
‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

32 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

     This chapter presents the methodology of this study which consists of five 

sections. The first section explains the feedback framework. The second section 

describes the participants. The third section lists the instruments employed at each 

phase. The fourth section details the research design and data collection. Finally, the 

fifth section deals with data analysis.  

Feedback Framework 

     Correction. In accuracy, considering the pros and cons of direct correction and 

indirect correction, this study adopted a fixed order of using coded feedback and then 

direct correction in the writing of four topics. The sequence of error feedback and the 

rationale are explained as follows: Coded feedback with circling or with underlining 

was applied to all the errors in the first draft of every topic since it was impossible to 

tell whether each participant knew how to correct every error (see Appendix A). The 

subsequent revised draft was directly corrected with the assumption that the 

participants were unable to correct the errors by themselves (see Appendix B). Also, 

in the final draft, direct correction was employed for the participants to get familiar 

with the correct usage. Even though there might be fewer errors for correction after 

the thoroughly-corrected second draft, the participants were expected to learn better 

with another revision because, in Chandler’s (2003) study, receiving teachers’ 

corrections without revision did not yield correct subsequent writing.  

To facilitate indirect error correction, each participant received a table of error 

codes (see Appendix C). With reference to Y. P. Huang’s (2006) table, the layout 

consisted of three columns: (a) category, (b) decoding, and (c) example sentences. 

“Category” listed the codes used in the indirect correction. “Decoding” briefly 
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explained the components in the category. “Example sentences” listed the examples of 

improper sentences used by the participants in the pre-test writing. In this way, the 

participants had specific reference for self-correcting their writing errors. 

Error classification was adapted from Y. P. Huang’s (2006) with reference to 

Chandler’s (2003) and Ferris’s (1999). The classification was to cover errors the 

participants made. Errors were sorted into three groups: 

1. Errors in words included “articles/ determiners,” “prepositions,” 

“auxiliaries,” “verb forms,” “nouns,” “possessives,” “adjectives/adverbs,” 

and “misspellings.” 

2. Errors in phrases consisted of “word order” and “idiomatic 

expressions/collocations/awkwardness.”     

3. Errors in structure were composed of “tense/aspect,” “voice,” “subject-verb 

agreement,” “pronoun-reference agreement,” “relative pronouns/relative 

adverbs,” “conjunctions/transitional words,” “sentence structures/fragments,” 

“punctuation,” “indention,” and “capitalization.” 

While most of the categories were self-evident, five categories were worth 

notice.  

1. “Verb forms” contained the identification of transitivity of verbs, verb 

phrases, and the usage of infinitives, gerunds and participles according to 

grammatical rules. 

2. “Nouns” included whether a noun was countable and the usage of noun 

clauses.  

3. “Misspellings” covered the misspellings of past tense, past participles of 

verbs and plural nouns, blanks for missing words, and Chinese characters. 

4. “Idiomatic expressions/collocations/awkwardness” meant the missing or 
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misusage of either a phrase or a word in a set phrase which was illustrated as 

an entry in a dictionary.  

5. “Punctuation” included run-on sentences. 

Comments. To assist revision and provide a sense of readership, written 

comments were tailored to the student writers’ needs and to reflect the teacher’s 

responses. Each first draft was commented simultaneously in the margins and at the 

end of the article (see Appendix D). Marginal comments, placed horizontally parallel 

to the problematic areas, mainly focused on form, such as suggestions for word 

choices and reminders of repetitive errors. End comments elaborated the teacher’s 

responses to the content. Expressions that triggered the reader’s various emotions, 

such as appreciation and confusion, were identified. In revised drafts, comments 

appeared in three places. In the margins, the researcher gave comments on what the 

participants had altered on form. At the bottom of the article, she commented upon the 

effect of the added or modified content on the whole article. In cover sheets, she 

replied to the participants’ questions raised in cover sheets by offering specific 

suggestions for developing and organizing ideas, listing similar usages for the 

participants to ponder on, giving specific examples for clarification, and so forth, 

depending on the participants’ questions (see Appendix E). 

