I don’t pay too much attention. So I took it out.  
            (Nam Interview, 4/25/09)  
 

Nam interpreted the comment, which was in the form of a question, as meaning 

that “This is not part of Tannen’s idea,”  and he proceeded to delete it from his revised 

manuscript. It seemed that he was not able to interpret that such a comment requested a 

change. As Baker and Bricker (2010) state, indirect comments, especially in the form of a 

question, may take a longer time for L2 writers to revise. As suggested in the interview 

above, in cases where they could not understand the teacher’s intentions of the 

comments, the students usually used two different strategies in their revision processes: 

They either attempted no revision, or they deleted the text that the teacher indicated 

should be revised. It is possible that the students thought it would be faster and easier to 

simply ignore such comments, or to delete the offending passage completely. Five 

students, including Nam, applied the same eliminating strategy, in response to the 

comments that they were not able to interpret. For example, Nam completely omitted the 

part from his revised version as below.  

Original text: I support the Holms’ idea to explain the examples to Tannen’s idea  
                      About how better the others in order to get higher status [Is this  
                      part of Tannen’s idea?]. Tannen’s is more convincing.     

             
            Revised text:  I support the Holms’ idea to explain the examples to Tannen’s idea.  
                                   Tannen’s is more convincing.      

The teacher considered this deletion as resulting in little or no improvement in the text, 

even though the problematic feature no longer existed. Lawrence described how he took 

into account students’ efforts to correct the errors in their revisions: “Whatever the 

assignments are asking for, that is where I think the student just didn’t try to correct and 
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did not do very well, I gave a C-”(Teacher Interview, 4/15/09). When he found that 

students did not correct noted errors in the final versions, the teacher also took points off 

the final grade: “I know some students who really did improve a lot in content areas and 

would have gotten a B, but I gave him a B- because he didn’t fix pervasive grammar 

errors” (Interview, 4/15/09). Although he did not mention specifically how he had dealt 

with students’ deletion strategy, it seemed that the strategy might affect students’ final 

grades negatively.  

From the students’ point of view, however, the deletion strategy was a way of 

improving the quality of their texts. Sung followed this strategy in revising his essays, 

believing that it would be “easier and safer” to eliminate the commented part from his 

revised essay. Meanwhile, he stated in the interview that he was not confident with the 

deletion strategy, and that he had no time to correct the errors because of much school 

work:  

            When I wrote this sentence the first time, I wasn’t sure for it. So I think  
I will take it out completely, or it will take points off from my grade. I think  
that’s an easy and safe way to change my paper. I am not confident with good  
revision for that. Sometimes I don’t have time revising, I have many things to do 
especially at the end of semester. (Sung Interview, 4/25/09)  
                 

            In addition, some revisions appeared to be unsuccessful, even though the students 

understood the meaning of the teacher’s intention for the comments. According to these 

retrospective interview data, the most challenging features in students’ revising practices 

include thesis writing and evaluation of ideas. Eleven students interviewed explained they 

still had great difficulties in writing strong thesis statements, and in criticizing the ideas 

of readings. In his interview, Tran said that he continued to receive the same feedback 

related to the thesis across all of his essays. On the first essay (requiring students to 
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summarize the readings and make a connection with their own experiences), the teacher 

commented at the end of the introductory paragraph: “Can you finish by writing a 

sentence about you?”  When Tran was asked why the teacher made such a comment on 

his draft, he responded: 

It’s because in the first introduction, I didn’t make a connection between  
            what I talked about the readings and my own experiences. In general, I just  

have a lot of troubles how to begin an essay. Usually at the beginning paragraph,  
            it’s really hard, so I got problems with thesis statement. My teacher said it is not a   
            summary or a writing plan, but I’m still confused. (Tran Interview, 4/25/09)        
                          
Although Tran reported that he had understood the intension of the teacher’s comment on 

how to end his introduction (“Can you finish by writing a sentence about you?”), it 

appears that he did not have any clear idea of how to write a strong thesis statement by 

connecting the reading and his personal experience. The teacher’s comment was coded as 

an indirect comment, because he did not provide any explicit strategy on how to end the 

introduction. Tran’s struggles with revising seem to have come from his lack of ability to 

craft an acceptable thesis statement, rather than a lack of understanding of the teacher 

feedback itself. In other words, the students like Tran understood the teacher’s comments, 

and wanted to address them in their revised essays, but the students did not revise 

successfully because they were unable to. Thus, they still had difficulties in writing a 

strong thesis statement, connecting the major ideas of readings, or synthesizing the 

readings and personal experiences. Eleven out of twelve students interviewed reported 

that the most difficult aspect of writing for them in every essay assignment was the thesis 

statement. This difficulty in understanding the concept of thesis writing was even more 

apparent when a number of them stated that “Well, you can just summarize the readings” 
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(Keith Interview, 4/25/09), or “I think I have to say here what I will do in next 

paragraphs” (Guen Interview, 4/26/09).   

All of the students interviewed believed that their writing had improved 

throughout the course, especially in gaining a good knowledge of rhetorical features. 

Only one, Tony, expressed in his interview his dissatisfaction with the written comments. 

Although he was aware that the purpose of this writing was to improve fluency, not 

accuracy, Tony would have liked the teacher to correct all the mistakes in his writing. He 

could not see how his writing would improve without this feedback: “For new writing 

assignment, I may make same mistakes like weak thesis, no connections of ideas, or 

something. My mistakes are still there. Nothing improves, I think” (Tony Interview, 

4/25/09). Tony seemed to have been concerned that he still had the same difficulty 

writing a thesis statement, or elaborating his ideas for the readings. For him, corrective 

feedback on language use seemed to be more practical, and realistic, and important for 

good writing. 

The revision studies revised have found that students did better on a writing 

assignment if they had help from the teacher. However, the findings from the student 

interview data suggest that the rate of use of feedback that resulted in successful revisions 

varied for individual students.  The student interview data also suggest that revisions 

often closely followed the corrections or suggestions made by the teacher when students 

properly understood the intention of the feedback. However, the data showed that in 

cases where they could not understand the teacher’s intentions of the comments, the 

students either attempted no revision, or deleted the text that was the focus of the 

comment, as noted in the cases of Nam and Sung. In addition, some revisions appeared to 
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be unsuccessful, even though the students had understood the meaning of the teacher’s 

intention for the comments. Students like Tran understood the English sentence, “Can 

you finish by writing a sentence about you?”, but they had no idea of how to implement 

the suggestion to actually write such a sentence. Especially for a more challenging 

writing task, Essay 3 (critique) in this study, for example, students continued to be 

unsuccessful in revising thesis statements and criticizing ideas of the readings, in spite of 

the teacher’s direct feedback. 

This study demonstrates that the degree of clarity of teacher feedback might be a 

different issue from how successfully students revised in response to teacher feedback. 

There might be other underlying causes for students to unsuccessfully revise their 

writings, no matter how clear the teacher feedback was. These underlying causes may be 

more complicated, because it goes beyond the matter of language teaching and learning. 

Revision studies need to be explored in the context of writing classes, as Truscott (2008, 

2010) and Ferris (2007, 2010) suggest. It would be unwise to approach L2 writing with 

firm preconceptions about what type of feedback works and what does not. Rather, 

writing teachers and researchers need to examine why students are not able to effectively 

revise even though they understand properly the discourse of the teacher feedback.  

Student’s Evaluation of Teacher Comments 

Experiences with Teacher Feedback               

Survey 1 was conducted at the beginning of the semester in order to assess the 

students’ expectations for the composition course and views on teacher feedback. Survey 

2 was administered at the last class meeting, in order to investigate the students’ reactions 

to the teacher feedback on their writing that they had received throughout the semester. In 
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Survey 2, the students reported their teacher’s strong concern for rhetorical features, 

which was consistently expressed in his commenting practices on students’ drafts. The 

results showed that the students perceived that the teacher commented on idea 

development most (M = 4.4, SD = .9). They rated idea organization and symbols for 

corrections as the second most comment types (M = 4.3, SD = .8; M = 4.2, SD = .9). In 

contrast, it appears that they thought the rates of teacher’s direct corrections on 

grammatical and mechanical errors were relatively lower (M = 3.9, SD = .9; M = 3. 9, SD 

= .8). Students ranked lowest the rates of the comments on lexical errors and writing 

styles (e.g., tone, register, or genre) (M = 3.7, SD = 1.1; M = 3. 7, SD = .9). Among the 

seven items, two content-related items and one language-related item were rated highest, 

while three language items and one content item were ranked lowest. Their response 

patterns, as shown in Table 6.6, indicate that the students felt that the teacher had given 

more content-focused comments than language-focused comments over the course. Table 

6-7 shows the results of Section I in Survey 2, asking students’ experiences with teacher 

feedback for the semester. 

 
Table 6-7.  Experiences with Teacher Feedback (Section I, Survey 2) 

In my drafts, my writing teacher …..                                               M                        SD    

Commented on my idea development (C)                                       4.4                        .9  
Commented on the way I have organized the ideas (C)                  4.3                        .8  
Used symbols that required corrections (L)                                     4.2                        .9  
Corrected my grammatical errors (L)                                              3.9                        .9 
Corrected my mechanical errors (L)                                                3.9                        .8  
Commented on or correct my use of vocabulary (L)                       3.7                      1.1 
Commented on the appropriateness of my writing style (C)           3.7                        .9    

   Note.  Total N = 30 (where L = language-related comments; C = content-related   
              comments)   
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The results of Chapter 4 showed that the teacher gave a higher number of language-

focused comments (1,902 out of 2,973 in total, or 64%) than on content-related issues 

(1,071, or 36%) for the four essays, and that he gave a much higher number of direct 

comments (2,266, or 76%) than the number of indirect comments (707, 24%). In spite of 

the higher number of language-focused comments, however, the students had the 

impression that the teacher seemed to have prioritized idea development first and 

organization second. The students’ impressions about the teacher’s priority in comments 

were consistent with the results of his self-rating scale of written comments, which 

indicated a greater emphasis on content or rhetorical quality than linguistic accuracy at 

least in the initial stages of writing an essay (Zamel, 1987). At the beginning of the 

semester, the teacher’s major concern for content quality over language accuracy was 

contrasted with the students’ stated preferences for feedback focused on lexical and 

grammatical features. The students reported at the end of semester that they had felt the 

teacher had commented more on content than language in their writing.  

Perceptions of Teacher’s Commenting Priorities 

These results reported above were consistent with the responses in Question 8 in 

the same survey, in which students were asked to mark one of the four choices (i.e., a lot, 

some, a little, none), describing the number of teacher comments and corrections 

involved in their papers. The students reported that the teacher gave a higher number of 

content and idea related comments on students’ writing, and fewer comments focused on 

linguistic features. The students perceived that the teacher had emphasized most in his 

comments the importance of content-related aspects in student writing, such as idea 

development (M = 3.5, SD = .8) and rhetorical organization (M = 3.1, SD = 1.0). They 
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also thought that the teacher seemed to have focused on grammar (M = 2.9, SD = .7), 

writing styles (M = 2.9, SD = .9), and symbols (M = 2.9, SD = .7) to the same extent. The 

teacher’s commenting priority for mechanics (M = 2.7, SD = .6) was rated lower by the 

students as was his focus on lexical issues (M = 2.6, SD = .7), which contrasted with the 

students’ high preference for vocabulary-related comments at the beginning of the 

semester (as shown in Tables 6-3 and 6-4 with means of 4.3 and 4.0, respectively in 

Survey 1). In short, the two types of comments that the students felt the teacher had 

prioritized most included both content-related comments (content/ideas and 

organization). In contrast, the two types of comments rated lowest were language-related 

(mechanics and vocabulary), with the three types of comments in the middle (two 

language comments-grammar and symbols, and one content comment-writing style). The 

results can be seen in Table 6-8. 

