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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

     Literature areas to be reviewed include writing pedagogy, aspects of feedback, 

and feedback studies in Taiwan. The first section discusses two models for writing 

instruction—product model and process model. The second section analyzes feedback 

in terms of content and form, direct correction and indirect correction, marginal 

comments and end comments, and cover sheets. The third section reports studies on 

feedback in Taiwan.  

Writing Pedagogy 

     Sokolik (2003) suggests that writing can be seen in pairs of contrasts: (a) The 

act of writing is visualizing the mental work of ideas into words through the physical 

action of using some media, (b) the purpose of writing is to express oneself to impress 

the intended readers, and (c) what the writer goes through is a process and what the 

reader sees is a product. Therefore, the written text is addressed to anticipated readers 

for specific purposes (Winterowd & Murray, 1985). What to express and how to 

express are keys to effective communication (K. Hyland, 2004). 

     Instruction is essential for effective writing. Unlike speaking, in which listeners 

offer real-time feedback, the burden of written communication falls mainly on the 

writer (Bowen, Madsen, & Hilferty, 1985). A writer has to generate content, to 

organize his ideas, to apply conventions of writing, and to integrate all the other 

necessary knowledge (O’Malley & Pierce, 1996). He is also obliged to consider the 

purpose and audience. The former influences the nature of writing (O’Malley & 

Pierce, 1996) and the latter affects the choices in language use and details (Winterowd 

& Murray, 1985). Since successful writing relies both on what a writer knows and on 

how adept he is in deploying his knowledge (Purves, 1987), extensive practice is 
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crucial (O’Malley & Pierce, 1996). However, for L2 learners, the diverse linguistic, 

social, and cultural factors often come into play (Jun, 2005). It takes writing 

instruction to wipe out the limitations that they have and to help them to compose a 

text matching their intellectual abilities (Leki, 2005). 

     Product model. The product-oriented instruction arose with the decline of oral 

composition and developed with the emphasis on belle-letters during the 17th and 18th 

centuries (Williams, 1998). There are three major assumptions (Williams, 1998). First, 

keeping the 19th-century dichotomy between form and content, the product model 

assumes that knowledge of grammar is linked to good writing and that good writing is 

correct writing. Second, the ability of discussing a published article is positively 

correlated with that of writing a well-organized text. Third, students can prevent 

similar errors on the subsequent assignment by looking at the corrections teachers 

make. 

     Following the underlying rationales, in-class teaching is prescriptive, 

product-oriented and teacher-centered (Applebee, 1986; Williams, 1998). At the 

sentence-level, instruction of correct usage and mechanics is emphasized (Applebee, 

1986), and teaching mainly covers exercises of grammatical drills (Sokolik, 2003). At 

the text level, traditional modes of discourse is stressed (Applebee, 1986). Teachers 

present prescribed models which are thought to be beneficial (Zamel, 1987), analyze 

them in general terms like introduction, body and conclusion (Williams, 1998), and 

ask students to follow the rhetorical rules (Applebee, 1986; Zamel, 1987). After such 

instruction, students are given a writing assignment, abide by some prescribed 

framework, and hand in the work (Williams, 1998; Zamel, 1987). Then, teachers 

correct all the errors on student texts, give summative comments, and assign grades 

(Williams, 1998).  
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The product model has been criticized for several reasons (Williams, 1998; 

Zamel, 1985). Because this model focuses on the product (Williams, 1998), writing 

assignments are submitted for error correction (Williams, 1998) and for grading 

purposes (Zamel, 1987). Students gain limited understanding of writing (Zamel, 1985) 

and they view teacher feedback passively (F. Hyland, 2000). Additionally, because the 

success of a piece of writing is assessed by how well the rules are incorporated 

(Applebee, 1986), students are not encouraged to express their ideas with creativity 

(Sokolik, 2003). They are deprived of independent thinking and risk taking (Williams, 

1998). What is worse, they have little chance of group interaction which is essential 

for writing outside of school (Williams, 1998). As a response to overemphasis on the 

product, a writing model with a different focus emerges. 

