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ABSTRACT: Given the disparate views in L2 writing literature on what constitutes
effective teacher feedback, this qualitative study approached this issue from the student’s
perspective.
In order to examine what constitutes effective teacher feedback from the student’s
standpoint, fifty-four student responses to three drastically different feedback styles
were analyzed.
The results of this preliminary study are partially in line with Hyland (1998), since it
was found that whether a particular style of feedback is regarded as effective or not
depends on students’ individual preferences, their individual differences in needs and
student approaches to writing.
Implications for teaching L2 writing are discussed.
Key words: L2 writing, teacher feedback, peer feedback, student preferences, pedagogy.

RESUMEN: Dadas las posturas dispares en la literatura existente sobre la escritura en
L2 acerca de lo que constituye feedback eficiente, este trabajo cualitativo preliminar
investiga el asunto desde el punto de vista del estudiante.
Para examinar qué constituye feedback eficiente desde la perspectiva estudiantil, se han
analizado reacciones de cincuentaicuatro estudiantes a tres tipos de feedback drásticamente
diferentes.
Los resultados coinciden con Hyland (1998). Se ha concluido que la eficiencia de cierto
tipo de feedback depende de las preferencias individuales de los estudiantes, las diferen-
cias en sus necesidades y sus enfoques al proceso de escritura.
También se presentan implicaciones pedagógicas.
Palabras clave: escritura en L2, feedback del instructor, feedback estudiantil,  preferen-
cias estudiantiles, pedagogía.

1. FEEDBACK IN L2 WRITING: WHAT DO EXPERTS SAY?

Feedback has been given a lot of attention in second language research and not without
reason, since the relative success of second language writers depends directly on the quality
and effectiveness of the feedback they are given. Hence, the notion of feedback in second
language writing has been approached from various points of view and analyzed along various
parameters. Very generally those discussions can be grouped into those concerning whether



PORTA LINGUARUM Nº 9, enero 2008

140

feedback should focus on form or on content, whether it should be explicit or implicit, how
helpful and useful it is for the student who wishes to improve his/her writing skills in the
target language, as well as what the differences between teacher and peer feedback are.
Conflicting views on each of these counts can be encountered in the literature.

1.1. Feedback on Content vs. Feedback on Form

Even though the concern with focus on form or focus on content was initially expressed
in the area of L2 teaching in general, this concern was transferred to L2 writing as well. In
this vein, Zamel (1985) noted that until that point in time teachers were more focused on
language-specific errors and she pointed out a need for more content-based feedback (Zamel,
1985: 96). However, Ashwell (2000) finds that feedback on content has only moderate effect
on revision, because the students tend to rely heavily on form feedback (Ashwell, 2000: 243).

Additionally, Truscott (1996) argued that grammar correction in L2 writing classes should
be abandoned, since it is not only inefficient, but rather harmful (Truscott, 1996: 360). Ferris
(1999) strongly disagreed and pointed out that until some specific questions are answered
(such as do teachers respond accurately to student errors; are students more able to make
progress in monitoring for certain types of errors than others; which student variables affect
learners’ willingness and ability to benefit from error correction; which methods, techniques,
or approaches to error correction lead to short- or long-term student improvement, etc.),
grammar correction should not be abandoned, especially since students rely so heavily on it
(Ferris, 1999: 9).

1.2. Explicit vs. Implicit Feedback

Another issue transferred from L2 instruction in general to the area of L2 writing is how
explicit feedback should be. In this vein, Semke (1984) claims that progress in writing is
enhanced by written commentaries and questions alone, that corrections do not increase
writing accuracy, writing fluency or general language proficiency, as well as that corrections
may have a negative effect on students’ attitudes especially when students must make corrections
by themselves (Semke, 1984: 195).

However, Leki (1991) in a study that investigated students’ preferences for feedback
concluded that students want and expect their teachers to correct all errors on their written
work, because they equate good writing with error-free writing (Leki, 1991: 203).

Additionally, Ferris and Roberts (2001) compared three different feedback conditions:
a) errors marked with codes from different error categories, b) errors underlined but not
otherwise marked or labeled, and c) no feedback. One of the conclusions reached was that
there is no difference in performance between students who received coded and students who
received just underlined feedback (Ferris and Roberts, 2001: 176).

Finally, even though Hyland and Hyland (2001) do recognize mitigation strategies as a
useful means of minimizing the force of criticisms, they also claim that such indirectness
carries a lot of potential for incomprehension and miscommunication (Hyland and Hyland,
2001:207).
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1.3. Usefulness/Helpfulness of Feedback

The effectiveness of teacher feedback on improving writing skills in an L2 has also been
questioned. Fazio (2001), for instance, found no significant difference in accuracy due to
feedback conditions (Fazio, 2001: 245).