Language and style of the comments were given special attention. As indicated 

by Conrad and Goldstein (1999) and by F. Hyland and K. Hyland (2001), because 

students receive feedback in a foreign language, indirectness and mitigation mislead 

students about teachers’ intention. Hence, in preventing potential hindrance to 

understanding the teacher comments, all the comments were written in Chinese and 

expressed in a straight-forward way. Besides, comments, as Williams (1998) 

suggested, are like a dialogue in a teacher-student conference. Thus, the expressions 
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and style used were like what the researcher and her students would have in the daily 

conversation to create a sense of familiarity. 

Scores. Scoring rubrics were chosen with consideration of the participants’ 

practical needs. This experiment took place while the participants were preparing for 

the Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT). Therefore, the researcher adopted the scoring 

guide to the SAT developed by the College Entrance Examination Center (CEEC) so 

as to acquaint them with the scoring system. That scoring guide provides scores on 

five categories and on overall quality of the whole writing. The analytical scores of 5, 

5, 4, 4, 2 are assigned to content, organization, grammar and rhetoric, diction and 

spelling, and mechanics. Each category is divided into four levels, including “poor,” 

“weak,” “fair,” and “excellent” (see Appendix F). In addition, the holistic scoring 

rubrics classify compositions into “poor,” “weak,” “fair,” “good,” and “excellent” 

with ranges of scores, 0-4, 5-9, 10-14, 15-18, and 19-20 (see Appendix G).  

This study employed both the analytical scoring guide and the holistic scoring 

rubrics. The former was used as reference for the raters to read an article from a 

comprehensive perspective and the latter was used in assigning a grade on the draft. 

The reasons are as follows: First, holistic scoring is valid and reliable (Williams, 1998) 

because assessing writing is more than the sum of evaluating a set of skills (O’Malley 

& Pierce, 1996; Williams, 1998). Second, the holistic score is what the participants 

would receive on the SAT test. Third, features on form and content were to be 

analyzed separately in this study. As a result, the scoring rubrics of the SAT were 

applied for different purposes in this study. 

The researcher did not give a grade to every copy. In fact, grades were assigned 

randomly except on the pre-test (the first draft in the first writing task), the post-test 

(the first draft in the fourth writing task), and the third draft in each writing task. 
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However, the participants were not informed of this beforehand. The method was to 

rid the participants of their anticipation of grades, which, in turn, not only reduced 

their pressure from scores but also focused their attention on the corrections and 

comments.  

However, the omission of grades would not interfere with the participants’ 

performance or their devotion. Based on the researcher’s 2-year interaction with them, 

they were highly motivated to get things well-done and there was a close rapport 

between the researcher and her participants.   

Participants 

     The participants in this study were a class of 36 third-year senior high school 

students in Taoyuan city. They were science-major students, 27 boys and 9 girls, and 

they were all native speakers of Chinese. They had heterogeneous English proficiency 

because they enrolled in this class with no specific requirements in English. Some of 

them had passed the elementary level of the GEPT and, some, intermediate levels. 

     All the participants received English instruction from the researcher. In their 

previous school year (September, 2006 to June, 2007), they were exposed to some 

basic training in composition like translation, summary, and paragraph writing. In the 

first semester of the third year (September 2007 to January 2008), the participants had 

six periods of English class per week, with one assigned for English composition. The 

writing instruction included lectures on the composition textbook and discussion on 

student texts. 

Instruments 

     The instruments implemented in this study included (a) a scoring guide, (b) 

pre-test and post-test, (c) student response questionnaires, and (d) interviews. 

Instruments and their function are described as follows: 
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A scoring guide. The overall writing quality was evaluated by the holistic 

scoring rubrics used in the SAT. Besides the scoring system, the analytical scoring 

guide and some example articles for scoring reference were also retrieved from the 

website of the College Entrance Examination Center. Those were used for reference to 

assist the interrater reliability (see Appendix H). 