     Process model. Not until the 1960s were factors in writing and in the writing 

instruction investigated on the larger scope (Sokolik, 2003). In analyzing what 

distinguished good writers from poor ones, researchers shifted their attention from the 

text products to the writing process (Williams, 1998). Writing is seen as a process of 

discovery (Zamel, 1987). A finished piece of writing is assumed to result from 

complex interaction of activities in various stages of development (Harmer, 2001; 

Williams, 1998) and those stages take place in a recursive way (Harmer, 2001; Rainey, 

2003; Williams, 1998). 

Researchers and experts have proposed several versions of the writing process 

division (Applebee, 1986; Rainey, 2003; Williams, 1998; Winterowd & Murray, 1985; 

Zamel, 1987). The rough 3-stage version is pre-writing, writing, and post-writing 

(Winterowd & Murray, 1985; Zamel, 1987). Post-writing is subdivided into revision 

and editing (Applebee, 1986; Rainey, 2003). The more detailed version is presented 

by Williams (1998). The 7-phase process is described as follows: 
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Prewriting is gathering information for a writing task. Next, the material is 

organized with purpose and audience in mind in planning. Then, planned ideas are put 

into words in drafting; pausing and reading are reflecting on the written text to see 

how well it corresponds to the plan. Revising is making global changes on content 

and on organization to match the plan, which is followed by editing to fix local errors 

on sentence-level. Finally, in publishing, the finished text is shared with its intended 

audience. 

     Writing instruction is infused with the process of writing (Sokolik, 2003). To 

begin with, teachers are like coaches to guide students through writing phases 

(Williams, 1998; Zamel, 1987). They provide a motivating writing context with real 

purposes and audience (Maybin, 1994). The audience may be the teachers who 

respond as interested readers (Zamel, 1985) and/ or peers who are invited to give 

feedback (Kroll, 2001). Besides, activities are designed for various writing stages 

(Applebee, 1986). In pre-writing, clustering, brainstorming, free writing, and six 

wh-questions are beneficial to generating ideas (Winterowd & Murray, 1985). In 

postwriting, working with an “editing partner” and proofreading work well for 

revision (Winterowd & Murray, 1985).Through those activities, students are expected 

to master different techniques in effective writing (Williams, 1998). What is more 

important, student texts are viewed as works in progress (Zamel, 1985).Thus, revision 

is necessary and recursive in the writing process (Williams, 1998; Zamel, 1985). 

Multiple drafts are emphasized and grades are omitted or given later (Applebee, 1986). 

If student texts are not read as final products, students are likely to make substantial 

revisions on features, such as content and organization (Zamel, 1985). Successful 

revision also results from the effective instructions received (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 

1992), peer revision, and reviewing criteria of evaluation (Peregoy & Boyle, 1993, as 
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cited in O’Malley & Pierce, 1996).   

In Taiwan, the process model is what teachers generally agree upon, while the 

product model is what teachers usually practice in the classroom. In the curriculum 

guidelines designed both for the 2006 school year and for the 2009 school year, 

English composition is a one-year elective course for freshmen, sophomores and 

seniors. Teachers acknowledge that the goal of writing instruction is more than 

preparing students for college entrance exams (M. M. Wu, 2006). Most teachers agree 

that teachers should play multiple roles in writing instruction (M. M. Wu, 2006). A 

high percentage of the teachers think highly of group discussion (M. M. Wu, 2006), 

peer evaluation (Kuo, 2004; M. M. Wu, 2006), and revision (Kuo, 2004; M. M. Wu, 

2006). However, in practice, only one-third of the teachers “sometimes” act as 

facilitators or guides (M. M. Wu, 2006). Product-oriented activities, such as 

discussion on format and structure, grammar practices, and modes of writing play a 

major role in the curriculum (Hsu, 2005; Kuo, 2004; M. M. Wu, 2006). Though about 

70% of the teachers agree that grammar errors should be corrected (Kuo, 2004; M. M. 

Wu, 2006), they do not know how to correct students’ text correctly and efficiently 

(Hsu, 2005; Kuo, 2004). Therefore, factors in feedback are discussed in the following 

section.   

