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The current research allows writing instructors to provide feedback on errors in an efficient and
standardized way. This enhances students® consciousness of errors as reflections of incorrect
understandings, and increases the likelihood that they will be able to avoid similar errors in
future.

Writing compositions in English is a common task given to students at
universities. Without feedback, only very limited progress in students® writing performance can be
expected. Problems with standard feedback practices include: (1) It tends to be time-consuming for
teachers; (2) It is not standardized and therefore may be arbitrary; (3) It may not be understood by

students; (4) It is often focused on correcting individual errors, rather than teaching students to
recognize types of errors.
The current research attempts to overcome these limitations through the creation of a custom website
that provides feedback on error types that frequently occur in Japanese students® compositions. The
website runs on a blog engine and features many micro-posts, one post per type of error, each with
its own unique URL. When encountering an error of a familiar type, a teacher can copy the URL of the
relevant micropost and paste it into the relevant part, thus providing standardized feedback.
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There is a long tradition of research in how to respond to student compositions. A
typology introduced by Ellis (2008) is often used. This divides corrective feedback according
to the strategies by which it is delivered: direct and indirect feedback; metalinguistic
feedback; focused and unfocused feedback; electronic feedback; and reformulation. After
Ellis’s work, with progress in technology, there have been a number of reports on feedback
delivered electronically. However, too little attention has been given to the question of how
electronic feedback may change the tradeoffs entailed by the use of paper and thus ultimately
the appropriate typology of corrective feedback. In particular, insufficient attention has been
paid to how electronic feedback can remove ambiguities regarding the exact scope of the site
of the feedback and make detailed feedback possible while increasing efficiency and the
resultant fatigue on the part of the instructor.

The current research addresses the “linguistic gulf” identified by Hartshorn (2008).
Perhaps due to the importation into Japan of the “process approach” (Emig, 1971), focus in
writing instruction has shifted to rhetorical conventions and there has been a corresponding
neglect of grammar and vocabulary (Hinkel, 2004), whereas for most non-native speaker
writers errors in vocabulary and grammar tend to be the most pressing issue (Qu, 2017).

However, it would not be appropriate to focus only on grammar and vocabulary, since
rhetorical conventions are still important. In addition, feedback on writing is an act of
communication between instructor and student, rather than simply a mechanical act of
pointing out as many errors as possible. It is necessary that a role be left for personalized
feedback, which may include messages of encouragement or general comments on the quality
of the work. Therefore, we seek to distinguish between such feedback, which can be done in
traditional ways, and feedback on grammar and vocabulary, which we hope to make more
efficient.

A common issue pointed out in the literature is the time-consuming and exhausting
nature of feedback for busy instructors. Beyond the obvious fact that feedback that is too
taxing may not occur at all, there are various knock-on effects, such as inconsistencies and a
decrease in quality and volume of feedback as an instructor delivers feedback over an
extended period of time to a large number of students. Thus, another issue this research
seeks to address is the efficiency and sustainability of feedback practices.

In addition, this research seeks to address the nature of electronic feedback and clarify
its possible advantages, particularly in terms of its effects on the tradeoffs inherent in paper-
based feedback.

The approach taken to address these issues is firstly to divide feedback conceptually
into two types: feedback that can be standardized and delivered quickly, and feedback that
should be delivered in a more personal way. We propose to leave aside the latter for
instructors to do in traditional ways, while making feedback on vocabulary and grammar
more efficient and thus more sustainable. One by-product of this will be that instructors have
more time for the former type of feedback.

The proposed solution to the issues discussed above was, firstly, to require electronic
submission of students’ English compositions. The medium chosen was Google Docs
(https://docs.google.com/). One feature of that site is that it allows insertion of comments into
documents; crucially, the scope of the original text to which each comment applies can be
made clear, something that is difficult to do with paper-based feedback. In addition to plain
text, comments can also hold clickable links. This is an essential feature for the chosen
method.

The other part of the feedback method chosen is a website consisting of micro-posts,
each with its own URL. Each micro-post addresses one error type commonly found in
Japanese students’ English compositions. When such an error is discovered in a student




composition, the instructor creates a comment in Google Docs. Rather than writing a
comment created ad hoc to address the specific error in play, instead the instructor simply
inserts the URL of a micro-post that addresses that error type.