     Pre-test and post-test. To examine whether there was any significant difference 

before and after the treatment in overall writing quality and accuracy, the pre-test and 

post-test were administered. Both tests required 120 to 150 words within the same 

time allowance of 30 minutes. The pre-test was the first draft of the first writing task, 

and the post-test was the first draft of the fourth writing task. The genre was 4-picture 

story writing. The pre-test was adapted from Progressive Picture Compositions 

Pupils’ Book by D. Byrne, and the post-test from Beginning Composition through 

Pictures by J. B. Heaton (see Appendixes I and J). The two series of pictures were of 

similar difficulty partly because the topics were within the participants’ 

comprehension and partly because they required similar domain vocabulary. Both 

tests were marked with codes paired with underlining or circling for errors and were 

assigned a holistic score by the same raters, the researcher and her colleague.  

     Student response questionnaires. To acquire the participants’ perceptions of this 

teacher feedback, the researcher administered two questionnaires. The first one was a 

17-item questionnaire at the beginning of the semester, prior to the pre-test (see 

Appendix K). Adapted from H. Chang’s (2004) questionnaire and C. P. Wu’s (2003), 

those questions covered motivation for writing (Items 1-6), attitude toward writing 

(Items 7-10), reaction to teacher feedback (Items 11-14), and self-evaluation of 

writing performance (Items 15-17). For the participants to easily articulate their 

perspectives, items 1-15 were questions of agreement, ranging from “strongly agree,” 
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“agree,” “disagree,” to “strongly disagree,” and items 16-17 were multiple choice 

questions for the participants to choose not more than two options from the five. 

     The other 34-item questionnaire was filled out at the end of the study (see 

Appendix L). Overall, question items were of three types. Item 1 to Item 29 were 

questions of agreement, with options from “strongly agree,” “agree,” “disagree,” to 

“strongly disagree.” Item 30 and Item 31 were multiple choice questions for the 

participants to choose not more than two options from the seven. Item 32 to Item 34 

were also multiple choice questions in which the participants could not select more 

than two options from the five. 

In order to have a comprehensive understanding of the participants’ perceptions 

before and after the treatment, 14 items on the previous questionnaire were preserved 

for comparison, 2 items were modified, and 18 new items were added for following 

reasons. First, 10 questions on motivation for writing and attitude toward writing were 

preserved for comparison, with one more item added on writing for tests: Item 2, 

which states that to pass English proficiency tests, the student must learn English 

writing well. Second, questions about reaction to teacher feedback were changed 

greatly so as to explore how elements of this teacher feedback influenced the 

participants’ writing. For example, to narrow down the participants’ responses to 

general teacher feedback to the specific elements of feedback in this study, the 

original Item 11 saying “I feel anxious when knowing my English composition will be 

evaluated,” was revised as Item 12 “I feel pressure from this teacher feedback (error 

correction, comments and cover sheets).” With a view to probing into error correction 

in this study, Items 15 to Item18 and Item 30 were developed. The question items are 

as follows: 

     Item 15: Coded correction, not direct correction, deepens my understanding of 
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correct expressions through self-discovery. 

Item 16: Coded correction, not direct correction, confuses me in revision.  

Item 17: The technique of giving coded correction prior to direct correction 

helps me to express myself. 

Item 18: I prefer direct correction to indirect correction. 

Item 30: When feeling confused with coded correction or direct correction, I 

____.  

In addition, apart from Item 21, items derived from “I value teacher comments on my 

English writing,” asked for further information as follows: 

Item 20: I cannot understand my teacher’s comments.  

Item 22: Teacher comments give me a sense of readership.  

Item 23: I revise according to teacher comments.  

Item 24: I read my article from a reader’s perspective.  

Item 31: When having different ideas from teacher comments, I would ____. 

Additionally, the participants’ usage of cover sheets was assessed through Item 25 to 

Item 27. The questions items are as follows: 

     Item 25: I find a cover sheet helpful to my English writing.  

Item 26: I hardly know what to write in the cover sheet.  

Item 27: I get satisfactory responses from the cover sheet.  