 
Table 6-8.  Perceptions of Teacher’s Commenting Priorities (Question 8, Survey 2)  
 
   Text features                                                   M                                        SD                     
   Content/ ideas (C)                                          3.5                                        .8 
   Organization (C)                                            3.1                                      1.0  
   Grammar (L)                                                  2.9                                        .7  
   Writing style (C)                                            2.9                                        .9 
   Symbols (L)                                                   2.9                                        .7 
   Mechanics (L)                                                2.7                                        .6                
   Vocabulary (L)                                              2.6                                         .7 
Note.  Total N = 30 (where L = language-related comments; C = content-related   
           comments) 
   

             Students’ perceptions of their teacher’s priority for content and organization over 

language accuracy, as reported in Table 6-7, were consistent with the findings in Table 6-

8.  These results were also supported by the findings from the teacher’s self-rating scale. 

These results indicated that students’ perception of the teacher’s commenting priority and 
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the teacher’s self-assessment on his priority coordinated well. However, students 

perceived receiving more content feedback than the teacher actually gave. The results in 

Chapter 4 (Table 4-2) showed that the teacher gave almost twice as many language-

related comments (64%) on student drafts than content-related comments (36%) for the 

course. In addition, the results in Table 4-14 showed that 82% of the total number of 

language comments were directly corrected or addressed with specific revision strategies. 

In other words, although the teacher made almost twice as many language-focused 

comments than content-focused comments, both the teacher and the students perceived 

that more content-related comments were made, and that the teacher prioritized revising 

content issues.  

Evaluation on Teacher Feedback 

The items of Survey II in Survey 2 asked the students’ evaluation of the effect of 

the teacher’s feedback on improvement in their writing for the course (“Generally, I feel I 

was most likely to make successful revisions when the teacher …”). Specifically, students 

were asked to rank what types of comments they felt led to successful revision over the 

course. The results showed that students felt most successful in revising when the teacher 

explicitly stated in his feedback what to revise (M = 4.4, SD = .6), and that they felt least 

successful in revising when the teacher corrected linguistic or sentence-level errors (M = 

3.4, SD = 1.1), and when the teacher gave negative comments (M = 3.4, SD = 1.1). The 

students felt that the other four types of the teacher feedback were perceived as effective 

to their successful revisions to a similar extent (specific strategies for revision, correction 

symbols, wh-question forms, and the positive comments, with means of 4.1, 4.0, 3.9, and 

3.8, respectively).  
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Regarding the evaluation of the effect of directness of comments on revision 

essays, students felt their revision was most successful when the teacher stated explicitly 

his intention about what to revise, and when specific revision strategies were given (with 

means of 4.4 and 4.1). They felt the teacher’s direct corrections of surface-level errors 

were least effective to their successful revision (M = 3.7).  They also rated in the middle 

the effects of indirect comments on their revision success (correcting symbols with a 

mean of 4.0, and wh-question forms with a mean of 3.9).  Positive and negative 

comments were excluded from the categories of direct and indirect comments in this 

study; therefore, they were not analyzed and interpreted. Table 6-9 shows the results of 

Section II in Survey 2, asking students’ evaluation on teacher feedback at the end of 

semester. 

 
Table 6-9. Evaluation on Teacher Feedback (Section II, Survey 2) 

 
Generally, I feel I was most likely to make successful 
revisions when the teacher                                                               M                         SD                    

Stated directly/ explicitly his intention                                           4.4                        .6  
   about what I had to revise (D)                                                    
Gave specific revision strategies  (D)                                             4.1                        .7  
Used symbols that required corrections  (I)                                   4.0                       1.0 
Commented in wh-question forms  (I)                                           3.9                         .7  
Made positive comments                                                               3.8                       1.2 
Corrected surface-level errors (D)                                                 3.7                         .7 
Made negative comments                                                              3.4                       1.1 

   Note.  Total N = 30 (where D = direct comments; I = indirect comments) 
 
 

The results suggest that directly stated comments or giving specific revision 

strategies were perceived as most helpful for successful revisions. For example, the 

teacher sometimes suggested the student add a specific example to give further support to 

a point, or even suggested the kind of example that might be used: “You could describe 
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your personal experience about language discrimination.” Students reported that such 

feedback was most helpful to successfully revise. The findings in Section II support those 

in Table 4-9 in Chapter 4, suggesting that students were more likely to revise successfully 

in response to direct or explicit statements than in response to implicit statements in 

commentary (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999). However, what was noteworthy to see in these 

findings was that students perceived direct corrections of language errors as less helpful 

feedback for their successful revisions. Instead, they were favorably disposed toward 

symbols that indicated errors and required corrections and less favorably disposed toward 

direct correction of errors. The interview with Nam revealed that he did not understand 

the teacher’s direct correction on the use of an article like “the”. Reflecting his statement 

that “I think I don’t need an article [the] here, but I get comments from him I try to put 

one article. I might be wrong” (Nam Interview, 4/25/09), Nam might misunderstand the 

usage of the definite article. However, Nam simply copied the corrected form given by 

the teacher, while wondering if his knowledge about the use of the article was correct. 

Chandler (2003) demonstrated that direct correction was the best method to improve 

accuracy in student writing. Chandler’s suggestion was not borne out in this study, as 

shown in Table 6-9. The students in this study seemed to more likely make successful 

revision in response to the direct comments on content-related issues that gave explicit 

statement and specific strategies for revision. In contrast, the students might feet that 

direct correction of linguistic errors was less helpful. It seemed probably because students 

were confused between L2 learning with writing. The direct corrections of grammatical 

errors might help their revisions, but probably not language learning.   
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Perceptions of Teacher Feedback  

The items of Section III in Survey 2 asked about the types of comments the 

students thought they learned the most from throughout the course of the semester 

(“Generally, I think I learned the most when my instructor…”). The results suggested that 

students felt they had learned the most from the feedback on content and rhetorical 

organization in their writing. They perceived as most beneficial when the teacher 

commented on the content of writing (M = 4.2, SD = .8). The other types of comments 

were perceived almost equally similarly in importance; their means were very close, 

ranging from 3.7 to 3.9. Among the six questions items, two of the content-related items 

were rated highest, while the three language-related items were rated lowest. One item 

including comments on writing style was ranked the lowest.  Table 6-10 shows the results 

of students’ perceptions of the most learning-driven comments. 

 
Table 6-10. Perceptions of Helpful Response Types (Section III, Survey 2)  
 
Generally, I think I learned the most 
 when my teacher….                                                                         M                        SD                    

Commented mainly on the content of my writing (C)                     4.2                        .8  
Commented mainly on the organization of my writing (C)             3.9                        .7  
Pointed out grammatical errors (L)                                                  3.8                        .9 
Pointed out mechanical errors (L)                                                    3.8                        .9           
Commented mainly on my writing style (C)                                    3.8                        .8 
Checked my vocabulary (L)                                                             3.7                        .8 

Note.  Total N = 30 (where L = language-related comments; C = content-related  
           comments) 
   

           The results from Sections II and III in Survey 1 suggest that at the beginning of the 

course, the students were more concerned with lexical and grammatical accuracy in the 

course (see Tables 6-3 and 6.4). However, the results from Section II in Survey 2, 

administered at the end of the semester, shows that there was a change in the students’ 
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perception of the most beneficial feedback over the course. In other words, the students’ 

perception matched the teacher’s perception of feedback and his priority of writing, as 

shown in his self-rating scale. Students’ evaluations of their teacher’s feedback showed 

that their perceptions of beneficial teacher comments (i.e., rhetorical structure, content/ 

idea) changed from their initial expectations for written feedback (i.e., lexical and 

linguistic accuracy).  

The Student Interviews 

The findings gained from the surveys were consistent with the interviews with 

students. Ten out of the twelve participants in the interviews felt that it was most helpful 

when the teacher pointed out the locations required for revision, by explicitly stating the 

needs for idea development, clarity, addition of details, and stronger thesis writing. In her 

interview, Kimberly reported that the teacher’s comments about how to make her point 

stronger were most helpful: 

               The comments that helped me the most was when he told me to expand on  
               my examples. That’s how to make it [my argumentation] stronger. I really paid  
               attention to them. When he told me specifically which part is good, and which  
               part I have to change, it helped me a lot to improve my next draft, and it was  
               pretty easy to rewrite. (Kimberly Interview, 4/26/09) 
 
In contrast, only two of the students stated that they preferred teacher comments on 

language use. Keith valued direct correction of grammatical or lexical errors as the most 

beneficial feedback. His initial expectation for the teacher’s feedback type was the 

correction of linguistic errors. However, he felt the teacher prioritized his comments on 

content-related issues rather than language use, and he was not satisfied with the 

teacher’s commenting behaviors: “I expected a lot of grammar comments. He didn’t 

mention much about grammar or anything about sentence-level errors, or spelling errors. 
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He corrected the most obvious errors only” (Keith Interview, 4/26/09). Liang also 

expected more comments on both rhetorical and linguistic features, and felt that these 

types of comments had improved his writing by the end of the semester.  

In general, the students interviewed felt that the way Lawrence commented on 

their writing was fair, but four of them mentioned their expectations for each draft and 

revision to be graded:  

            He never told us the exact grade. I guess it all determined how we revised it.  
            I expected him to grade especially for the revision because the draft is just 

starting off our first idea. With a grade, I would have worked differently on  
my writing. For example, if I had a C on my first draft, I would know how  
hard I should work on my revision and I would expect what grade I got 
in the end. (Liang Interview, 4/27/09) 
 

These students thought that they would have been more motivated to work hard on their 

revisions if they had been given the grades on both their drafts and revisions. Liang 

seemed to have expected to receive a higher grade than she actually did (B+) as a final 

grade in the course. She felt she was doing an excellent job in revising in response to the 

teacher comments, showing a high rate of successful revisions (78%). Without being 

notified of the interim grades on drafts and revised versions, she reported that she had 

failed to more actively engage in her revising behavior. 

            The teacher (Lawrence), however, was more concerned with how students went 

through multiple writing stages such as planning, drafting, revising, and editing, 

following the guidelines of the writing process described in Handbook for Instructors in 

the program (Appendix J). As commented by Dev, “He told us how to improve, and if we 

improve, he would give us extra points” (Dev Interview, 4/25/09). One of the teacher’s 

major concerns for assessing writing was improvement between drafts and revisions and 

across essays over time, as stated in the departmental handbook: “Students should be able 
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to find that drafting and revision become a more fruitful experience resulting in better 

final papers” (Appendix K). Lawrence followed the procedure in assessing students’ 

writing as described in the departmental handbook, intending to help students become 

autonomous writers through the recursive writing practices of drafting, revising, editing, 

and proofreading. His approach to draft writing was manifested in his feedback practices: 

He stated explicitly the intention of his comments by providing specific revisions 

strategies, while he directly corrected grammar or lexical errors with fewer explanations 

of linguistic rules. When making the content-level changes in their revisions, students 

received better grades at the end of semester, even if there was a lack of linguistic 

accuracy. 

In this section, the students’ reactions to the teacher feedbacks were explored 

through a survey and interviews at the end of the semester. Students perceived that the 

teacher had prioritized content-related issues such as idea development and organization 

over language use, and that the teacher’s content-focused feedback was most beneficial. 