Feedback 

Feedback and revision are important pedagogical tools (Beason, 1993, as cited 

in Ferris, 1997). A writer discovers and solves problems in the composing process 

through revision (Krashen, 2005). Besides, the success of revision counts on the 

writer’s competence and the effective instructions (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1992). 

Students with varying writing proficiency revise texts with different focuses. The less 

skilled students revise on the local level while the more advanced rewrite on the 
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global level (Sommers, 1980, as cited in Zamel, 1987). With proper feedback, 

students can know what they have done and what they have to do to meet their 

intended goals (Goldstein, 2004). Therefore, students pay much attention to feedback 

in a multiple-draft setting (Ferris, 1995b), and feedback is regarded as part of a 

learning process more than a means of assessment (Harmer, 2001).  

Peer feedback. Peer feedback plays a role in the English compositions for 

several reasons. Peer response raises a sense of audience in composing either when 

students read others’ texts (Goldstein, 2005) or when they reflect on their own writing 

(Tsui & Ng, 2000). Besides, ownership of text is fostered in the writing process. 

Student writers themselves have to decide how to adopt or adapt peer suggestions in 

revision (Tsui & Ng, 2000). In addition, peer revision enhances collaborative learning. 

Students exchange their ideas and learn from others’ strengths (Miao, Badger, & Zhen, 

2006; Tsui & Ng, 2000). Moreover, writing apprehension is lowered (Chaudron, 1984, 

as cited in F. Hyland, 2000; Miao et al., 2006). Students know their peers go through 

the same difficulties as they do (Chaudron, 1984, as cited in F. Hyland, 2000), and 

they can receive immediate response to enhance communication and avoid 

misunderstanding (Miao et al., 2006). Therefore, peer feedback may enable students 

to be less dependent on their teachers (F. Hyland, 2000).  

Despite the advantages of peer reviews, some disadvantages to the practice of 

peer feedback have been identified. Peer review is confined to some areas. ESL/ EFL 

students tend to focus on grammatical issues (Hendrickson, 1987; Leki, 1990, as cited 

in Kroll, 2001) and rarely give suggestions for the writing as a whole (Cault, 1994). 

Besides, students’ cultural background may reduce the scope of feedback. For 

example, criticizing is not what Chinese-speaking students are willing to do (Carson 

& Nelson, 1994) and those cultural influences dissuade students from giving negative 
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feedback (F. Hyland, 2000). In addition, peer feedback sheets play a marginal role (F. 

Hyland, 2000).Because of students’ limited proficiency, peer feedback has to be 

guided and controlled (Kroll, 2001). Teacher-directed peer response may limit the 

diversity and interest in peer reviews (Knoblauch & Brannon, 1984, as cited in F. 

Hyland, 2000). Hence, the response sheets do not arouse viewers’ commitment or 

enhance writers’ usage (F. Hyland, 2000). What is worse, peer feedback is less 

incorporated in revision than teacher feedback because students doubt peers’ language 

ability and experience (Miao et al., 2006) and because students in some cultures 

regard teachers as the only source of authority (Nelson & Murphy, 1993). In practice, 

students prefer reading peers’ written works to reading their written comments (Tsui 

& Ng, 2000). Research also highlights the impracticability of grouping students. 

Students prefer to be paired with those at a higher level of proficiency (F. Hyland, 

2000), but how to meet the needs of more proficient students is ignored.  

Teacher feedback. Compared with peer feedback, teacher feedback is more 

favorable (Nelson & Carson, 1998; Tsui & Ng, 2000) and more incorporated in 

revision (Nelson & Carson, 1998; Nelson & Murphy, 1993). Acknowledging teachers’ 

language competence and experience in explaining and providing strategies for 

revision (Goldstein, 2005), students highly value teachers’ feedback (Ferris, 1995b, 

1997; Goldstein, 2005) and incorporate a high percentage of their advice in revision 

(Ashwell, 2000; Miao et al., 2006; Tsui & Ng, 2000). To be more specific, students 

want their teachers to give feedback on both content and form (Y. D. Li, 2005; 

Radecki & Swales, 1988, as cited in Goldstein, 2005). Teachers’ responses to content 

raise students’ motivation to write (Zamel, 1985). Feedback on form enhances 

students’ writing accuracy (Ashwell, 2000; Ferris & Roberts, 2001). Thus, teachers’ 

comments are beneficial to learning and to fostering the interpersonal conditions 
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suitable for learning (F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001). 