However, a conclusion reached by Ferris and Roberts (2001) contradicts this finding.
Namely, in their study Ferris and Roberts observed that students who received any kind of
feedback (either coded or just underlined) significantly outperformed students who received
no feedback at all (Ferris and Roberts, 2001: 176).

1.4. Teacher vs. Peer Feedback

The discussions related to the relationship between teacher feedback on the one hand
and peer feedback on the other, seem to suggest that revisions made as a result of teacher and
peer feedback are more often meaning-level oriented, since students can make surface-level
revisions on their own (Paulus, 1999: 283).

It is also suggested that students favor teacher feedback, but peer feedback is valued as
well, due to the fact that it enhances a sense of audience, raises learners’ awareness of their
own weaknesses and strengths, encourages collaborative learning, and fosters the ownership
of text (Tsui and Ng, 2000: 167-168).

2. FEEDBACK IN L2 WRITING: WHAT DO STUDENTS THINK?

2.1. Motivation for This Study

The motivation to conduct this study has both a theoretical and practical basis. From a
theoretical standpoint, it was considered that, given such disparate views in the existent
literature on all the afore mentioned parameters concerning feedback in L2 writing, looking
into students’ perspectives on what constitutes effective feedback in the process of L2 writing
could provide further insight on the issue at hand.

Practically, the motivation to conduct this study arose from specific needs of the Spanish
as a second language program at the university where the data were collected. Namely, at this
institution1, students who have completed their second language requirement and who desire
to major or minor in Spanish have to take a sequence of two third-year intermediate courses
with a focus on writing, SPAN 301 and SPAN 302. A particular trait of these courses is that
they consist of alternating two-week periods of Tutorías (Tutorials) and Seminarios (Seminars).
There are four tutorial periods and three seminar periods during each semester. The tutorial
periods are predominantly grammar-oriented and the students stay with the same instructor
throughout the semester for all tutorial periods. On the other hand, seminar periods are
heavily culture-oriented and the students can have up to three different seminar instructors in
the course of the semester, due to the fact that they can choose the seminars they would like
to attend.

1 For more details about this academic institution, see section 2.2.1.
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Throughout the semester the students have to write three compositions, one for each
seminar period. The students are given the opportunity to write two drafts per each composition:
the first draft and the final draft. The first draft is corrected by the seminar instructor. The
student is then given the opportunity to revise his/her composition and incorporate the suggestions
and corrections provided by the seminar instructor, after which s/he turns in the final draft,
which is graded by the tutorial instructor. Although both instructors have to provide feedback
on content, grammar, structure and style, the seminar instructor predominantly focuses on
content in his/her feedback, whereas the tutorial instructor’s comments are more directed
toward form.

Hence, due to the structure of SPAN 301 and 302 in this university, in the course of only
one semester the students can be exposed to up to four different types of feedback: one from
the tutorial instructor and additional three from each seminar instructor. One striking observation
for the author of this study was that students not only receive up to four types of feedback,
but that the type of feedback differs significantly from one instructor to another. Examples
of these significantly different types of feedback are represented in Appendices A, B, and C2.
Such variability in providing feedback by the instructors frequently created confusion among
the students. As a result, instead of receiving higher grades on final drafts after having
incorporated suggestions provided by the first grader, the tendency to score lower on final
drafts was observed among the students, which directly contradicts the purpose of providing
L2 writers with feedback in the first place.

In conclusion, the question that imposed itself was how the L2 learners at this particular
academic institution react to and view these different feedback styles. Thus, the main goal of
this preliminary study was to investigate the students’ reactions to three drastically different
feedback styles and in doing so determining what constitutes effective and helpful feedback
from the students’ perspective.

2.2. Methodology

2.2.1. Subjects

The participants in this study were fifty-four native speakers of English, all undergraduate
students at a large North American university, who were enrolled in SPAN 302 at the time
of data collection. There were forty-two female and fourteen male subjects. They were all
from the industrial Midwest area. Their mean age at the time of data collection was 18.7. On
average, their L2 instruction had started at the age of 13.2 and they had studied Spanish for
an average of 5.9 years. Their proficiency in Spanish ranged from intermediate to intermediate
high.

Furthermore, none of the participants were heritage speakers nor have they ever left the
United States, either for study abroad, tourism or any other purposes. Finally, all subjects
reported no competence in any second language other than Spanish.