These results were congruent with those of the teacher’s self-rating scale and his 

perception of feedback. The results here indicated that the students’ perception of 

beneficial feedback had changed and coordinated well with the teacher’s perception over 

the course of the semester. While the teacher followed the grading policy of the program, 

by giving no grades on drafts and revisions in the middle of the semester, some students’ 

dissatisfaction with his grading policy was reported in the interview. With grades given 

on their drafts and revisions, they felt they would have received a higher final grade of 

the course.  
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Discussion 

  The previous studies on student views on teacher feedback have found that it is 

important for teachers and researchers to ask students about their preferences and to 

respect their preferences in giving feedback on their writing (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 

1994; Leki, 1991; Leki & Carson, 1994). Student survey research is useful in determining 

what students value and how they respond to teacher feedback practices. However, the 

results from survey research in one setting may not be applied to other settings because 

students have different profiles under a variety of contexts. Student survey research can 

be especially useful when it is triangulated with other sets of research data such as 

documentary evidence (i.e., students’ essays with teacher feedback and revisions) and 

interviews, so that teachers and researchers in L2 writing will be able to make informed 

and insightful judgments of effective types of feedback in a particular academic context. 

From the perspective, this study attempted to link students’ individual perceptions of 

teacher feedback to actual teacher feedback behavior. In addition, triangulating data 

through surveys and interviews helped to better understand the match or mismatch 

between the teacher’s feedback priority and students’ preferences, and how students’ 

preferences of and reaction to teacher feedback changed over the course of the semester.  

  The findings in this chapter showed that Lawrence, the teacher in this study, was 

mostly concerned with helping students become more mature and independent writers 

across disciplines in an academic community. He believed that success in academic 

writing was largely dependent on a set of well-developed writing skills across all genres 

of writing. The interview with him suggested that such a view influenced Lawrence’s 

feedback practices in the course. That is, in emphasizing process writing, he was 
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concerned with how students improved in writing over the course by going through 

multiple writing stages including planning, drafting, revising, and self-editing. His 

approach to writing was consistent with the basic principles of college writing employed 

in the First-Year Writing program at the university. Lawrence and the writing program 

took the process approach to teaching composition that began to take hold in L1 

classrooms in U.S. colleges and universities in the early 1970s (Elbow, 1973; Garrison, 

1974). Before the early 1970s, writing teachers tended to respond to a finished piece of 

writing primarily with only a final grade at the end of a composition course. Since then, 

however, teachers have begun to allow students to complete multiple drafts of their 

papers, encourage substantive revision, and give feedback while students are in the 

process of writing. Although some L1 writing researchers have expressed doubt as to the 

usefulness of teacher feedback (Brannon & Knoblauch, 1982; Connors & Lunsford, 

1993; Sommers, 1982), Straub’s (1996, 1997) empirical and practical work seems to 

support Lawrence’s approach and belief that teacher feedback helps students develop as 

mature and independent writers.  Since the process approach prevalent in L1 composition 

scholarship has greatly influenced L2 writing classroom and research, a number of 

studies on teacher feedback have supported the effectiveness of teacher comments in L2 

writing (Cardelle & Corno, 1981; Chandler, 2003; Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Fathman 

& Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1995, 1997, 1999; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Frantzen & Rissell, 

1987). The process models of writing typically endeavor to “simulate the non-linear, 

recursive nature of composing and learning” (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994, p. 145), 

through which teachers and L2 writers can work together to reconstruct text effectively. 

The writing program of the university, the research site of this study, has followed the 
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process approach to L1 and L2 composition courses, which are focused primarily on 

building students’ writing abilities (revising, editing, and proof-reading skills) through 

multiple-drafting cycles, as described in the Handbook for Instructors of the writing 

program. Lawrence as an L2 writing teacher accordingly took the approach to his own 

classes.      

   In the cyclical composing processes, a longstanding debate over teachers’ written 

responses has been whether a teacher should give grammatical error feedback and/or 

rhetorical error feedback on L2 student drafts. Most process-oriented scholars urge 

teachers to save feedback on local surface errors (i.e., corrections of word choice, 

punctuation, or sentence structure) for the very end of the writing process – for the 

editing phase that takes place as the students polish their drafts. They claim that students 

need to pay more attention to substantive questions or comments about the content, or the 

entire argument of the text, than making local surface corrections in their early stage of 

writing. Considering that making surface corrections is easier than working on the entire 

argument of the text, if students are provided with both types of feedback, they may act 

on the easier issues and ignore the more substantive, but more important ones (Faigley & 

Witte, 1981; Sommers, 1982; Zamel 1985).  

The writing program of the university also urges teachers to follow this process in 

assessing students’ drafts. In addition, the interview with Lawrence and his self-rating 

scale showed that he had emphasized the importance of content-related issues rather than 

language issues, stating that he focused his written comments on development and 

organization of ideas, and academic arguments, rather than on linguistic errors in student 

writing. However, unlike Lawrence’s perception of writing and the process-oriented 
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approach of the writing program, Lawrence’s actual commenting behavior seemed 

dissimilar; he gave both content- and language-focused comments on students’ early 

drafts. In fact, the majority of his comments were direct corrections of linguistic errors. 

As stated in his interview, Lawrence expected the students to become more aware of the 

consistent error patterns found in their drafts, and to learn the correct forms from his 

direct correction. He also felt that the students needed and expected corrective feedback, 

although error-free work was not the ultimate goal of the course. He stated in the 

interview that L2 students needed to increase fluency, rather than accuracy, by writing a 

lot without concerns for linguistic and grammatical mistakes. However, his statement 

does not mean that the importance of correct language use in L2 writing could be ignored 

or avoided in L2 writing courses. For those reasons, it seemed that Lawrence continued to 

give language-focused comments on the four essay drafts, even though it was a time-

consuming endeavor. Furthermore, Lawrence’s simultaneous commenting practice 

seemed to help students improve their texts in both content and language during the 

revisions for the same essay assignments, which was supported by several studies 

(Ashwell, 2000; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1997). In contrast, such commenting 

practice did not seem to help improve in writing for a new essay task. 

            His commenting practice, giving both content and language comments 

simultaneously, also met the initial needs of the students of the course, as shown from the 

results of the first survey that in the beginning of the semester students were most 

concerned with issues of grammatical and lexical accuracy (Cohen, 1987; Leki, 1991; 

Ferris, 1995b; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Saito, 1994). This is in contrast to Hedgcock and 

Lefkowitz’s (1994, 1996) findings that ESL students were more favorably disposed 
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toward content feedback. At the beginning of the semester, the students’ perception of 

good writing, linguistically accurate work, was at odds with Lawrence’s view on what 

good writing entailed. As the semester progressed, however, the students’ attitudes 

seemed to change (i.e., from lexical and grammatical usage to rhetorical features), by 

accepting the teacher’s perception of writing. 

             Even if the students’ expectations and preference for teacher feedback changed 

over the course of the semester, some students (like Nam and Keith) reported in the 

interview that they preferred teacher comments on language use. Nam submitted his 

papers with very little self-editing, while expecting the teacher to correct his errors. In 

contrast, the teacher wanted him to develop self-editing skills to be an autonomous 

writer, expecting Nam to learn more from the direct correction method. This mismatch 

between Nam and the teacher’s expectation might have contributed to the little 

improvement in Nam’s language use, probably affecting his final grade, a “C-”. In the 

teacher interview, Lawrence reported that “where I think the student just didn’t try to 

correct and did not do well, I gave a C-” (Teacher Interview, 4/15/09). 

Several students also stated that they expected the teacher to grade each draft and 

revision along with his written comments. These students thought that they would have 

been more motivated to work hard on their revisions if they have been given the grades 

on both their drafts and revisions before having a final grade of the course. The mismatch 

between the teacher’s approach to commenting and assessing writing and some of the 

students’ expectations for the teacher’s commenting and evaluation method may have 

resulted from ineffective communication between them. The teacher should continue to 

emphasize the purpose of the writing course and the approach to evaluate students’ 
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writing, as described in the syllabus, and to explain why he felt this way. Students should 

express their preferences and expectations for the way the teacher evaluates their writing. 

On-going communication between the teacher and students allows for open discussions 

to find what is mismatched (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994; Matsuda, 1997; Silva, 1993). 

As Leki (1990) argued, ignoring students’ request for language feedback, particularly 

error corrections, may de-motivate them (p. 210), and thus it is crucial that teachers be 

aware of students’ preferences and views on responding practices. It seems apparent that 

effective communication between teacher and students is beneficial, leading to a more 

collegial classroom community, and to improved student motivation and belief in their 

teachers.  

However, as Ferris (2003) insisted, “students cannot and should not be able to be 

the sole judges of what is best for them” (p. 114). This study found that what the students 

said they needed did not always match up well with what happened in their writing 

processes. Some students reported in the second survey that they had received “a lot” of 

content feedback on their drafts, which conflicted with the fact that the teacher gave far 

more language-focused comments and direct corrections of language errors. Some of the 

students, who reported that direct corrections of errors were most beneficial for 

improving in writing and that they expected much more corrective feedback, showed 

little improvement in their writing, especially in linguistic accuracy, at the end of the 

course even though they had massive numbers of language-focused correction feedback.     

Furthermore, as Ferris (2003) points out, students may not know what writing 

skills are crucial for them to be mature and independent writers at the college level. All 

but one of Lawrence’s students were freshmen who had just graduated from high school, 
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and were taking English 711 as their first college composition course. Thus, what the 

students wanted from the course might be different from what the writing program of the 

university and the teacher believed the first-year college students should learn. The 

conflict between students’ and teachers’ goals for writing can be resolved through open 

communication from the beginning of a semester. Teachers need to explain to students 

the reasons for their commenting practices, and program policy for assessing writing and 

writing norms required in an academic setting. By reducing the gap existing between 

students’ sense of their own needs, and teachers’ sense as professionals of what they need 

in a particular context, teachers may help better to prepare ESL students for cross-

curricular writing demands, which was Lawrence’s ultimate goal.    

As noted in Ferris (1995b, 1998, 2003), studies that assess student reactions to 

teacher feedback (using surveys and/or interviews) should be compared with other sets of 

data (students’ written texts, teacher interviews, and/or institutional documents). 

Therefore, in order to better understand student views about teacher commentary, it is 

important in survey research to rely on not only students as informants, but the teachers 

involved as well. This study assessed student views using surveys and interviews, teacher 

feedback practices, and students’ actual written texts, and thus has the potential to 

provide comprehensive and valuable information about the relationship of teacher 

feedback and improvement in L2 writing.  
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 
 

Summary of This Study 

             In this dissertation research, I have examined the relationship between teacher 

written commentary and improvement in the writing ability of ESL students enrolling in 

the First-Year Writing program at an American university.  To do so, I collected multiple 

types of data including students’ drafts and revisions, interviews, surveys, and other 

contextual sources such as departmental documents, and analyzed them using 

quantitative and qualitative methods. In the first stage of data analyses, I categorized a 

total of 2,973 teacher comments on student drafts into content comments and language 

comments in terms of the focus of written feedback. I then categorized the total 

comments again into direct and indirect comments in terms of the directness of feedback. 

The results indicated that the teacher was likely to give language-focused comments 

(64%) more often that content-focused comments (36%), and that he gave many more 

direct comments (76%) than indirect comments (24%). As for the relationship between 

the focus and directness of the teacher comments, the results also showed that more than 

half of the content-focused comments (64%) were direct comments, and that a high 

percentage of the language-focused comments (82%) were direct comments.   

            However, the interview with the teacher and his self-rating priority scale indicated 

that the number of particular types of comments that he made did not correspond to his 

priority in giving comments on student writing. Rather, the interview and self-rating scale 

data demonstrated that his predominant conception of writing centered on content issues. 

