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1. Introduction

Rationale for the study


After a long debate over the value of written corrective feedback (WCF), most researchers agree that WCF is useful to help ESL students write correctly (e.g., Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; Evans et al., 2011; Ferris, 2002, 2011; McGarrell, 2011). 


Evans et al. (2011) conclude that “rather than focusing on whether practitioners should or should not provide WCF, we encourage researchers and practitioners to continue to identify those strategies that may improve the accuracy of the L2 writers” (p. 9). The main issue has shifted now from whether to how. Similarly, McGarrell (2011) calls for studies to “determine what types and amounts of corrective commentary work best” (p. 141).  Our study contributes to research finding such strategies.

2. Research Questions
1) Do advanced ESL students prefer to receive direct or indirect teacher feedback on language errors?

2) Do these students prefer to receive (a) written teacher feedback only or (b) oral teacher feedback through conferencing as well as written feedback? 

3) In case of oral feedback, do students prefer to receive teacher feedback while the teacher is marking or after the teacher has marked? 

3. Definition

Language errors include those in the following categories:
A) grammar

B) vocabulary

C) spelling

D) punctuation

E) upper/lower cases

F) academic writing style, avoiding 

a.
contracted forms, e.g., isn’t 


b.
colloquial expressions 

c.
questions in the essay body

d.
multi-word verbs, e.g., go on, look up to 

e.
personal-opinion expressions, e.g., I think, in my opinion 

f.
choppy sentences, namely, short sentences (each with less than 10 words) next to each other

(Hu, 2011)

G) clear expressions

4. Research Methodology

Mixed methods: survey and follow-up multi-case interviews.

Participants: 14 ESL students in ESAL 0580 Academic Writing in Summer 2012 at TRU for the survey and 5 of them (among those making most progress in S12) for individual interviews.

Table 1: ESAL 0580 Academic Writing Students Surveyed: 14

	Country of Origin
	Program of Study

	Gender

	China
	9
	Pre-MBA
	5
	Male
	6

	Saudi Arabia
	3
	BBA
	7
	Female
	8

	Argentina
	1
	Tourism Diploma
	2
	
	

	Thailand
	1
	
	
	
	


Table 2: ESAL 0580 Academic Writing Students Interviewed: 5

	Student
	Country of Origin
	Program of Study
	Gender

	A
	Argentina 
	Pre-MBA
	Female

	B
	China
	BBA
	Male

	C
	China
	Pre-MBA
	Female

	D
	Saudi Arabia
	BBA
	Male

	E
	Thailand
	Pre-MBA
	Female


5. Results and Discussion
RQ#1. Do students prefer to receive direct or indirect teacher feedback on language errors?
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Fig 1 indicates that the students mostly preferred to receive direct feedback (DF) on errors in A) grammar, B) vocabulary, F) academic writing style, and G) clear expressions because usually they did not know what was wrong or how to correct, especially at the beginning of the course. Fewer ss preferred DF on C) spelling, D) punctuation, and E) upper/lower cases.

But after receiving DF on the first one or two assignments, they liked indirect feedback (IF) on easy-to-fix errors like s/pl, some vt, some st. (e.g., contr, q, pers.), or errors they knew how to correct by themselves.

St A: On the first essay, I want DF in all areas. Later on, I would like reminders and warnings [IF] depending on the case. 

Reasons for DF on:
A) grammar

St A: I must compete with NES for a job [as a permanent resident]. No one will hire a person with [grammar] errors.

St E: For international students, tenses can be confusing. I need an explanation. I want the teacher to tell me why another form is better.

B) vocabulary

St B: ESL students only have simple words, need help with academic vocabulary which has more precise meanings.

F) academic writing style

St C: I need DF for multi-word verbs, colloquial expressions and choppy sentences; IF for contracted forms, questions in the body, and personal opinion expressions.

St D: It’s more confusing, especially in the beginning. At the end of the semester…if you underline it, I can figure it out myself.

G) clear expressions

St B: L1 transfer in grammar and vocabulary (via translation). I want DF because I am unable to correct myself.
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IF 

Most or at least half preferred IF on C) spelling, D) punctuation, and E) upper/lower case as these errors were generally easy to correct once pointed out.

Not prefer IF (underlining and circling)

A) grammar

St A: Circling is confusing; underlining is unclear. I see a mistake but I don’t know if it refers to grammar, meaning, etc.

St D: I prefer DF because grammar is difficult. I need to know where the mistake is. I need to know how to correct it. (Cf. Hoare & Hu, 2012 on grammar problems)

Between underlining/circling and codes/symbols, some preferred codes.

St A: ...because they give me a reference to what is wrong.

St D: If the teacher uses symbols, I can figure it out. Underlining or circling is not enough.

RQ#2) Do students prefer to receive (a) written feedback only or (b) oral feedback through one-on-one conferencing as well as written feedback? 
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Not prefer WTF with no oral feedback

St B: Necessary to discuss problems particular to myself and personal errors and problems privately. Conference is a good environment to talk about my errors. 

St C: Because the reason may not be clear and I won’t be able to fix it. 

The process of [teacher] reading the mistakes out aloud helps me to discover and remember the error...so that I can avoid it in the future.

Teacher not only focuses on the errors and how to correct them but also explains strategies to deal with errors.