As for grading, aside from Item 29, an item derived from “I will look at the grade first 

after receiving the returned English composition,” Item 28 was added “I consider it is 

necessary to grade every composition.” Finally, whether the second revision was 

necessary was determined through added Item 19 “I feel it redundant to revise for the 

second time.” Third, regarding self-evaluation of writing performance, two questions 

in the first questionnaire were kept, one was revised, and one was added. In other 
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words, the questions about the participants’ strengths and weaknesses were kept. Item 

13 was a revised one to assess whether the participants thought they made progress in 

writing to replace the original Item 15 “I am satisfied with my English writing,” and 

Item 34 was added to ask the participants in which way they made advances.       

Interviews. As complement to the participants’ responses to the second 

questionnaire, semi-structured recorded interviews were arranged. Elicitation 

techniques were observed to relieve the respondents of tension. According to the 

holistic scores on the pre-test and on the post-test, the participants’ performance was 

divided into three groups, “improved,” “the same,” and “regressive.” To get a more 

comprehensive understanding of the participants’ responses, three interviewees were 

selected from each group. Two factors were taken into account, the range of scores 

and gender. If possible, one female participant was chosen from each group. In the 

group of “improved” and “regressive,” the participants with the widest difference 

were of the top choice. If more than three potential interviewees were in the same 

range of scores, random selection was adopted. 

The interview questions mainly focused on the participants’ perceptions of the 

teacher feedback. With their answers, the participants were asked some relevant 

questions to fully elicit their opinions. All the questions were asked in Chinese and 

they are transcribed as follows: 

1. How did the teacher feedback influence your writing in terms of attitude, 

interest and performance? 

2. What did you think of the coded feedback? 

3. How did you feel about the direct correction? 

4. What did you do when you felt confused with the error correction?  

5. How did you feel about the teacher comments, either in the margins or at the 
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end of an article? 

6. How did you respond to the teacher comments when they did not correspond 

to what you had expected?  

7. How did you use the cover sheet? 

8. What were the differences between your first revision and the second?  

9. Was the second revision necessary? 

10. How did grades affect your writing behavior? 

11. Would you look at the grade first when you received your graded draft? 

12. If you did not see the score as you expected, what would you do? 

13. What else did you want to say about writing in this semester? 

Procedure 

     This study was conducted in the first semester of the 2007 school year, from 

September, 2007 through January, 2008. The whole procedure proceeded in the 

following order: the first questionnaire, the pre-test, explanation of coded feedback 

and cover sheets, four tasks of writing assignments, the post-test, the second 

questionnaire, and interviews. The following is the detailed description of the process. 

     In the first class period of this study, the researcher gave a brief introduction of 

this study and conducted a questionnaire. The students were informed of an 

experiment on multi-draft writing with correction and comments, two questionnaires 

to fill out and interviews to be conducted. Besides, their doubts were clarified. For 

example, considering confidentiality, the researcher would use pseudonyms in 

describing the results of interviews. Following that introduction, all the students were 

willing to take part in this experiment for more writing practice and then they filled 

out the first questionnaire on their attitude toward general teacher feedback. 

     Then, the pre-test was administered on the next Wednesday, September 12th. 
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The participants were to finish an in-class 120 to 150-word narrative assignment 

based on four pictures of “The Circus.” The time span was 30 minutes, and neither 

reference materials nor peer discussion was allowed. All those writing works were 

photocopied and names of the participants were sealed to preserve identity. After that, 

compositions were graded and marked by two raters, the researcher and an 

experienced English teacher in the same school. The mean score from the two raters 

represented the overall writing quality of each participant on the pre-test, and the 

marked code indicated the writing accuracy. 

     To confirm the inter-rater reliability on writing proficiency and accuracy, a pilot 

scoring and discussions were conducted. Five pieces of writing were randomly chosen 

and graded respectively by the two raters. Both of them abided by the scoring rubrics 

developed by the College Entrance Examination Center. Article 19 had 1-point 

discrepancy, and compositions 8, 20, 22, and 35 received the same scores from the 

two raters. Besides, the raters discussed the outlay and the contents in the table of 

error codes. Then, following the guidelines of the table, they marked the writing 

pieces individually. After the rating, if the researcher found inconsistency or articles 

with more than 3-point discrepancy, the two raters reached an agreement through 

discussion. Therefore, the inter-rater reliability was adequate and consistent.  