His stated belief was that learners needed to develop a set of well-developed writing 
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skills, including idea organization, development, use of readings, and paraphrasing 

through multiple writing stages. The teacher’s commenting practices, influenced by his 

perception of writing, were consistent with the literature that emphasized fluency-

oriented (MacGowan-Gilhooly, 1991) and process-oriented (Casanave, 2004; Hamp-

Lyons & Condon, 2000; Matsuda, 2003; Zamel, 1985) approaches.  

            In analyzing students’ texts, I investigated how successfully students used the 

teacher feedback in their revised papers. Employing Goldstein and Conrad’s (1999) 

analytical terms, I categorized students’ attempts at revision as successful, unsuccessful, 

or no revision. The results demonstrated that over all, students generally succeeded in 

addressing the teacher’s comments when revising (66%). However, the findings in this 

study showed that teacher comments did not consistently affect the success in revisions 

for both content- and language-related components. Students revised less successfully 

when dealing with content-related comments such as idea development, organization, and 

coherence. However, the examination of the students’ revisions in this study suggested 

that the apparent difficulty in revising might be tied to the directness of the teacher 

comments, rather than the types of correction that was needed. In other words, when the 

comments were stated in a direct, explicit way by including specific revision strategies 

(e.g., you need to describe language problems at an elementary school), students were 

more likely to be successful in revising than when they responded to an indirect, implicit 

comment (e.g., how is this related to your thesis?)  

            The types of writing task called for also seemed to affect students’ ability to 

revise successfully. It was particularly noteworthy to see that students’ difficulty in 

revising may interact with the type of essays assigned. When students needed to 
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demonstrate abilities for analytical, critical thinking skills rather than writing skills, as 

required for Essay 3, it was more likely that students were unsuccessful in revising in 

response to indirect comments, and they were much more likely to make no attempt to 

revise, than in the other essay assignments. However, in response to direct teacher 

comments on the same task, students’ success in revision was consistent with the success 

as in the other essays. Therefore, this study suggests that contextual factors such as the 

types of writing tasks should be taken into consideration in addressing teacher feedback, 

rather than simply determining that particular types of comments should be prioritized 

over others, as argued in previous studies (Chandler, 2003; Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; 

Conrad and Goldstein, 1999; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1995, 1997, 1999; Ferris 

& Roberts, 2001; Frantzen & Rissell, 1987).  

            Using paired sample t-tests, I examined whether the rate of successful revision in 

relations to the focus of teacher comments was correlated to the overall improvement in 

writing grades for the course. The results of regression analyses showed that for 

individual essay assignments, students who revised successfully in response to content-

focused comments received higher grades in the subsequent revisions. Similarly, the rate 

of successful revision in response to language-focused comments was correlated to the 

improvement in the grades on the revisions only for Essays 1 and 3.  

The above results can be quantitatively compared with the descriptive results of 

Chapter 4, showing that students revised more successfully in response to language-

focused comments than in response to content-focused comments across the four essay 

assignments. As previous research found that L2 students revise most successfully after 

grammatical comments (Ferris, 1997b), and that students’ revisions are less successful 
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when they must deal with problems in logic or argument (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; 

Ferris, 1995a), this study would seem to suggest that students’ writing improved more 

when the teacher’s comments focused on linguistic features. However, the analyses of 

regression analyses showed that students had a higher possibility of receiving good 

grades for individual essays when they revised successfully for content-focused 

comments rather than language-focused comments.  

In relation to the directness of the teacher comments, the analyses of the 

regressions showed that for the four individual essays, higher rates of successful revisions 

in response to direct comments were significantly correlated with higher grades on the 

revised versions, but that the higher rates of successful revisions after indirect comments 

were significantly correlated with the higher grades only for Essays 2 and 3. Therefore, 

those students who revised successfully in response to direct comments tended to receive 

higher scores on the subsequent revision. These results are supported by the descriptive 

results in Chapter 4, showing that the rate of successful revision in response to direct 

comments was relatively higher than in response to indirect comments (71% vs. 51%). 

The analyses of the regression data provided more statistically rigorous information to the 

results of Chapter 4, by showing that the higher rate of successful revision was 

significantly related to better grades on subsequent writing. Previous research has found 

the positive effect of directness of comments on improvement in student writing (Conrad 

& Goldstein, 1999; Hyland, 1998; Hyland and Hyland, 2001). However, those studies did 

not use the grade difference between drafts and revised essays as a measure of writing 

progress, while in this study students’ improvement in writing was measured in terms of 

both success in revision (Chapter 4) and the grade change between drafts and revisions 
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(Chapter 5). Thus, findings may be different depending on how the measurement of 

writing progress is defined and what analytical techniques are chosen to measure the 

improvement.  

            This study also examined the interaction between the focus and directness of 

teacher comments. The results showed that 80% of revisions in response to direct 

language-focused comments were successfully revised, which was contrasted with a 

much lower rate (54%) of successful revision in response to indirect language-focused 

comments. In contrast, the success rates in response to direct and indirect content-focused 

comments were 54% and 44%, respectively. The difference between the success rates of 

direct and indirect content-focused comments was closer than between direct and indirect 

language-focused comments. In relation to the scores on the revised essays, it appeared 

that the success in revision after content-focused comments, whether directly or indirectly 

addressed, might lead to higher scores of subsequent writing, but that successful revisions 

for language comments, whether direct or indirect, might not assure higher grades on 

revised essays. 

            The analysis of the relationship between the rate of successful revision in 

response to content comments and the grades on the revised essays demonstrated the way 

the teacher of the course perceived and assessed L2 writing in the given context. These 

findings were aligned with those from the interviews with the teacher as to what he 

prioritized in making his comments, and what he took into account in his grading process. 

That is, even though he gave more language comments, the teacher was more likely to 

focus his comments on content issues, , and to give higher grades on revisions when 

students made considerable improvement in content areas in their subsequent writing. 
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           The results from the interviews and surveys of the students demonstrated that 

students became more aware of the teacher’s perception of what was important in writing 

as the semester progressed. The results from the first survey showed that in the beginning 

of the semester students were most concerned with issues of grammatical and lexical 

accuracy, which was a mismatch with the teacher’s view on what good writing entailed. 

The second survey at the end of semester showed that students’ perceptions of beneficial 

teacher comments had changed over the course of the semester. However, there were still 

some students who maintained the importance of linguistic accuracy over the quality of 

text. 

           The descriptive statistics in Chapter 4 showed that there was a higher rate of no 

revision in response to indirect comments on language or content-related issues. It 

appeared that students had more difficulty revising indirectly stated comments, which 

resulted in students’ making no attempt to revise. This finding was triangulated with the 

second survey data, which indicated that students thought they were able to more 

successfully revise when the teacher stated explicitly his intention about what to revise 

and gave specific revision strategies.               

           In the next stage of the data analyses, I investigated the longer term effect of 

teacher comments. The analyses of the repeated measures ANOVA showed that teacher 

comments over all had no significant effect on new, subsequent essay assignments. In 

other words, the teacher comments on the preceding essays did not seem to be helpful 

when students wrote a new essay assignment. However, when dividing the overall grades 

into content-related grades and language-related grades, students’ writing in the area of 

content improved significantly, especially in Essays 3 (DP3) and 4 (DP4), while their 
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writing grades in language did not increase across the four different essays. Reflecting on 

the teacher’s feedback practices on linguistic errors (i.e., direct correction), the findings 

in this study suggested that despite students’ successful corrections of errors in their 

revised papers of the same assignment, they might repeat the same or similar errors in a 

new writing task. In the writing context that followed a process model, the teacher 

focused his writing instruction and written feedback on the content, organization, and 

idea development, and attempted to help the students develop the ability to think and read 

critically, to analyze and synthesize multiple sources, and to argue for or against the 

major points of the readings. Unlike most process-oriented writing classes that reserve 

grammar until the final editing phase, he attempted to correct the students’ linguistic 

errors on their early drafts, believing not only that the students could learn effectively by 

imitating the correct forms given by the teacher, but also that such a commenting strategy 

looked less threatening to L2 writers than indirect comments. However, the teacher’s 

strategic approach to linguistic errors might have been counterproductive, in that the 

students were not able to use those linguistic features that were corrected by the teacher 

accurately in their new writing tasks. The results suggest that the students might not be 

developmentally ready to learn the lexical and grammatical forms and structures 

corrected by the teacher, as Truscott (1996) maintained. Advanced L2 writers may 

deduce knowledge of grammar from corrected errors by endeavoring to find out relevant 

grammar rules that can control the errors, and may be able to reduce the same of similar 

errors in subsequent writing. On the other hand, L2 writers at a beginning level may not 

be developmentally ready to acquire a particular form simply by looking at corrected 

errors that require little or no depth of processing to correct. Direct corrections might be 
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effective when novice L2 writers attempt to revise their drafts for the same essay 

assignment. However, in case they write a new essay assignment, it seems that they are 

likely to repeat the same or similar grammatical errors. Truscott and Hsu (2008) argue 

that teacher corrective feedback would be of no help if L2 writers fail to learn and 

continue to develop their knowledge of grammatical and linguistic rules of the target 

language through the feedback-revision process. They argue that the effect of teacher 

feedback enduring to subsequent pieces of writing would be evidence of learning a 

particular form of the target language. Therefore, if students failed to grasp the grammar 

rules related to the correct forms of written English given by the teacher, they would not 

be able to apply the rules accurately in producing new writing. Even though the students 

can see the errors that the teacher corrects, they might not able to develop self-editing 

skills (what the teacher ultimately expected from the students) without realizing the 

patterned nature of their errors (Frodesen & Holten, 2003). From this perspective, teacher 

feedback could be adjusted to the developmental stage of students’ L2 proficiency.  

            The results above were qualitatively compared and interpreted with those from 

the second survey. Unlike their initial concern for linguistic features, the students 

reported that they felt direct correction of errors were comparatively less beneficial and 

helpful for successful revisions. However, although the teacher and students agreed on 

what was important in writing (content over linguistic components) at the end of the 

semester, the students interviewed had different opinions about how their essays were 

read and assessed. While the teacher only commented on the drafts and gave out the 

overall grade on the portfolio of all the drafts and final revisions at the end of the 

semester, the students expected to receive the grades of each writing, drafts and revisions 
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throughout the semester. They reported in the interview that they would have been more 

motivated and engaged in improving their writing for the course if the grades had been 

given on early drafts.  

Pedagogical Implications 

           Teacher written commentary on student papers is intended to help improve student 

writing. However, since researchers and teachers in this vein have suggested different 

approaches to and practices about how to best help L2 writers, it has been argued that 

future studies should be contextualized and longitudinal to examine the long term effect 

of teacher comments over time (Ferris, 2004, 2006, 2007, 2010; Truscott, 1996). SLA 

researchers have focused on the effects of written feedback on just a few (two or three) 

narrowly drawn features such as definite and indefinite articles. However, L2 researchers 

and teachers argue that research with such a limited scope will not address issues of 

students’ accuracy comprehensively because L2 writers tend to make a broad range of 

errors. Nevertheless, both SLA and L2 writing research have limited their focus on 

language errors and ignored the diversity and complexity of the issues surrounding L2 

writing. As a response to this gap in the previous research, this study expands the range 

of research and illustrates the effects of teacher comments on the improvement in L2 

writing within a particular context.  This study clearly demonstrates that teacher feedback 

is influenced by multiple types of contextual factors (i.e., a teacher’s view on writing, 

grading, task types, or programmatic and institutional goals), and that improvement in 

writing is determined by how “improvement” is defined and measured, and by whom. 