We began by evaluating a small prototype site that contained microposts addressing a
small subset of the errors that the principal investigator had observed frequently in recent
months. This evaluation was done by language instructors with extensive experience of
delivering written feedback on student compositions. The evaluation was focused on their
subjective impressions of the utility and usability of the site. Overall, their evaluations were
positive, in that they felt the site was useful in delivering feedback on the specific types of
error that their students made. Criticisms and suggestions for improvement focused on the
provision of more types of feedback, and improving the findability of the types of feedback
provided.

The subsequent developments of the site constituted a stepwise refinement. A new
version was created, and evaluation sought. That evaluation guided the design of the next
version, and so on. Evaluation was sometimes sought from instructors, and sometimes from
students who experienced feedback from instructors using the system.

It became clear that such a system was important and useful. Many instructors did not
have a real system for giving feedback on vocabulary and grammar. For some that was due
to a desire to give holistic and/or affective feedback. The realization that it is possible to give
holistic or affective feedback in the usual way while relying on the system described here for
feedback on grammar and vocabulary opened the way to broadening the scope of feedback
offered to students. Others did have a system but found it unwieldy or overly time-consuming;
the described system saved them time.

An important feature of the micro-post-based website is that the pre-prepared micro-
posts not only save time but allow for standardized feedback. It was found that this has at
least three advantages:

* Even when fatigued, instructors can give high-quality feedback;

* Since instructors are not writing custom feedback (at least on commonly occurring
grammar and vocabulary errors), it becomes clear to students that the feedback they are
receiving is in regard to types of errors rather than idiosyncratic mistakes. This enhances
metalinguistic awareness, and the micro-posts themselves, since they are addressed at types
of errors and use some metalinguistic language, further strengthen this.

+ In most cases, instructors were giving the same feedback on multiple errors of the
same type both within single compositions and across multiple compositions. Students
became conscious of reading the same feedback many times, which heightened their
awareness that they were making the same types of errors consistently. Some instructors
encouraged students to create tables of their own errors, strengthening their awareness
further.

One persistent type of feedback on the system from instructors was that they wanted
more posts on a wider range of error types. It was inconvenient for them to be provided
feedback on some very frequent error types but not on others that were slightly less frequent.
The initial iteration of the site was based on anecdotal and experiential evidence, viz. the
intuition on the part of the principal investigator that certain error types were frequent. The
formalization of a cycle of improvements encouraged multiple instructors to log error types
as they occurred in student compositions and then request their inclusion in the site. Thus,
the most common and time-consuming type of change to the site in each iteration was the
authoring of more posts.

Another frequent change was the editing of already existing posts. Sometimes this was
occasioned by instructors suggesting different wording or providing different examples.
These may be better because they were easier to understand or more vivid for students.
Sometimes, students expressed difficulty understanding posts, and they were then swiftly
rewritten.

A persistent issue was the findability of specific content. Findability is naturally a
crucial issue for instructors: if they cannot find the feedback they need, they will likely revert
to providing ad hoc feedback in traditional ways. To a lesser extent, it is also important for
students, for reasons that will be discussed below. In early iterations, attempts were made to
use a “cleaner” design and arrange the most common types of errors at the top of the site.
This attempt was quickly abandoned, as it was found that instructors’ intuitions of what
errors were most common differed according to the instructor. Furthermore, the frequent



addition of new micro-posts to the site necessitated equally frequent reordering of micro-
posts. The solution settled on by the end of the project was the provision of tags in a sidebar.
Initially, there was an attempt to use a small number of tags, so that instructors could quickly
grasp what types of feedback were available on the site. However, a very common criticism
was that an instructor was unable to find micro-posts that existed on the site because the
tags under which they had tried to find those micro-posts were different from the ones
actually used. In the end, it was decided that tags should be comprehensive: whenever an
instructed reported looking for a tag that was not provided, or expected to find a particular
kind of post labeled with a specific tag, but found the tag was not used, that tag was added.
This led to a large number of tags. It was judged that, since these are in alphabetical order,
the cost of this choice is low while the benefits are considerable.

The approach exemplified by the described system is one of remediation of errors
(James, 1998), i.e. learners are provided with information that allows them to “revise or reject
the wrong rule they were operating with, thereby inducing them to revise their mental
representation of the rule and avoid recurrence of this type of fault’”. The hope is that,
ultimately, learners will not simply read the specific micro-posts pointed to by links within
instructor comments, but will also start exploring the site, looking for connections between
posts. (For example, one tag is “number”; this groups together errors such as those addressing
a missing “s” on third-person singular present tense verbs and those addressing plural
marking on nouns.) By clicking on a tag, learners can read multiple connected posts and gain
a more metalinguistically aware view certain types of errors.
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