The data analysis was composed of error frequency and error ratios. As 

Chandler (2003) indicated, the best way to measure what participants learn from 

teacher responses to errors is how they write a subsequent assignment more accurately. 

Therefore, the errors on the pre-test and the post-test were counted and analyzed. 

Each occurrence of an incorrect, omitted, or unnecessary usage was counted as an 

error. By adding up the errors in each piece of writing, the top five errors emerged. To 

assess the accuracy of student compositions, error ratios were adapted from the 
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procedures used by Chandler (2003), Ferris and Roberts (2001), and H. H. Huang 

(2004). In getting the error ratio, to ward off the difference caused by texts of unequal 

length, like Chandler (2003), the researcher divided the number of errors by the 

number of words in each text and then multiplying them by 100 (total number of 

errors/total number of words＊100). Then she used each participant’s error ratio to 

calculate the mean of error ratio on the pre-test and on the post-test for comparison. 

Whether or not there was significant improvement in accuracy, to have a detailed 

comparison among the types of errors as what Ferris and Roberts (2001) did, the 

analysis also presented the number of errors in each individual category, the total 

errors, and the error rate of each error type per 100 words, as H. H. Huang (2004) 

adopted.  

After receiving the coded and graded compositions with marginal and end 

comments from the researcher (the pre-test, Draft 1), the participants had to revise 

those drafts with reference to the table of error codes and write down their ideas as 

annotations on another piece of paper. They felt free to discuss the problems they ran 

into, utter their opinions on the teacher feedback, indicate their strengths and 

weaknesses in writing, and so forth. A week later, they submitted both the revised 

draft (Draft 2) and cover sheets.  

Then, on Draft 2, the researcher gave a score, direct correction, and both end 

and marginal comments. Moreover, additional comments were given in reply to cover 

sheets. After Draft 2 was returned, the participants rewrote the composition for the 

third time with another cover sheet attached. On this final draft (Draft 3), the 

researcher employed direct correction, end and marginal comments, and feedback on 

cover sheets. Thus, a complete writing task began with the first draft and ended with 

the third draft with the researcher’s marking. 
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This study consisted of four writing tasks with slight differences in between. 

The first circle, as mentioned above, was picture-based narration of a circus. The 

second was a narrative of four pictures on a robbery. The third was 2-paragraph 

expository writing on pressure. The last was picture-based narration of an unexpected 

visitor. Besides, grades were not assigned to every draft as explained in “Feedback 

Framework.”  

The first draft in the fourth task was used as the post-test. The procedures of the 

participants’ writing, scoring, and data collection on errors were the same as those in 

the pre-test. After the four writing tasks were completed, the researcher carried out in 

class the second questionnaire on writing and on teacher feedback. And she also 

conducted interviews with nine participants from groups of “improved,” “the same,” 

and “regressive.”  

Data Analysis 

     The data gathered were to answer the three research questions in (a) overall 

writing quality, (b) accuracy, and (c) the participants’ perceptions of teacher feedback. 

The following are the source of data and analysis of them. 

     Regarding overall writing quality, the researcher compared the mean scores on 

the pre-test and on the post-test. She then adopted a t test to see if there was 

significant difference because of the treatment. 

     As for accuracy, the researcher gathered the data through the frequency of each 

problematic feature and error ratios on the pre-test and the post-test. Those 

quantitative data on each test were gathered by counting frequency and percentage. 

     To understand the participants’ perceptions of teacher feedback, the researcher 

analyzed the data from the questionnaires and interviews. The quantitative data from 

the questionnaires were examined by frequency and percentage. Besides, they were 
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complemented by the qualitative data from interviews. Mechanically recorded 

interviews were transcribed verbatim and marked with pseudonyms for the 

participants with different performance. To be more specific, “I” represented the 

participants who showed improvement, “S” stood for those whose performance 

remained the same, and “R” meant the participants who made regression. “B” referred 

to boys and “G” symbolized girls. For instance, IB1 was the first boy in the group of 

“improved” and RB2 was the second boy in the group of “regressive.” 

 

 

 

 