Among various methods of teacher feedback, handwritten response is the 

mainstream (Ferris, 1997). This individualized attention heightens students’ 

motivation in writing (Bowen et al., 1985; Ferris, Pezone, Tade, & Tinti, 1997). 

Besides content and form, teacher feedback covers many other aspects. Therefore, 

what follows is discussion of teacher written feedback from different perspectives. 

     Content and form. Content involves elements on multiple-sentence level like 

organization, cohesion, relevance, and so on (Ashwell, 2000). Feedback on content is 

acknowledged in many studies (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 1997; F. Hyland & 

K. Hyland, 2001; Y. D. Li, 2005). And it is found that teachers put great emphasis on 

content (Ferris, 1997; F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001). Ferris (1997) examined more 

than 1,600 marginal and end comments on the 110 first drafts by advanced ESL 

college students. She found teachers’ response to content accounted for the largest 

proportion, with only 14% of the end comments and 3% of the marginal comments 

left for grammar and mechanics. This is in line with F. Hyland and K. Hyland’s (2001) 

study. After analyzing end comments on ESL college students’ texts in five aspects, 

they found 64% of the praise, 44% of the criticism and 36 % of the suggestion all 

focused on issues of content, compared with the fact that 14% of the praise, 24% of 

the criticism and 23% of the suggestion were centered on form and that even less 

attention was given to academic convention, process of writing and general issues. On 

the other hand, students highly value teacher comments on content (Y. D. Li, 2005). Y. 

D. Li (2005) noticed that 74% of the English majors in China were attentive to 

comments on ideas and organization. Besides, feedback on content motivates students 

to write (Zamel, 1985) and helps students gather information and evidence (Conrad & 

Goldstein, 1999). As a result, feedback on content results in substantial student 
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revision (Ferris, 1997). 

On the other hand, feedback on form deals with features on sentence-level like 

grammar, word choice and mechanics (Ashwell, 2000). Researchers have categorized 

those features based on some common traits (Ferris, 1999; Hendrickson, 1977, as 

cited in Hendrickson, 1987). Considering the treatability of errors, Ferris (1999) 

depicts treatable errors as those that “occur in a patterned, rule-governed way” and 

she attributes untreatable errors to the fact that “There is no handbook or set of rules 

students can consult to avoid or fix those types of errors” (p.6). To be more specific, 

treatable errors include features like verb tense and form, subject-verb agreement, 

article usage, plural and possessive noun endings and sentence fragments, whereas 

untreatable errors consist of word choice, exceptions of pronoun and preposition 

usage, unidiomatic sentence structure, problems with word order, and missing or 

unnecessary words (Ferris, 1999). Empirical studies have proved that there is 

significant difference in students’ capability in editing (Ferris & Roberts, 2001). For 

example, in Ferris and Roberts’s (2001) study, untreatable errors are more 

troublesome. In untreatable errors, wrongly used words (e.g., word choice, preposition 

and pronoun errors) are easier to mend than sentence structures which include errors 

in sentence/clause boundaries, word order, omitted phrases, unnecessary words or 

phrases, and other unidiomatic sentence construction. In terms of comprehensibility, 

Hendrickson (1977, as cited in Hendrickson, 1987) classifies errors into global errors 

and local errors. He defines global errors as communicative errors which hinder a 

proficient non-native speaker from comprehending a written message, and he labels 

local errors as linguistic errors with which a proficient non-native speaker can still 

understand the intended meaning with the assistance of the context.  