               Thus, the implications of the findings of the study extend to L2 writing research 

and assessment, because the study showed that a writing teacher’s feedback practices can 
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be better understood if a researcher goes beyond the written data (i.e., a teacher’s written 

feedback) and includes contextual factors in the research. Previous studies in this vein 

have analyzed mainly teacher written comments according to the linguistic features, 

pragmatic intentions, or aims for comments, and revision studies have examined 

students’ ability to utilize teacher comments in the revised versions of the texts only. 

They then have argued that certain types of teacher comments were more effective than 

others, while excluding important contextual factors. For instance, studies in the L2 

writing camp suggest that indirect feedback has more potential than direct feedback for 

long-term student improvement (Ashwell, 2000; Ferris, 2002, 2003, 2006; Ferris & 

Roberts, 2001: Lalande, 1982), because students should be able to develop self-editing 

strategies through a deep level of thought processing, and thus they can be actively 

engaged to reduce linguistic errors. In contrast, in the SLA camp, the studies on written 

feedback have argued for the superiority of direct feedback (Bitchener, 2008; 

Champagne, 2001; Ellis et al., 2008; Sheen, 2007), suggesting that indirect feedback 

forms are more difficult to interpret and take significantly longer to respond to than direct 

feedback.  

However, those studies have ignored such contextual factors as students’ profiles 

(e.g., expectations, or L2 writing proficiency), teachers’ perception of writing, writing 

tasks, and institutional or programmatic goals. If this study had examined simply the 

numbers of the teacher’s comments, it might have concluded that the teacher was more 

concerned about the linguistic problems than content-related issues in L2 writing. 

However, since this study included the teacher interview and his self-rating scale that 

indicated his perception of good writing, it was found that the teacher focused on content-
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related issues more than language-related issues when reading and assessing L2 writing, 

and it was better understood why the teacher gave a higher number of direct corrections 

on linguistic errors in students’ drafts. In addition, if this study had examined only on the 

rate of successful revisions by the students in response to the teacher’s comments, it 

might have concluded that direct feedback was more beneficial and effective to the 

students’ successful revisions than indirect feedback. However, as this study examined 

the students’ writing ability for a new writing task, it was found that the teacher’s direct 

language-focused feedback did not seem to be related to long-term improvement in L2 

writing.      

           Thus, as recommended by Ferris (2007, 2010), a contextualized research design 

can provide more insightful implications to researchers as well as classroom teachers 

concerned with L2 writing in general, and may be more important for research into 

writing assessment in courses that emphasizes content-related aspects of writing rather 

than linguistic features only. At the same time, it follows that researchers need to 

comprehend what writing skills are called for from the students in a given academic 

context. Yet previous studies focusing on teacher comments in general, and on the 

relationship between teacher comments and students’ revision success in particular, have 

involved only a single data source among students’ papers, interviews, or surveys. 

Triangulating written data with interviews and surveys, this study has attempted to 

examine what students expect from teacher comments, how they respond to them, and 

why. Had the multiple data sources not been triangulated and interpreted in the context in 

which the teacher feedback was offered, the teacher’s writing assessment of his students’ 

work would have been misunderstood.   
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          In addition, previous revision studies have focused on the relative explicitness of 

written feedback and students’ ability to revise the same text after teacher feedback. They 

were not designed to examine the effect of feedback on new texts over time. As Ferris 

(2010) recommends, this study investigated the long term effect of teacher comments on 

new texts within the context of a multiple draft process-oriented approach found in many 

university L2 writing courses. Given that the effectiveness of teacher comments are 

perceived differently according to the L2 writers’ profiles (e.g., perceived needs, ESL vs. 

EFL, or disciplines), educational goals of the writing programs and institutions, or 

teachers’ beliefs about writing, this study demonstrated that the effective types of 

comments should be determined within that particular context. From this perspective, this 

study attempted to examine what particular types of comments predict improvement in 

L2 writing in the given context, and to provide estimates of accuracy of the prediction 

and of the degree of relationship between comment types and writing outcomes.   

            The findings in this study also have consequences for L2 writing pedagogy. Ferris 

(2003, 2007, 2010) suggests that direct corrections of errors were less likely to lead to 

long term improvement in writing. In my study, the participant teacher’s feedback on 

linguistic features is characterized by direct corrections of errors. As he reported in the 

interview, he mostly corrected linguistic errors without any explanation of related 

grammar rules, not only because he was less concerned with language issues of L2 

writing in a college composition course, but also because he intended to show a perfect 

use of language as a model so that students could learn the rules and develop self-editing 

skills in the following writing. However, students viewed such feedback practices as less 

beneficial, probably because they failed to acquire how to produce the accurate grammar 
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form from this type of feedback, and thus made similar errors or even repeated the same 

errors in subsequent writing. These results suggest that the students might not be 

developmentally ready to learn the lexical and grammatical forms and structures 

corrected by the teacher, as Truscott (1996) argued. Since the students could not learn the 

grammar rules related to the correct forms of written English given by the teacher, they 

might not be able to apply the rules accurately in producing new writing. The students 

interviewed reported that they simply copied the correct forms in their revised versions 

because they sometimes found the teacher’s corrections difficult to understand. This 

means that they might fail to have explicit knowledge of grammatical rules and linguistic 

norms (Ellis, 2008). Thus, the teacher’s corrective feedback might not help the students 

to develop awareness of how their patterned errors should be rewritten according to the 

norms and conventions of standard written English. Even though the students might 

receive corrective feedback on their errors, as Frodesen and Holten (2003) state, they 

might not able to develop self-editing skills (what the teacher ultimately expected from 

the students) without realizing the patterned nature of their errors.  

            Since feedback practices occur in the context of a dialogue between teachers and 

their students, teachers must consider students’ levels of English writing and change their 

commenting method accordingly. Influenced largely by the process approach to writing, 

grammar instruction is less emphasized in the L2 writing classroom, and corrective 

feedback is generally reserved for the end stage of students’ drafting after students work 

on their organizational and content-related issues. Although some researchers claim that 

error correction does not improve the accuracy of a student’s written text (Kepner, 1991; 

Semke, 1984; Truscott, 1996), corrective feedback is indeed a useful way to improve L2 
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writing if it is done selectively and strategically according to the levels of English 

proficiency (Ferris, 1999; Sheen 2007). Teachers may find a proper place for grammar 

instruction in the writing process. In this study, grammar instruction would be desirable 

in the process of revising the drafts after they have done planning and drafting. Simply 

marking or underlining errors in student writing would help remind students of the 

grammar rules and develop editing skills. From that perspective, what the First Year 

Writing program in this study recommends, reserving feedback on linguistic errors until 

the editing stage, might not be helpful for improvement in L2 writing accuracy. Similarly, 

the teacher’s standard language-focused feedback strategy, direct corrections without any 

explanation of grammar rule, did not improve the accuracy of L2 writing over the course 

of the semester. Therefore, considering that English-711 is the first year composition 

course designed for ESL students, it would be not only beneficial but also necessary to 

integrate grammar instruction into the composition course while not deviating from the 

primary goal of the course and the program. As Frodesen and Holten (2003) argue, it 

seems what matters in second language learning is not whether teaching grammar is 

needed, but how best teachers should do it. Whether feedback is content-focused or 

language-focused, it may be important to make a selective, prioritized approach to 

responding rather than attempting to address every problem teachers see in student papers. 

The teacher in this study tended to provide an excessive amount of correction on students’ 

errors, which might overwhelm and exhaust the students and demotivate them to learn 

from the corrective feedback. If the teacher’s feedback had been selective and prioritized, 

his long-term goal of moving students toward improved writing and increased 

independence in revising their own work might have been achieved.    
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In addition to the goal of selectivity and prioritization of teacher feedback, the 

teacher should be responsible to make students aware of grading criteria and to provide 

feedback that will help them meet the departmental standards. Following the guidelines 

of the program, the teacher did not give grades on individual papers until the end of the 

semester, which was considered unsatisfactory to many of the students interviewed in this 

study. They reported that they would have been more motivated in revising drafts had the 

drafts been returned with grades as well as comments. The mismatch between the 

teacher’s approach to reading and assessing writing and some of the students’ 

expectations for the teacher’s evaluation method may result from ineffective 

communication between them. The teacher needed to continue to emphasize the purpose 

of the writing course and the approach to evaluate students’ writing, albeit described in 

the syllabus, and to explain why he felt this way. Thus, by establishing more effective 

communication between them, there may be places where the teacher can accommodate 

his practices so that students will be receptive to the teacher’s evaluation behavior. As 

Leki (1990) argued, “Ignoring their request for error correction works against their 

motivation” (p. 210), and teachers and researcher should be aware of students’ 

preferences and views on responding practices. By reducing the gap existing between 

students’ sense of their own needs, and teachers’ sense as professionals of what they need 

in a particular setting, teachers can help to better prepare ESL students for cross-

curricular writing demands, which was Lawrence’s ultimate goal.    

           The implication, based on the way the teacher assessed student writing and 

prioritized his commenting practice, is broader in scope: I would argue that it is 

reasonable to emphasize academic language proficiency in English while also including 
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language instruction in ESL composition courses. The teacher in my study aimed to help 

his students develop writing skills to meet cross-curricular writing demands, highlighting 

fluency in writing and the quality of rhetorical features. However, previous literature has 

shown that professors responded to non-native academic writing in different ways 

according to age, disciplines, L1, or professorial levels (Janopoulos, 1992; Kobayashi, 

1992; Santos, 1988; Song & Caruso, 1996). For example, Santo’s (1988) study showed 

that professors in the physical sciences were less tolerant of ESL errors than those in the 

humanities. Janopoulos’s (1992) study demonstrated that lexical errors were considered 

the most serious by university faculty. Considering the diversity of U.S. faculty in 

different areas of academia, teachers of composition courses for academic purposes need 

to prepare ESL students more effectively so that the students will be able to be 

independent writers who exhibit greater control of linguistic and rhetorical features 

across the curriculum. This implication extends to the design of writing course curricula. 

When teachers can identify problem areas (in either rhetorical or linguistic features, or 

both) where students have difficulty composing and revising, writing teachers can then 

create class lessons that better address what students need to learn. 

Limitations and Future Direction 

            This study confines itself to the teacher and the ESL students who enrolled in 

English 711-ESL in the First-Year Writing program at an American university. The genre 

of writing is expository academic writing which students are supposed to adopt for their 

regular course papers. I recently taught English 812 for ESL in the program, which may 

result in researcher bias since I may have a perceived prejudice regarding the teacher’s 

written commentary and the students’ English writing ability. The convenience sampling 
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procedure decreases the generalizability of the findings. The participants in this study are 

only limited to the small number of the students enrolling in the college composition 

course and thus, the results cannot be generalizable to other ESL writers at other settings, 

which is a threat to external validity. Threats to internal validity (e.g., subject dropout or 

plagiarism) did not occur during the research.   

              With these limitations of this study in mind, future research should be designed 

to consider and control for contextual and individual differences. ESL composition 

classrooms comprise heterogeneous student populations around the world. These students 

differ in terms of linguistic and cultural backgrounds as well as motivation, academic 

skills, and language proficiency or writing experiences in English (Ferris & Hedgcock, 

1998). These variables are clearly important in making informed decisions about writing 

instruction in general and written comments in particular. This study did not distinguish 

between the different types of L2 writers: Generation 1.5 (U.S.-educated L2 learners) and 

International L2 students (Gennaro, 2009). Since they obviously differ in many of the 

complex ways as listed above, future studies need to be designed to make distinctions 

between the two populations, so that writing teachers can be better informed of 

instructional choices as to what types of written comments work for one population over 

the other population, and why. 