2 It should be pointed out that feedback samples in Appendices A, B, and C represent only illustrations
of the most extreme types of feedback, and that there are varying degrees in between those extremes. Additionally,
all three types of feedback presented here were provided by seminar instructors.
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The subjects were informed of the purpose of this study. All participants were volunteers
and they were rewarded for completing the survey by elimination of one homework assignment.

2.2.2. Data Collection

The participants were presented with a packet consisting of a set of instructions, a
questionnaire with open-ended questions and three different feedback samples. In the instructions
the students were told to assume that all three compositions were of the same quality, that
they had written the compositions in question and to focus on the feedback provided rather
than the composition itself. After that, they were asked to express how they would have
responded or reacted to each feedback style. More specifically, each feedback sample was
preceded by a sheet that asked the participants a) to express whether they find that particular
kind of feedback useful and/or helpful overall, b) to identify positive characteristics of that
particular kind of feedback (if applicable), and c) to identify negative characteristics of that
particular kind of feedback (if applicable).

Additionally, the last page of the packet asked the students to comment on what feature
they would like to be included in teacher feedback, as well as to express their opinions on
peer feedback.

The choice of feedback samples included in the packet was based on the amount of
information and types of comments provided to the student, as well as on the visual presentation
of the feedback. As can be seen from Appendices A and B, feedback samples #1 and #2,
respectively, provide a relatively fair amount of comments on grammar, vocabulary, content,
and to a certain extent style and organization, but they do so in different ways: sample #1
appears to be fairly cluttered and unorganized, whereas the presentation of comments in
sample #2 is relatively more structured and coherent. On the other hand, feedback sample #3
(Appendix C) hardly contains any comments and they all address surface-level errors.

2.2.3. Data Analysis

Data were analyzed qualitatively and with descriptive statistics, where applicable. More
specifically, mean values are reported for responses to question #1, which asked the students
to express whether they find that particular kind of feedback useful overall. On the other
hand, students’ responses to questions #2 and #3 (which asked them to identify positive and
negative traits of that particular kind of feedback) as well as those that asked about features
they would like to be included in the feedback and opinions on peer feedback were analyzed
qualitatively and summarized.

2.2.4. Main Hypothesis

Based on the afore outlined properties of feedback samples used in this study, the main
hypothesis is that feedback samples #1 and #3 will be regarded as the least useful and least
effective by the students, whereas the feedback sample #2 approximates the most what effective
and helpful feedback should look like.
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2.3. Responses to Feedback Sample #1 (Appendix A)

On average 79% of the students in this study reported this kind of feedback to be overall
useful and/or helpful.

Positive characteristics that were identified in this kind of feedback are summarized
below:

a) It summarizes common mistakes at the end of the paper.
b) It explains why changes should be made (e.g. see the instructor’s comments on the

usage of indefinite articles and false cognates).
c) It has a simple coding system (e.g. S.V. equals subject-verb agreement, G. equals

gender).
d) Comments are made on content as well as on form.

However, the students identified certain negative characteristics as well in this feedback
sample:

a) This kind of feedback was characterized as cluttered and unstructured, and as such
overwhelming and at times frustrating.

b) The occasional use of rhetorical questions (e.g. Why did you use the subjunctive
here?; What do you mean by the Matilde?) was regarded as redundant and interpreted
as overt criticism by the students.

c) There is very little praise. One student’s comment succinctly summarizes the students’
need for praise: ‘Students like to hear that they are doing a good job and although
certain things may be wrong, they are still trying their best.’ This eagerness for
positive reinforcement can also be illustrated by the fact that the students interpreted
the relatively ambiguous comment ‘Not bad!’ as praise rather than criticism.

d) There is excessive criticism. In this feedback sample extensive usage of exclamation
marks, question marks and underlining of particular components of the text, as well
as the usage of rhetorical questions (e.g. Why did you use the subjunctive here?;
What do you mean by the Matilde?) was interpreted as instances of criticism.

e) Consequently, heavy criticism led to the reading that there is a ‘mean and hostile
tone’ in this kind of feedback.

f) The fact that this kind of feedback visually appears cluttered led the students to
express the concern with not knowing where to begin the correction and revision
process.

g) Additionally, students thought that corrections and comments are spatially too distant
from actual errors, which makes it difficult to identify which particular correction or
comment refers to which particular error.

h) Occasional inconsistency in marking was also pointed out.