     Research has indicated that students tend to make errors of different types 
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(Chiang, 1992; Ferris & Roberts, 2001). Analyzing the diagnostic drafts of 72 ESL 

college students, Ferris and Roberts (2001) found that the error counts of verb 

category, sentence structure, word choice, noun endings, and articles descend in order 

of frequency. As for adult immigrant students, Bitchener, Young and Cameron (2005) 

found prepositions, definite articles and the past simple tense were the most 

troublesome. Besides, after examining the drafts of 160 senior high school students in 

Taiwan, Chiang (1992) found that in local errors, elementary groups were prone to 

make errors in pronouns while intermediate groups had trouble with adverbs. In 

global errors, elementary groups were poor at conjunctions, run-on sentences, and 

subject-object complements in order of difficulty, but intermediate groups had a hard 

time dealing with run-on sentences, conjunctions, and subject-object complements in 

order of frequency. And Chiang (1992) assumed that language transfer may influence 

elementary groups and that overgeneralization of target language has an effect on 

intermediate groups. According to H. H. Huang’s (2004) error analysis of high school 

students in Taiwan, she noticed students tended to have difficulty with wrong words 

(unidiomatic or wrong expressions), unnecessary expressions, spelling, omission, 

word form and plural. Therefore, regardless of students’ language competency, the 

more abstract, less rule-governed errors bother students more. 

     Whether to treat errors or not is the topic in some research. One idea is to let 

nature take its course (Truscott, 1996, 1999, 2004; Miao et al., 2006). Truscott (1996, 

1999) claims that grammar correction ignores SLA insights about the gradual 

acquisition process of a language learner. Students may apply avoidance strategy to 

prevent committing errors (Truscott, 1999, 2004), and then they confine themselves to 

their limited expression usages (Truscott, 1999). Thus, error correction diverts 

students’ attention from more productive aspects in writing (Truscott, 1996). Still, 
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there are a range of problems associated with the ability and attitudes of teachers and 

students in error correction (Truscott, 1996). For example, students may reduce 

self-correction because they think further correction is unnecessary since teachers 

have indicated all the errors (Miao et al., 2006). 

However, Truscott’s assumptions have met lots of challenges (Ashwell, 2000; 

Chandler, 2003; Ferris, 1999; Ferris & Roberts, 2001). Theoretically speaking, errors 

cover more than grammatical usages as Ferris (1999) categorizes. In practice, students 

heavily rely on the form feedback for improvement in grammatical accuracy (Ashwell, 

2000; Ferris & Roberts, 2001). According to ESL research on form, making errors 

salient to adult L2 learners is necessary in avoiding fossilization and in improving 

linguistic ability (Ellis, 1998). In identifying errors, Ferris and Roberts (2001) 

observed that ESL college students were only able to detect six out of an average of 

33.6 errors per text without teacher feedback on form. As for editing, Ashwell (2000) 

found that ESL college students independently made 43% of the changes in content 

but only 12% of the changes in form. In Ferris and Roberts’s (2001) experiment, ESL 

college students who received error feedback significantly outperformed those who 

did not. Similar results are found in a study conducted by Chandler (2003). For L2 

East Asian college students, practice without error correction did not yield significant 

improvement in the correct follow-up writing, and error correction paired with 

revision resulted in the increase in accuracy, which did not come at the cost of fluency. 

From teachers’ perspective, feedback on form is emphasized (Ferris, 1995b; Zamel, 

1985). Zamel (1985) noticed that ESL college instructors were more attentive to 

form-related errors than to meaning-related ones. This phenomenon is also observed 

by Ferris (1995b). The 155 ESL college students responded in a survey that they 

received the most comments on grammar than on organization, content, and 
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mechanics and vocabulary. It follows that, being evaluated in an accuracy-oriented 

academic setting or workplace, L2 students show concern over an error-free text (K. 

Hyland, 2004). Therefore, students appreciate teachers’ responses to their 

grammatical problems (Ferris, 1995b). Consequently, feedback on form claims a 

place in writing instruction in terms of necessity and the perceptions of teachers and 

students.  

From the above literature, feedback on form and responses to content have their 

merits and necessity. Therefore, both form and content should receive attention when 

teachers give feedback (K. Hyland, 2004). Feedback on form alone has its limitations 

in producing overall effective texts. Conrad and Goldstein’s (1999) study specified a 

case in which a participant exactly followed her teacher’s suggestion and did revise 

many local errors successfully, but her revisions hardly contributed to satisfactory 

texts. On the other hand, no matter how interesting the content is, too many sentence- 

and discourse-level errors may hinder readers’ comprehension (Ferris, 1995a). 