              This study is a non-experimental design because no treatments were given. 

Instead, this design studied naturally occurring variation in the independent and 

dependent variables without any intervention. Future research should examine whether 

feedback and revision on one paper can help students control the same features in 

subsequent writing within an experimental pretest-posttest-delayed posttest design. 
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However, as Ferris (2010) argued, in real-world writing instruction, genres and task-types 

of writing can vary from one assignment to the next, which makes longitudinal 

comparisons more difficult.      

           In addition, this study focused on the analyses of teacher feedback on content- and 

language-focused comments, and the directness of comments. Further studies need to be 

designed that compare different subtypes of the focus and the directness of comments in 

terms of the level of explanation such feedback should provide. Furthermore, future 

investigation can examine whether written feedback helps ESL students acquire 

particular linguistic and lexical features of the target language, which has been a major 

concern of SLA writing researchers. As noted in the review of literature in Chapter 2, 

lexical errors were considered a more serious concern to U.S. faculty, and this was also 

the case with the participant students in my research. From such investigations, writing 

teachers as well as researchers could gain insights into which features can be optimally 

treated in a given context. 

 In the stage of coding the students’ revision success, this study excluded “deleting 

teacher comments from the revisions” from the analysis, because the main purpose of this 

study was to see how students used teacher comments in the subsequent writing. 

However, it was found from the student interviews that “deletion” was an important 

strategy adopted in the students’ revision process. Thus, further research need to include 

“deleted parts” of teacher comments in a separate set of data, and to examine the 

effectiveness of this strategy, as well as what aspects of texts tend to be deleted by L2 

writers and why.     
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 This study did not control for the variable, “individual conference,” that might be 

an important factor affecting students’ revision behaviors. Conferencing as a part of the 

writing program was scheduled in the syllabus of English 711-ESL, and each student was 

supposed to meet with the teacher after submitting their rough drafts. The students in the 

course struggled with addressing content-related feedback in their subsequent writing.  

Content feedback needed a deeper level of thought processing, which was considered a 

complicated writing task. In revising in response to content feedback, written feedback 

may not be the most effective way to handle students’ problems with revisions. 

Therefore, conferences might provide a better place for discussing this kind of revision. 

In a conference, the teacher could guide the student to adapt comments to the immediate 

needs of the student as the student worked. Thus, further research needs to include 

conferencing data that will be invaluable in helping understand what is happening as 

students respond to teacher feedback while they revise.  

 This study used a combination of quantitative and qualitative analytic methods to 

investigate how successfully L2 writers revised in response to teacher written 

commentary, to what extent teacher commentary affected improvement in L2 writing for 

the semester, and how L2 writers utilized teacher comments in their subsequent writing. 

While numerous researchers have shown that students utilized successfully teachers’ 

written feedback in their revised versions of the same essay task, suggesting that teacher 

feedback is effective and beneficial for improvement in L2 writing products, this current 

study has presented strong empirical evidence that there was no effect of teacher 

feedback on longer-term improvement in L2 writing, especially L2 writers’ ability to use 

language accurately. Moreover, while the distinction of direct/indirect feedback has been 
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controversial among L2 researchers and teachers, this study has provided practical 

evidence that direct corrections on linguistic features did not have a long term effect on 

L2 writing.  

In addition, while none of the previous research has examined how a teacher’s 

content-focused comments helped improve L2 writing in the longer term, the current 

study has presented empirical evidence in support of the short and longer term effects of 

content-focused comments on L2 writing. Furthermore, while many previous studies 

have measured improvement in writing by comparing earlier drafts with subsequent 

revisions of the same essay task, the present study has attempted to utilize two different 

methods, descriptive statistics and regression analyses, to measure improvement in terms 

of both the rate of revision success, and improvement in writing over the course of the 

semester.  

In summary, since this study was designed as a longitudinal and contextual 

research, as Ferris (2010) suggests for future research, the findings of this study have 

presented practical implications to the L2 writing contexts that are similar to this research 

setting. The qualitative phase of this study also provides a rich description of the 

communication between a teacher’s commenting practice and L2 writers’ revision 

behaviors for a semester. This study thus makes a strong contribution to making 

researchers and teachers consciously aware of the intricacies of commenting and revision 

practices in L2 writing contexts.              
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APPENDIX A 
 

RECRUITMENT LETTER  
 
 

Dear Lawrence, 
 
I am writing to you if you’re willing to participate in a research project, Responding to 
Non-Native Writers of English: The Relationship between an English Composition 
Teacher’s Written Comments and Second Language Writing Development, in the context 
of an undergraduate ESL writing class you are currently teaching. The study will form 
the basis for my doctoral dissertation at TESOL at Temple University. I am asking for 
your participation for the following reasons: 
 
First, you are teaching a subject I am familiar with. 
Second, I need a participating teacher who is an expertise in teaching writing to ESL 
populations (understandings/ insights/ knowledge of the populations and culturally 
diverse backgrounds and long teaching experiences at Temple University)   
Third, I need more than thirty subjects (three sections of the writing course taught by a 
same teacher) for quantitative analysis of the data. 
 
The purpose of this study is to look at how students’ writing abilities improve according 
to a teacher’s written comments. In my study, I am particularly interested in the following 
questions: 
 
       A.  Type of changes in drafts written after the teacher’s written comments 

1. Do the students revise their drafts after receiving teacher comments? 
2. What kinds of revisions are they most likely to make?        

o Are their revision substantial (content-related)? 
o Are their revision related to surface errors? (language-related)? 
o  

B. A relationship between the teacher comments and changes in the students’ 
subsequent drafts 

  
3. Is there a relationship between what is addressed in the teacher’s written 

comments and writers’ writing abilities? 
4. Is there relationship between how issues are addressed in the teacher’s 

written comments and what is revised? 
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The data I will collect consists of your students’ four essays (all drafts with comments 
and grades and revisions) for quantitative analysis and interviews with you and three 
selected students (twice for each and 20 minutes for each interview). I feel that the study 
can be beneficial to you in raising your awareness of your own assessment practices, 
having a chance to look at the overall change in your students’ writing abilities 
throughout a semester (I will show the results by graphs or something visual), and 
providing you with information about your students’ revising processes or strategies after 
receiving comments from you. 
Thank you for your consideration of this request. I look forward to your reply. 
 
Sincerely, 
Seong Mae Ryoo 
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APPENDIX B 
 

CONSENT FORM FOR THE TEACHER 
 
 

Title: Responding to non-native writers of English: The relationship between an English   
          composition teacher’s written comments and second language writing development   
 
Investigators:  Mattew Elvis Wagner, Ed.D. (PI) 
                        Seong Mae Ryoo (student) 
Department: Curriculum, Instruction, and Technology in Education (CITE)    
Phone: 215-635-9528 
 
We are currently engaged in a study how teacher written comments on student initial 
drafts affect in the subsequent drafts of the students who are enrolled in an academic 
English course for English as a second language (ESL) at Temple University. While 
investigating whether the focus and types of a teacher’s comments predict growth in ESL 
students’ writing abilities in terms of textual quality and language, this study 
simultaneously aims to explore what other potential variables are related to students’ 
writing performance. This study is student research for a degree, which helps teachers 
and educators better understand the mechanism of ESL students’ revising processes and 
elicit effective pedagogical applications. 
 
To help us better understand the relationship between teacher written commentary and 
second language writing, we will first ask you to participate in this study since you have 
taught ESL writing as a full time instructor at Temple University for many years. You 
will participate in the study by agreeing that your written comments on student papers, 
syllabus, and descriptions of essay assignments will be photocopied. We will also ask 
you to participate in the research by agreeing to be interviewed, audio-taped about your 
perception of student writing. You will be interviewed in the end of the semester at your 
convenience and it will be approximately one hour long and transcribed. Most questions 
of the interview will focus on your general attitudes toward and perception of writing 
written by non-native English speaking students and your priorities of written comments 
on student papers, such as: which of your comments do you expect to be most useful to 
students to help them improve their writing? Your selected students will also be 
interviewed, surveyed, and audio-taped about their experience about and views on 
teacher commentary. 
 
Although I will have access to your responses through the interviews, your real name will 
not be used to insure confidentiality. Instead, I will use a pseudonym in any written 
reports of the collected data. All the information about you will be kept in a locked file 
cabinet to maintain security of the data.  
 
You will not obtain any financial compensation participating in this research. However, 
you may have be able to better understand the ways you, as a more effective writing 
teacher, can meet ESL students’ expectations and needs for English composition course. 
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Title: Responding to non-native writers of English: The relationship between a teacher’s 
written comments and improvement in second language writing   
 
 
Questions about your rights as a research subject may be directed to Mr. Richard Throm, 
Office of the Vice President for Research, Institutional Review Board, Temple 
University, 3400 N. Broad Street, Philadelphia, PA, 19140, (215) 707-8757. Questions 
regarding this study may be addressed to Seong Mae Ryoo, 902 Valley Road.  Elkins 
Park, PA 19027, (215) 635-9528. 
 
 
Singing your name below indicates that you have read and understand the contents of this 
Consent Form and that you agree to take part in this study.  
________________________________________________________________________
____  
 
 
I understand the general purpose of the study described above and agree to participate in 
the study. I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that 
refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I may discontinue 
my participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefits. 
 
This study has been explained to me, I have read the consent form and I agree to 
participate. I have been given a copy of this consent form. 
 
 
 

     
 
 
_________________________________________  
Participant's Name (Please print)                         
 
 
 
_____________________________________________________________________  
Participant's Signature                    Date 
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Investigator’s Signature                    Date 
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APPENDIX C 
 

CONSENT FORM FOR THE STUDENTS 
 
 

Title: Responding to non-native writers of English: The relationship between a teacher’s 
written comments and improvement in second language writing    
 
Investigators:  Mattew Elvis Wagner, Ed.D. (PI) 
                        Seong Mae Ryoo (student) 
Department: Curriculum, Instruction, and Technology in Education (CITE)    
Phone: 215-635-9528 
 
We are currently engaged in a study how teacher written comments on student initial 
drafts affect in the subsequent drafts of the students who are enrolled in an academic 
English course for English as a second language (ESL) at Temple University. While 
investigating whether the focus and types of a teacher’s comments predict growth in ESL 
students’ writing abilities in terms of textual quality and language, this study 
simultaneously aims to explore what other potential variables are related to students’ 
writing performance. This study is student research for a degree, which helps ESL 
students better understand the nature of English academic writing and a writing  teacher’s 
expectations and commenting practices and helps them to be a better writer. 
 
To help us better understand the relationship between teacher written commentary and 
second language writing, we will first ask you to participate in this study since you are 
currently enrolling in the academic English composition course for ESL at Temple 
University. You are being asked to participate in the research by agreeing that your 
commented papers will be photocopied. We will also ask you to participate in the study 
by agreeing to be interviewed, audio-taped about your views on teacher commentary. 
Two surveys will be conducted throughout the semester: Beginning of semester and end 
of semester surveys will be approximately 10 minutes long.  Most questions of the 
surveys will focus on your expectations toward academic writing course and evaluations 
on teacher commentary, such as: what do you feel was the most beneficial teacher 
feedback? In addition, you will be interviewed in the end of semester at your convenience 
at my office (AH #829) and each interview will be approximately 25 minutes long and 
transcribed. The interviews will focus on your responses to teacher written comments, 
such as: what changes did you make to the writing after receiving this comment?  
 