St E: Sometimes it’s difficult to understand what the teacher means [in writing]. I may misinterpret the teacher’s meaning [without conferencing].
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Reasons for “while” or simultaneous oral and written feedback:

St A: Because it’s the only way I can learn. I learn more because I can ask more specific questions and you can explain…I can see where I made a mistake. It’s more immediate, direct.

St B: Good opportunity to discuss errors with the teacher. 

St. C: It allows me to know WHY something is wrong and HOW to correct it.

St D: Allows for more detailed explanation and gives advice for next time. 
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Reasons for not preferring “after”:

St A: I don’t like it because when you are correcting in front of me, I can see and I can ask you. Rather than seeing the results [prior written feedback], I can experience the process. This figuring out [with the teacher] helps me to learn better.
St B: Because after the teacher has given me written feedback, the teacher may forget some details of my essay or why it is wrong or not good enough.

St C: It is better to discuss my mistakes during the marking. The process of discussing and going through it together, the explanation of error and why, that is important.

St E: I’m shy to ask [questions] because the mark is already given.

Student comments on the study.

St B: Research is necessary and useful because the teacher can understand ss’s ideas and preferences and the reasons for the choices.

St C: If the teacher understands why ss want feedback, it will help students.

6. Conclusions

Dynamic simultaneous oral-written feedback is most preferred by the ESL students (see also Hu, 2010), dynamic being “meaningful, timely, constant, and manageable” (Evans et al., 2011, p. 4).

Student preference is also dynamic in that they prefer DF more on grammar, vocabulary, writing style, and clear expressions than on spelling, punctuation, and mechanics; they prefer DF more in the beginning of a course but as their understanding of language errors and feedback improves, they may begin to like IF for errors they can fix by themselves.

7. Further research

1) A larger sample of students will be needed for both surveys and interviews. 

2) The findings are student perceptions based on course experience. Further research can provide experiments to validate the effectiveness of the dynamic simultaneous oral-written feedback.

References

Bitchener, J., & Ferris, D. (2012). Written corrective feedback in second language acquisition and writing. New York: Routledge.

Evans, N. W., Hartshorn, K.J, & Strong-Krause, D. (2011). The efficacy of dynamic written corrective feedback for university-matriculated ESL students. System, 39(2), 229-239. 

Ferris, D. (2002). Treatment of error in second language student writing. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Ferris, D. (2011). Treatment of error in second language student writing (2nd ed.). Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Hu, J. (2010). Faculty Perceptions of Chinese Graduate Students' Communication Challenges in the Science and Engineering Disciplines. Canadian and International Education Journal, 39(3), 59-80. Retrieved Oct 1, 2011 from http://ir.lib.uwo.ca/cie-eci/vol39/iss3/6.

Hu, J. (2011).Teaching ESL students to achieve academic writing style. Dimensions of Practice: Principled, Progressive & Practical - Proceedings of the BC TEAL 2009 Interior Conference. Available at https://www.bcteal.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Compiled-Conference-Proceedings.pdf
McGarrell, H. (2011).Update on AILA ReNs: Writing teacher response (WTR). International Journal of Applied Linguistics, 21(1), 140-142. DOI: 10.1111/j.1473-4192.2011.00281.x
PAGE  
3

2. I prefer to receive indirect written feedback (with the problem parts underlined/circled but without a suggested correction) in the following categories. 

Fig 2







Most Strongly	Grammar	Vocabulary	Spelling	Punctuation	Upper/Lower Cases	Professional Writing Style	Idiomatic Expressions	0	1	3	3	3	1	0	     	Grammar	Vocabulary	Spelling	Punctuation	Upper/Lower Cases	Professional Writing Style	Idiomatic Expressions	2	2	3	5	3	2	4	   	Grammar	Vocabulary	Spelling	Punctuation	Upper/Lower Cases	Professional Writing Style	Idiomatic Expressions	3	4	4	1	4	1	1	  	Grammar	Vocabulary	Spelling	Punctuation	Upper/Lower Cases	Professional Writing Style	Idiomatic Expressions	6	4	1	2	2	3	6	Least Strongly	Grammar	Vocabulary	Spelling	Punctuation	Upper/Lower Cases	Professional Writing Style	Idiomatic Expressions	3	3	3	3	2	7	3	

Microsoft_Office_Excel_Worksheet1.xlsx

Sheet1


			 			Most Strongly			     			   			  			Least Strongly


			Grammar			0			2			3			6			3


			Vocabulary			1			2			4			4			3


			Spelling			3			3			4			1			3


			Punctuation			3			5			1			2			3


			Upper/Lower Cases			3			3			4			2			2


			Professional Writing Style			1			2			1			3			7


			Idiomatic Expressions			0			4			1			6			3
































MostSuone

2 Grammar
3 Vocabulary

4 spelig
5 Punctuation

Usper/Lower Cases
7 Prfessions Wit tle

8 idomatic xpressions
)

10
Eral
]










s
22277






4. I prefer to have one-on-one conferencing with the teacher to receive oral feedback to discuss my essay strengths and weaknesses while the teacher writes feedback on my essay.
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5. I prefer to have one-on-one conferencing with the teacher to receive oral feedback to discuss my essay after the teacher has given me written feedback on my essay.
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