Therefore, it is suggested that teachers give feedback on form and on content at the 

same student draft (Ferris, 1997). 

Then, in a writing process which is composed of multiple drafts (Williams, 

1998), when to give feedback on content and on form is noticed and analyzed in some 

research (Ashwell, 2000; Zamel, 1985). Some researchers advocate that giving 

feedback on content should be prior to offering responses to form (Kroll, 2001; Zamel, 

1985). Regarding the relation between students’ competence and revision, the less 

competent student writers made more changes in lexicon and with teacher-generated 

rules, while the more capable students could revise from a global perspective of 

discourse and content (Sommers, 1980, as cited in Zamel, 1987). Therefore, Zamel 

(1985) assumes that receiving two kinds of feedback may confuse students with 
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which to focus on first, to mend the local errors or to elaborate ideas. That combined 

feedback may also raise students’ insecurity about writing (Kroll, 2001).  

However, both analytical data and empirical studies claim that there is no such 

necessity in considering the sequence of giving feedback. Ferris (1997) analyzed 110 

drafts by 47 ESL college students. The mixed feedback on form and on content did 

not interfere with students’ revision on ideas. In Fathman and Whalley’s (1990) study 

(as cited in Ashwell, 2000), students who simultaneously received comments and 

holistic scores as content feedback and underlining as form feedback performed as 

well as those who separately got content and form feedback. Such consistent findings 

are noticed in Ashwell’s (2000) experiment on 50 EFL college students in Japan. 

Ashwell (2000) gave comments on content and underlined the incorrect usages in 

texts. There was significant difference in accuracy and in content of the revised 

compositions whether students were in the traditional group who got content feedback 

earlier than form feedback, in the reverse group, or in the group with form and content 

responses combined. Therefore, teacher feedback ought not to be considered in terms 

of a simple content/form dichotomy. Instead, in a multiple-draft setting, 

content-related and form-focused feedback should be given simultaneously so that 

students have more practice during the whole writing process. 

     Direct correction and indirect correction. Errors occur naturally in learning a 

second language, but students can learn from errors with the help of continuous, 

systematic, and supportive feedback (Hendrickson, 1987). Types of correction include 

(a) pointing out an error with a mark in the margins, (b) giving the correct expression, 

(c) labeling an error with a code or description that shows the rule it violates, and (d) 

pointing out the presence of an error but not indicating the precise position (Kroll, 

2001). In general, error feedback is divided into direct correction and indirect 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 18

correction. The former is that teachers give correct expressions and students transcribe 

the correction into the revision, while the latter is that students themselves have to 

correct the errors teachers identify (Bitchener et al., 2005; Ferris & Roberts, 2001).  

Experimental studies have investigated whether certain correction strategy is 

better than the others (Bitchener et al., 2005; Chandler, 2003; Ferris, 2002, as cited in 

Bitchener et al., 2005; Hayward, 1993). As for the time required to correct a 100-word 

student text, direct correction took 0.9 minute, in comparison with underlining (0.8 

min), underlining paired with description (1.0 min) and description (1.0 min) 

(Chandler, 2003). The findings indicate that either direct correction or indirect one 

takes the teacher almost the same time. As to students’ preference, compared with 

indirect correction, direct correction is easier (Chandler, 2003) because they just copy 

the correct expressions into the next draft (Bitchener et al., 2005; Ferris & Roberts, 

2001). About the effect on revision, compared with indirect correction, direct 

correction contributes to greater increase in accuracy for revision (Chandler, 2003; 

Ferris, 2002, cited in Bitchener et al., 2005) and for subsequent writing (Chandler, 

2003). The reasons are assumed that internalizing the correct usage takes place soon 

after students receive their corrected writing and that the suspension of cognitive 

effort is reduced without waiting for a hypothesized usage to be proved to be correct 