Although I will have access to your responses through the surveys and interviews, your 
real name will not be used to insure confidentiality. Instead, I will use a pseudonym in 
any written reports of the collected data. All the information about you will be kept in a 
locked file cabinet to maintain security of the data.  
 
Questions about your rights as a research subject may be directed to Mr. Richard Throm, 
Office of the Vice President for Research, Institutional Review Board, Temple 
University, 3400 N. Broad Street, Philadelphia, PA, 19140, (215) 707-8757. Questions 
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regarding this study may be addressed to Seong Mae Ryoo, 902 Valley Road.  Elkins 
Park, PA 19027, (215) 635-9528. 
 
 
Title: Responding to non-native writers of English: The relationship between a teacher’s 
written comments and improvement in second language writing    
 
 
Singing your name below indicates that you have read and understand the contents of this 
Consent Form and that you agree to take part in this study.  
_____________________________________________________________________  
 
 
I understand the general purpose of the study described above and agree to participate in 
the study. I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that 
refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I may discontinue 
my participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefits. 
 
This study has been explained to me, I have read the consent form and I agree to 
participate. I have been given a copy of this consent form. 
 
 
 

     
 
 
_________________________________________  
Participant's Name (Please print)                         
 
 
 
_____________________________________________________________________  
Participant's Signature                    Date 
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Investigator’s Signature                    Date 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



311 
 

APPENDIX D 
 

BEGINNING OF SEMESTER SURVEY  
 
 

Learners’ Views on Teachers’ Written Feedback   
 
    I would like to ask you to help me by answering the following questions concerning 
your expectations and attitudes toward teachers’ written feedback on your writing. Since 
the purpose of this questionnaire is not to evaluate your writing teachers but to improve 
the teaching of composition, I am interested in your personal opinion. Where appropriate, 
please circle the number that most closely corresponds to your opinion. Thank you very 
much for your time to answer the questions thoughtfully. 

Seong Mae Ryoo 
 
Section I: Background Information 
 
The following are questions about your personal information. Please answer clearly.  
 
1.  Name :   ______________________  

2.  Gender:   Female    ________           Male   _________ 

 3.  Age :  ______________      

4.  Major:  ________________________ 

5.  Year of study (first, or second, etc.):     ________________________ 

6.  Nationality :     ________________________ 

7.  First language:    _________________________ 

8.  Previous writing courses at the college level.     

      _____________________________________________________________ 

9.  The final grade of the last previous writing course: _____________ 

10.  Length of studying English in the U.S. (Please write and circle which applies) 

        For ________________month(s)/year(s) 

 
Section II. Preference for Composition Course 
 
Please circle the number that best reflects your opinion.  
 
Direction : To respond to questions 11 - 22, please refer to the following scale: 
                  1 = Strongly Disagree             2 = Disagree               3 = Neutral 
                  4 = Agree                                5 = Strongly Agree 
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Q. 11 - 16. In my writing paper, I think that the writing teacher should  
 
11.  comment on my idea development.                                         1       2       3      4       5 
       (e.g., more supporting ideas, evidence, examples, etc.) 
         
12.  comment on the way I have organized the ideas.                    1       2       3      4       5 
          (e.g., thesis, topic sentences, paragraph sequencing) 
                
13.   comment on or correct my use of vocabulary.                       1       2       3      4        5 
 
14.   correct my grammatical errors.                                              1       2       3      4        5  
 
15.  correct mechanical errors.                                                       1       2       3      4        5  
        (e.g., spelling, punctuation, documentation)                            
 
16.  comment on the appropriacy of my writing style. 
       (e.g., tone, register, rhetoric, writing genre)                            1      2       3       4       5 
  
   
Section III. Perceptions of Teacher Feedback  
 
Q 17- 22. Generally, I think I learn the most when my instructor 
 
17.  comments mainly on the content of my writing.                     1       2       3       4       5 
 
18.  comments mainly on the organization of my writing.             1       2       3       4       5 
 
19.  checks my vocabulary.                                                            1       2       3       4        5 
 
20.  points out grammatical errors.                                                 1      2        3      4        5 
 
21.  points out mechanical errors.                                                   1      2       3       4        5  
 
22.  comments mainly on my writing style.                                    1      2       3       4        5 
        
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



313 
 

APPENDIX E 
 

END OF SEMESTER SURVEY 
 
 

Learners’ Reactions to Teacher Written Feedback   
 
    I would like to ask you to help me by answering the following questions concerning 
your responses to teacher written feedback on your writing you have received in this 
semester. Since your feedback on your teacher’s written comments is greatly important 
for improving the teaching of English composition, I am interested in your personal 
opinion. Where appropriate, please circle the number that most closely corresponds to 
your opinion. Thank you very much for your time to answer the questions thoughtfully. 

Seong Mae Ryoo 
 
Name _______________________ 
 
Section I: Experiences with Teacher Written Feedback 
 
Direction:  Please respond to questions 1 -15 except the question 8, referring to the 
following    
                  scale: 
                1 = Strongly Disagree             2 = Disagree               3 = Neutral 
                4 = Agree                                5 = Strongly Agree 
 
Q. 1 - 7. In my drafts, the writing teacher   
 
1.   commented on my idea development.                                       1       2       3       4       5 
        (e.g., more supporting ideas, evidence, examples, etc.) 
 
2.   commented on the way I organized the ideas.                           1       2       3       4       5 
        (e.g., thesis, topic sentences, paragraph sequencing) 
                
3.   commented on or corrected my use of vocabulary.                   1       2       3       4       5 
 
4.   corrected my grammatical errors.                                              1       2       3       4       5  
 
5.  corrected mechanical errors.                                                       1       2       3       4       5  
        (e.g., spelling, punctuation, MLA format)                             
 
6.  evaluated my writing style (tone, expression).                           1       2       3       4       5 
 
7.  used symbols that required corrections.                                     1       2       3       4        5 
      (e.g., question marks, circles, underlines, etc.)         
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Direction: Question 8 is about your teacher’s comments you have received on your paper.  
                   Please mark one of the items below where appropriate.  
 
8. How many of the instructor’s comments and corrections were given: 
 
                                          A lot                 Some              A little              None               
      Organization               _____               _____              _____               _____ 
      Content/ Ideas             _____               _____              _____               _____ 
      Grammar                     _____               _____              _____               _____ 
      Vocabulary                  _____               _____              _____               _____ 
      Mechanics                   _____               _____              _____               _____ 
      Writing Style               _____               _____              _____               _____ 
      Symbols                       _____               _____              _____               _____ 
  
Section II: Evaluation on Teacher Written Comments 
 
Q. 9 - 15. Generally, I feel I was most likely to make successful revisions when the 
teacher 
 
9.    stated directly/explicitly her intention what I should revise     1       2      3      4       5 
 
10.   gave specific revision strategies.                                              1       2      3      4      5             
        (e.g., “describe a meal at a Chinese restaurant”) 
  
11.  commented in WH-question forms.                                          1        2      3      4      5 
       (e.g., “how can this weaken the argument?”) 
 
12.   made positive comments.                                                          1       2      3      4      5  
 
13.   made negative comments.                                                         1       2      3      4      5 
 
14.   corrected surface –level errors.                                                 1       2      3      4      5  
        (e.g., spelling, grammar, sentence structures) 
 
15.   used symbols that required corrections.                                    1       2      3      4      5 
      (e.g., question marks, circles, underlines, etc.)         
 

 
Section III. Perceptions of Teacher Feedback  
 
Q 16- 21. Generally, I think I learned the most when my instructor 
 
16.  commented mainly on the content of my writing.               1         2        3        4        5 
 
17.  commented mainly on the organization of my writing.       1         2        3        4        5 
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18.  checked my vocabulary.                                                      1         2        3        4         5 
 
19.  pointed out grammatical errors.                                          1          2        3        4        5 
 
20.  pointed out mechanical errors.                                            1          2        3        4        5  
 
21.  commented mainly on my writing style.                             1         2        3         4        5 
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APPENDIX F 
 

TEACHER INTERVIEW PROMPT 
 

 
Part I- General attitudes to ESL writing  

1. Could you briefly describe your approach to ESL writing? 

2. What do you think is (are) the most important issue(s) for ESL writers at the 
academic context ? 

  
Part II- General attitudes to giving comments 

1. When you respond to drafts of student essays, are there any aspects of the texts 
which you focus on more than others? What are they? 

2. Which of your comments do you expect to be most useful to students to help them 
improve their writing? 

3. How do you expect students to use the written feedback you give them on their 
drafts? 

 
Part III - On the comments carried out  
 

1. What procedures did you follow in marking essays (if any)? 
2. Can you briefly summarize the requirements, purpose, expectation of the 

assignment? 
3. Could you briefly summarize the impressions of the student draft in terms of the 

content and language control? 
4. What do you think about this student’s draft? What kind of strengths and /or 

weaknesses do you see in this student’s paper? What aspects of writing do you 
think your student needs to work on?  

5. Was there a grading scheme in your mind for the essays? 
6. Why did you make this comment? 
7. What changes do you think looked successful or unsuccessful and why? 
8. Do you think your comments have helped students improve their writing? 
9. Do you feel satisfied with your student’s revisions? 
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APPENDIX G 
 

STUDENT INTERVIEW PROMPT 
 

 
 
Part I--General overview of each assignment 

1. How did you interpret the intent of the essay?  
2. What do you think was required of you? 

 
Part II--General comments on teacher written feedback 

1. When you are asked to revise an essay in your composition class, what kind of 
comments from your instructor did you find most helpful? Least helpful? 

2. What types of comments did you expect your teacher to comment on your draft to 
make meaningful and noticeable improvements in your revision? 

3. In general, how did you feel about the way that your papers were commented 
and/or graded? 
 

Part III--On comments and changes 
1. Why do you think your teacher has made this comment? 
2. What changes did you make to the writing after receiving this comment? 
3. I would like to show you your draft and revision for this assignment. Were there 

ever any comments or corrections that you didn’t understand? If so, can you give 
any examples? 