Additionally, the students also characterized this feedback sample as being very specific.
However, depending on the student, this trait was regarded as both positive and negative. The
students who viewed being specific as a positive characteristic reported appreciating being
told not only what to change, but also how changes should be made. On the other hand,
students that regarded being specific as negative reported that this kind of feedback was
excessively specific and that they would have preferred it if the instructor had just marked
what was wrong and/or needed work, without saying how it should be done.
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2.4. Responses to Feedback Sample #2 (Appendix B)

In responses to feedback #2, 81% of the students on average reported this kind of
feedback to be overall useful and/or helpful.

Positive characteristics that were identified in this kind of feedback are as follows:
a) It is regarded as concise.
b) It has a clear layout and is thus regarded as orderly.
c) It is consistent in coding.
d) It is specific in that it provides suggestions and/or recommendations for change.
e) The students expressed particular satisfaction with the way clarification requests

were made: e.g.
Explain a little bit more… as opposed to What do you mean by this? The first kind
of comment is regarded as more polite, whereas the second remark is interpreted as
overt criticism, even though both serve the same purpose.

f) Even though there was no explicit positive reinforcement in this type of feedback,
it was not regarded as directly discouraging either.

Negative characteristics identified in this type of feedback consisted of the following:
a) Feedback is given in the target language.
b) The way in which the instructor employs arrows in the text is difficult to follow.
c) The students reported that this kind of feedback displayed inconsistent coding because

it switched from symbols to words (e.g. the sudden usage of WV (wrong verb) at the
end of the composition vs. Pret. vs. Imp. (Preterit vs. Imperfect)).

d) It focuses mainly on surface errors, and hence there is a lack of feedback on content
and organization.

e) Lack of praise was observed as well.

2.5. Responses to Feedback Sample #3 (Appendix C)

In the case of feedback sample #3, 65% of the students on average reported that this
kind of feedback was useful overall. More precisely, the students stated that even though
there was very little feedback provided in this sample, the comments that were provided were
found to be useful.

Positive characteristics identified in this feedback sample are as follows:
a) It provides actual corrections and in that sense it is direct and specific.
b) There is no hostile or criticizing tone in this kind of feedback.

Negative characteristics identified by the students were as follows:
a) It does not provide enough information and/or feedback. According to the students,

the fact that not enough information is included in the feedback sends out two
messages: either that the instructor does not care (about the student, the paper, or
both) or that the paper is perfect. However, more often than not, the students relate
to the first message, which in turn negatively affects their motivation to further work
on the composition.

b) It should provide directions for correction rather than actual corrections. Namely,
even though the students did report that providing corrections is positive in that it
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requires little effort on the students’ side and hence saves time, they also recognized
that in this particular case they would have wanted to be involved in the process of
revision of their own work, an opportunity which was not granted by the instructor
who provided this type of feedback.

c) This feedback does not specify why those particular changes should be made.
d) There is no feedback on content and organization.
e) Even though this kind of feedback was not directly discouraging, it lacked explicit

positive reinforcement as well.
f) The students also found that this instructor had poor handwriting.

Notice that the pattern that surfaces again is discrepancy in students’ perception of
direct and specific feedback, which depending on the student, is viewed as both a
positive and negative trait.

2.6. There Should Be More…

Finally, the students were asked to comment on what feature they would have liked to
see in the feedback provided by their Spanish 301 and 302 instructors that they did not
encounter in the types of feedback examined. The most frequently cited characteristics were
as follows:

a) There should be more general comments on style. This observation indicates that the
students are aware of the fact that relatively successful writing in a second language
goes beyond mastery of grammar as well as beyond the sentence-level.

b) There should be more positive reinforcement. Notice that throughout the three fee-
dback samples there is a constant request for more praise. In this vein, one student
pointed out: ‘If you point out when things are wrong, then also point out when
something is really good.’

c) A need for standardized coding was expressed as well, which would eliminate having
to decipher instructors’ personal notation from one composition to another.

d) The students also expressed the need for help with the process of writing, because,
as one student pointed out, ‘it is difficult to convert thought into writing.’

2.7. Peer Feedback

The last question of the survey asked the students to express their opinions on peer
feedback. The students in this study found peer feedback to be generally helpful.

Positive characteristics identified in peer feedback are as follows:
a) Students thought that both parties benefit from this kind of feedback. That is, the

student who receives the feedback benefits from the very feedback, whereas the
student providing the feedback gets to practice his/her own skills and test his/her
own knowledge of L2.

b) The most commonly cited positive characteristic of peer feedback was that comments
provided by peers represent kind criticism, due to the fact that peers can relate to the
challenges of writing a composition in the L2.

c) In the same vein, since peers can relate to the challenges of writing a composition
in the L2, the students found it comforting that they were not the only ones having
particular problems.

d) Finally, peer feedback was regarded as easy to understand.
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Negative characteristics identified about peer feedback are as follows:
a) The most frequent criticism peer feedback received was that certain students may

benefit more from it than others. More precisely, the students were aware of the fact
that depending on the students’ level of proficiency in an L2, one party may benefit
more than the other.

b) Also, peer feedback is not always specific, as a result of which the student receiving
the feedback does not know how to address and/or incorporate the suggestions provided.

3. DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

In terms of peer feedback, the results of this study are consistent with previous findings,
according to which teacher feedback is more highly regarded than peer feedback, but peer
feedback is valued as well.

In regard to teacher feedback, the obtained results disprove the main hypothesis, according
to which the styles of feedback encountered in sample #1 and sample #3 would be regarded
as not useful or helpful by the students, whereas the style of feedback displayed in sample
#2 would approximate the most what effective feedback should look like. Moreover, the
results indicate that each feedback style was viewed as useful and helpful to a certain extent
at least by a certain percentage of students, even though there was a slight preference for
feedback styles displayed in samples #1 and #2.

These results seem to imply that what constitutes effective feedback in L2 writing
depends on students’ individual preferences. This implication is drawn from the fact that
there were contradictions in students’ reports in term of what constitutes positive or negative
characteristics of a particular feedback style. For instance, in feedback samples #1 and #3
certain students identified being specific as a positive characteristic, whereas other students
thought that this kind of feedback was excessively specific, what they viewed as a negative
quality. Additionally, the coding system in feedback sample #2 was regarded as effective by
certain students, whereas other students thought it displayed inconsistencies and labeled it as
inefficient.

This result, according to which different styles of teacher feedback in L2 writing can be
regarded as both efficient and inefficient at the same time, depending on students’ personal
preferences, finds certain support in the study of Hyland (1998) which investigated reactions
to and uses of written feedback. This study concluded that use of teacher written feedback
varies due to individual differences in needs and student approaches to writing.

3.1. Pedagogical Implications

From the point of view of L2 pedagogy the finding of the present study appears to be
quite discouraging, because at first sight no direct benefits can be drawn from it and applied
to teaching L2 writing. However, notice that regardless of the type of feedback being examined
in this study and regardless of the students’ personal preference for one feedback style over
another, certain characteristics were recurrently classified as positive, whereas others were
consistently pointed out as being negative. Among the subjects in this study, the characteristics
that were constantly pointed out as being positive were: specific and direct feedback that tells
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not only what but also how changes should be made by means of suggestions for improvement
(as opposed to providing the correct answer), positive reinforcement, comments on content
and organization of text as well as on language, and a uniform (or even standardized),
consistently applied error coding system. On the other hand, feedback characteristics constantly
viewed as negative were various explicit or implicit elements that contribute to the criticizing
and hostile tone of the feedback (such as excessive underlining or usage of question and
exclamation marks, rhetorical questions or explicit criticism), lack of positive reinforcement,
comments on language only, and visually confusing or uninterpretable presentation of the
feedback.

4. CONCLUSION

Given the fact that in the existent literature on L2 writing there are disparate views on
what constitutes effective and helpful teacher feedback, this preliminary study aimed to
approach this issue from the student’s perspective.

In order to analyze what constitutes effective and helpful teacher feedback from the
student’s standpoint, fifty-four student responses to three drastically different feedback styles
were gathered and analyzed qualitatively.

Because of the fact that this is a small-scale study it is premature to offer any definite
conclusions or generalizations and more research needs to be done in order to do so. However,
the results obtained can offer preliminary insight into the type of teacher feedback students
prefer to encounter in the process of revising their L2 writing.

The findings of this study coincide to a certain extent with Hyland (1998) in that
different kinds or styles of teacher feedback can be regarded as both efficient and inefficient
at the same time. More precisely, it has been found that whether a particular style or kind of
feedback is regarded as effective or not appears to depend on individual differences, or more
precisely, students’ individual preferences, their individual differences in needs and student
approaches to writing.

Although the finding that effectiveness and helpfulness of teacher feedback in the process
of L2 writing depends on individual student preferences has no direct significance for and
application in L2 pedagogy, recurring positive and negative characteristics that practitioners
and L2 teachers can benefit from were found across feedback styles. In that vein, the subjects
consistently identified specific and direct feedback, positive reinforcement, comments on
both content and form, and a uniform (or even standardized), consistently applied error
coding system as positive characteristics. On the other hand, feedback traits constantly viewed
as negative were various explicit or implicit elements that contribute to the criticizing and
hostile tone of the feedback, lack of positive reinforcement, comments on language only, and
visually confusing or uninterpretable presentation of the feedback.
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