(Chandler, 2003). However, in a semester-long study of Ferris (2002, as cited in 

Bitchener et al., 2005), indirect correction attributed to significant decrease in error 

frequency ratio more than direct correction did. Therefore, in revision, direct 

correction has better short-term result, but indirect correction brings about greater 

long-term effect. Besides, indirect correction is advocated by some researchers. It 

gives students opportunity to take part in the decision-making (Hayward, 1993; 

Lalande, 1982, as cited in Ferris & Roberts, 2001) and facilitates learning linguistic 
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forms, which may in turn enhance long-term acquisition (Reid, 1998b, as cited in 

Ferris & Roberts, 2001). Therefore, weighing the pros and cons of direct correction 

and indirect correction, indirect correction is superior for students’ sake in a long-term 

curriculum of writing instruction. 

     Indirect correction can be further classified into coded feedback and uncoded 

one (Bitchener et al., 2005). The former shows the type of errors, and the later only 

indicates the location of errors by underlining, circling, or placing a tally (Bitchener et 

al., 2005). In practice, students and teachers are advised to focus on major patterns of 

errors rather than on every single mistake (Ferris, 1995a). Thus, to acquaint students 

with grammatical rules and terminology, coded feedback is accompanied with 

detailed explanations with a list of example errors (Ferris & Robert, 2001).  

     Research on indirect correction focuses on students’ performance and their 

perceptions (Chandler, 2003; Ferris & Roberts, 2001). Ferris and Roberts (2001) 

conducted a study to examine whether underlining with codes and underling alone 

made a difference to types of errors (e.g., verbs, noun endings, articles, wrong words, 

sentence structures) in revision for ESL college students. No significant statistic 

difference was found in editing success ratios, but the students who received 

treatment with code successfully corrected more errors in every category except in 

articles. And they embraced coded marking technique most in the questionnaire. 

Slight difference is found in Chandler’s (2003) experiment. In Chandler’s (2003) 

study, coded feedback was further divided into description alone and underlining with 

description. ESL college students performed best in revision with the help of 

underlining paired with description, but those with underlining had best accuracy for 

subsequent writing. To be more specific, underlining was more effective for students 

who were more competent for self-correction. Surprisingly, the writing performance 
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did not fully support students’ preference. In the same study carried out by Chandler 

(2003), students responded in the questionnaire that they preferred underlining 

combined with description for three reasons: (a) They were better at identifying what 

type of error they made, (b) they learned the most from this treatment, and (c) they 

found it most useful in future writing. Therefore, in performance, coded feedback is 

more effective in revision. Uncoded feedback has more positive result in subsequent 

writing, especially for the more competent students. Students prefer coded feedback 

to uncoded one.  

    What is worth concern is that students’ ability of editing should be considered in 

deciding which correction technique to take (Chanlder, 2003; Ferris & Robert, 2001). 

Ferris and Roberts (2001) noticed that untreatable errors, especially sentence 

structures, were more challenging than treatable errors for students who received 

indirect feedback. In fact, compared with a range of 55%-79% successful correction 

ratio of the other types of errors, ESL college students correctly edited about half of 

the errors in sentence structures (e.g., missing or unnecessary words, wrong word 

order, run-ons and sentence fragments). Thus, Ferris and Roberts (2001) proposed that 

teachers give indirect feedback for students to self-edit some errors before they apply 

direct correction to the more problematic errors. This suggestion corresponds to a 

feedback treatment practiced by Hendrickson (1987) in correcting picture writing in 

Spanish and mentioned in the postscript of Chandler’s (2003) research on ESL writing. 

Students favor a combination of underlining and direct correction with the benefits 

deriving from the fact that the former is centered on errors students can self-edit and 

the latter is targeted at errors they fail to correct (Chandler, 2003). Since students at 

different language levels are prone to make errors of various kinds (Chiang, 1992), 

the effect of combining error indication with coded feedback on the first draft with 
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direct correction in subsequent revisions may provide some insight into error 

correction in a multi-draft setting. 

     Marginal comments and end comments. After gathering students’ papers, 

teachers are suggested to look through papers for a general picture, to notice the 

revised part and students’ annotations, to reread the papers with in mind the purpose, 

the intended audience and students’ needs, and then to comment on the drafts and on 

the revision (Goldstein, 2004). Thus, in the cognitive domain, teachers give comments 

by looking back on what students have done and by looking forward to what they will 

progress (Goldstein, 2005).  