4. What did you do about those comments or corrections that you didn’t understand? 
5. Why did/didn’t you use the written feedback in your revision? 
6. Do you think your change has improved the writing? 
7. Do you feel satisfied with your revisions? 
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APPENDIX H 

 COMPOSITION GRADING SCALE (Brown & Bailey, 1984) 
 
 

Criteria  Score range  Descriptions 

I. 
ORGANIZATION: 
Introduction, Body, 

and conclusion 

20-18: Excellence 
to Good 

 
 
17-15: Good to           
adequate 

Appropriate title, effective introductory 
paragraph, topic is stated, leads to body; 
transitional expressions used; arrangement 
of material shows plan (could be outlined by 
reader); supporting evidence given for 
generalizations; conclusion logical and 
complete 
Adequate title, introduction, and conclusion; 
body of essay is acceptable but some 
evidence  may be lacking, some ideas aren’t 
fully developed; sequence is logical but 
transitional expressions may be absent or 
misused 

 14-12: Adequate 
to   Fair 
 
11-6: 
Unacceptable--
not college-level 
work 
 
 
5-1: 
Unacceptable—
Not college-level 
work 

Mediocre or scant introduction or 
conclusion; problems with the order of ideas 
in body; the generalizations may not be 
fully supported by the evidence given; 
problems of organization interfere 
Shaky or minimally recognizable 
introduction; organization can barely be 
seen; severe problems with ordering of 
ideas; lacking of supporting evidence; 
conclusion weak or illogical; inadequate 
effort at organization 
Absence of introduction or conclusion; no 
apparent organization of body; severe lack 
of supporting evidence; writer has not made 
any effort to organize the composition 
(could not be outlined by reader)  

       II. 
 LOGICAL 
DEVELOPMENT 
OF IDEAS: 
Content 

20-18: Excellence 
to Good 
 
17-15: Good to 
adequate 

Essay addresses the assigned topic; the ideas 
are concrete and thoroughly developed; no 
extraneous material; essay reflects thought 
Essay addresses the issues but misses some 
points; ideas could be more fully developed; 
some extraneous material is present 

  
 
 
 
 Criteria  

14-12: Adequate 
to   Fair 
 
11-6: 
Unacceptable--

 Development of ideas not complete or 
essay is somewhat off the topic; paragraphs 
aren’t divided exactly right  
Ideas incomplete; essay does not reflect 
careful thinking or was hurriedly written; 
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not college-level 
work 
 

inadequate effort in area of content 
 

 5-1: 
Unacceptable—
Not college-level 
work 

Essay is completely inadequate and does not 
reflect college-level work; no apparent 
effort to consider the topic carefully 

      III. 
 GRAMMAR 

20-18: Excellence 
to Good 
 
17-15: Good to           
adequate 

 Native-like fluency in English grammar; 
correct use of relative clauses, prepositions, 
modals, articles, verb forms, and tense 
sequencing; no fragments or run-on 
sentences 
Advanced proficiency in English grammar; 
some grammar problems don’t influence 
communication, although the reader is 
aware of them; no fragments or run-on 
sentences 

  14-12: Adequate 
to   Fair 
 
11-6: 
Unacceptable--
not college-level 
work 
 
 
5-1: 
Unacceptable—
Not college-level 
work 

Ideas are getting through to the reader but 
grammar problems are apparent and have a 
negative effect on communication; run-on 
sentences or fragments present 
Numerous serious of grammar problems 
interfere with communication of the writer’s 
ideas; grammar review of some areas clearly 
needed; difficult to read sentences 
Severe grammar problems interfere greatly 
with the message; reader can’t understand 
what the writer was trying to say; 
unintelligible sentence structure   

         IV. 
PUNCTUATION, 
SPELLING, AND 
MECHANICS 

20-18: Excellence 
to Good 
 
17-15: Good to           
adequate 

Correct use of English writing conventions; 
left and right margins, all needed capitals, 
paragraphs indented, punctuation and 
spelling; very neat 
Some problems with writing conventions or 
punctuation; occasional spelling errors; left 
margin correct; paper is neat and legible 

  
 
 
 
 
Criteria  

14-12: Adequate 
to   Fair 
 
11-6: 
Unacceptable--
not college-level 
work 
 

Uses general writing conventions but has 
errors; spelling problems distract reader; 
punctuation errors interfere with ideas 
Serious problems with format of paper; 
parts of essay not legible; errors in sentence-
final punctuation; unacceptable to educated 
readers 
 

 



320 
 

  5-1: 
Unacceptable—
Not college-level 
work 

Complete disregard for English writing 
conventions; paper illegible; obvious 
capitals missing, no margins, severe spelling 
problems   

       V.  
STYLE AND 
QUALITY OF 
EXPRESSION 

20-18: Excellence 
to Good 
17-15: Good to           
adequate 

Precise vocabulary usage; use of parallel 
structures; concise; register good 
Attempts variety; good vocabulary; not 
wordy; register OK; style fairly concise 

  
 
 
 
 

14-12: Adequate 
to   Fair 
11-6: 
Unacceptable--
not college-level 
work 
5-1: : 
Unacceptable--
not college-level 
work 

Some vocabulary misused; lacks awareness 
of register; may be too wordy 
Poor expression of ideas; problems in 
vocabulary; lacks variety of structure 
Inappropriate use of vocabulary; no concept 
of register or sentence variety  
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APPENDIX I 

HOLISTIC SCORING CRITERIA OF THE FIRST YEAR WRITING  PROGRAM 

 

“A” work 
 An “A” paper would contain writing that demonstrates a clear understanding of 
the reading materials and the intellectual project of the course. A student’s position to the 
arguments in the assigned texts represents a thorough engagement with the central issues 
and terms used by the author(s). The papers also demonstrate that the writer can connect 
different authors in terms of the issues of the course. When others read the papers, both 
the subject of the papers and the framework of interpretations are always clear. Thesis 
statements effectively reflect the writer’s purposes. Body paragraphs carefully follow the 
organizational plan stated in the introduction and are fully developed and tightly 
controlled. The writer chooses quotes that indicate an understanding of the author’s key 
terms and goals. The writing reflects an ability to explain and use the author’s language. 
Sentences are varied in length and structure according to the writer’s meaning and 
emphasis. The word choice is uniformly good. Words are chosen for precise denotation, 
connotation, and tone. Appropriate transitional words and phrases and effective 
coherence techniques make the prose distinctive. Virtually no errors in syntax, grammar, 
mechanics, and usage occur. Papers written by ESL students may be permitted a few 
additional errors. 
 
 
  
“B” work 
 A “B” paper would contain writing that demonstrates an understanding of the 
reading materials and the intellectual project of the course that is above the basic level. A 
student’s position to the arguments in the assigned texts represents a strong attempt to 
engage with the central issues and terms used by the author(s). The papers also 
demonstrate that the writer can draw partial connections among the different authors in 
terms of the issues of the course. When others read the papers, both the subject and the 
framework of interpretations are usually clear. Where the writing suffers is based upon an 
insufficient understanding of the assigned text and not an inability to organize papers 
effectively. Therefore, thesis statements will reflect the writer’s purposes. Reasonably 
well-developed unified paragraphs document the thesis. The organization is logical and 
correct based upon the writer’s understanding of the texts. The writer chooses quotes that 
indicate an understanding of the author’s key terms and goals. The writing reflects an 
ability to explain and use the author’s language. Sentences show a variety of patterns, and 
constructions indicate that the writer has facility in the use of language. Effective 
transitions are accompanied by sentences constructed with orderly relationships between 
word groups. The writer has gone beyond automatic word choice to find the more precise 
and effective phrasing. The paper is generally correct in grammar, mechanics, and usage, 
though there are some problems with complex grammar and punctuation; papers by ESL 
students may contain more problems or errors with grammar, mechanics, and usage.   
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“C” work 
 A “C” paper would contain writing that demonstrates an adequate of the reading 
materials and the intellectual project of the course. A student attempts to engage with the 
central issues and terms used by the author(s). The student does not, however, reflects an 
understanding of more than one or two of the central points. Subsidiary or side-points are 
not connected to form a coherent whole. The papers demonstrate that the writer is able to 
only connect the authors discussed in the most general or basic fashion. Theses papers are 
marked by a basic coherence and simple structure since they lack full engagement with 
the complexity of the arguments. Paragraphs generally follow a logical organizational 
plan, and they are usually sufficiently unified and developed. Sentence variety is 
minimal, and sentence construction lacks sophistication. Some transitions also reflect 
only a basic understanding of the assigned texts. The word choice is generally correct, but 
the range is limited; therefore, the diction is often imprecise and monotonous. Though the 
paper contains few major errors, there are mistakes in spelling, grammar, punctuation and 
mechanics.  
 
 
 
“Failing” Work (D+ and below) 
 A failing paper would contain writing that does not demonstrate an adequate of 
the reading materials and the intellectual project of the course. A student’s position to the 
arguments in the assigned texts does not engage with the central issues and terms used by 
the author(s). Opinion seemed to be based only on personal experience. The writer fails 
to demonstrate an ability to read or engage with academic discourse. Thesis statement 
and organization are vague and /or weak or missing. Underdeveloped, ineffective 
paragraphs do not support the thesis. They may be made up of a series of generalizations 
without the details of only details that have no controlling thesis. Sentences lack variety, 
usually consisting of subject-verb and occasionally complement constructions. Errors in 
sentence structure are often frequent enough to distract the reader. Transitions and 
coherence devices are inadequate. Words are occasionally misused. Sentences often fail 
to conform to conventions of standard written English; syntactical, mechanical, 
grammatical, and usage errors occur frequently.  
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APPENDIX J 

GRADES AND GRADING OF THE COLLEGE 

Semester Grades 

Three systems are in use for grading and reporting students' work:  
  
1. Letter grades and points  
A 95- 100  
A– 90 -94 
B+ 87-89 
B 84-86 
B– 80-83 
C+ 77- 79 
C 74 -76 
C– 70-73 
D+ 67-69 
D 64-66 
D– 60- 63  
F Below 59  
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APPENDIX K 

SAMPLE OF TEACHER SELF-RATING SCALE 

 

Name Paper #- 
(D-draft) 
(R-revision) 

                                           Priority  
Language <--------------------------------------------------->Content 
        1                   2                    3                     4                   5 

xxxxxxxx   #1-D      
 #1-R      
 #2-D      
 #2-R      
 #3-D      
 #3-R      
 #4-D      
 #4-R      
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APPENDIX L 

THE FIRST PAGE OF LAWRENCE’S SYLLABUS 

 

English 711, Section XXX 
Fall 2008 

Tuesdays & Thursdays, 8:40 – 10:30 am 
Room 448 

 
I. Course Goals 

        As an introductory writing course equivalent to English 701, English 711  
        is designed to help students whose native language is not English to  
        develop college-level reading, writing, and critical thinking skills that  
        are essential to academic work. To achieve these goals, we will explore 
        a single theme, “language.” Language is our theme because it is an  
        essential part of being human and because, as learners of English, you  
        should develop awareness of how language works, how it shapes our  
        views of the world and ourselves in society, and how society affects  
        language use. Throughout the semester, you will critically read and  
        discuss such topics as the power of language, gender and language, 
        academic discourse, and bilingualism and bilingual education. You will  
        also write about the topics, incorporating your understandings of essays,   
        making connections among the readings, relating the readings to your  
        own experiences with language, expressing your ideas clearly and  
        persuasively, and revising your essays as many times as necessary so that  
        you move closer to becoming competent members of the academic  
        community.    

 
       By the end of the course, you will be expected to have achieved the following  
       specific objectives: 

A. To be able to draw out the main points of the assigned reading and 
understand how they are supported   

B. To be able to connect multiple texts through an issue or an idea 
C. To be able to write clear, coherent, grammatically correct, and effective 

essays 
D. To be able to critique the writing of classmates  
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APPENDIX M 
 

     AN EXCERPT FROM A TEACHER’S HANDBOOK 
 

 
Drafts – revising, editing, and proof-reading 

 
What should we see as being a satisfactory first draft? 
We suggest that you take at these guidelines and ideas. Students should be able to 
work through these points and find that drafting and revision become a more 
fruitful experience resulting in better final papers. Students should also generate 
more of their own work in fuller drafts, rather than turning in rudimentary work 
that is then molded and directed by the instructor. 
 
If you can answer yes to the following questions, you’ll know you have a 
satisfactory draft. 

• Does the draft reflect a substantial investment of time and effort? A solid 
first draft should show that you have made a serious attempt to meet an 
assignment. 
 

• Is the draft fairly complete? A solid draft should almost all its elements in 
place (For a research paper, this would include most of the references on 
the Works Cited) 
 

• Is the draft readable? Whether you’re showing your draft to an instructor, 
be sure it’s finished enough to read. 
 

Revising, Editing, and Proofreading  
 

• Revise: to make large-scale changes that involve purpose, focus, and 
concerns about audience, organization, and content 

 
• Edit: to make small-scale changes that involve style, word choice, tone, 

choice of examples, and arrangement 
 

• Proofread: to check for punctuation, omissions, mistakes in spelling, and 
lapses in standard grammatical usage 

         
 