Research indicates that useful comments have some traits (e.g., Ferris, 1997; F. 

Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001; Goldstein, 2005). The content is text-specific (Ferris, 

1997), states the teacher’s intent (F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001; Goldstein, 2005), and 

offers strategies for revision (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Goldstein, 2005; F. Hyland, 

2000; F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001). For instance, comments that ask for specific 

information result in best revision (Ferris, 1997). As for the language, the choice of 

words should be at students’ proficiency level (Goldstein, 2005). Direct expression is 

recommended. Indirect comments do not yield satisfactory revision because students 

may misunderstand the feedback in a foreign language (F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001; 

Zamel, 1985) and because students may read indirect comments for literal meaning 

and thus avoid revision (Goldstein, 2005). Syntactic structure is of minor influence. 

ESL college students persistently revise in reply to what teachers request regardless of 

the syntactic form as question, statement, or imperative. (Ferris, 1997).  

As mentioned before, feedback acquaints students with what they have done 

and what they have to do to meet their intended goals (Goldstein, 2004). From this 

perspective, comments are classified into three major modes: praise, criticism, and 
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suggestion (Goldstein, 2004). Each mode has its effect on writing. Suggestion 

recommends some workable methods for improvement, sometimes referred to as 

“constructive criticism” (Goldstein, 2004, p.191). Positive comments give students 

credit for what they have done well. It boosts students’ confidence in what they 

choose in composing and revision (Goldstein, 2004, 2005). ESL college students in 

China responded in a questionnaire that, with encouragement, two-thirds of them 

would be motivated to write better in subsequent papers compared with one-third of 

the respondents with criticism (Y. D. Li, 2005). Besides, students are left with vivid 

recollections of teachers’ encouragement than with criticism (Ferris, 1995b). However, 

receiving positive feedback alone, students may not improve because they do not 

know what to work on further (Ferris, 1997; F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001; Y. D. Li, 

2005). Even so, praise should be given sincerely for its own sake rather than be used 

as a compensation for a follow-up criticism (F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001). Negative 

comments indicate what students should improve, which is accepted by some students 

(Y. D. Li, 2005). Yet, students feel discouraged when all comments are negative 

(Connors & Lunsford, 1993, as cited in F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001; Ferris, 1995b). 

Lacking techniques for revision, students may resort to avoidance strategy. For 

example, without content knowledge, one respondent in Conrad and Goldstein’s 

(1999) study chose to delete an example rather than try to know more of the content. 

Therefore, it is assumed that combining praise and suggestion is a more effective 

method (Ferris, 1995b; F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001) to give students motivation and 

directions (F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001).  

In the affective domain, writing is a social interaction between the writer and 

readers (Goldstein, 2005) and comments are beneficial to fostering the interpersonal 

relation for learning to occur (F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001). Given the fact that 
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student writers hope their teachers can act as “genuine but receptive readers” (Y. D. Li, 

2005, p.76), teachers are suggested to put more emphasis on student writers than on 

student writing by responding as interested readers rather than as evaluators (Harmer, 

2001; Williams, 1998; Zamel, 1985). As a result, teachers can read students’ works 

with a wide range of feelings, perceptions, and responses like showing sympathy, 

approval, and gratefulness to the contents (Harmer, 2001; Goldstein, 2005).  

Based on the position in the layout, comments are divided into marginal 

comments and end comments. The features and functions of those two comments are 

described as follows: Marginal comments are placed next to the text (Goldstein, 2005). 

They are more physically convenient for reference (Goldstein, 2005). Many of the 

marginal comments are composed of symbols or codes to indicate the incorrect 

language usages (F. Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001) or information for subsequent 

revision (Ferris, 1997). On the other hand, end comments are longer, more general, 

and more summative on the overall writing (Ferris et al., 1997). The distribution of 

different modes of comments varies in different versions of students’ papers (F. 

Hyland & K. Hyland, 2001). In F. Hyland and K. Hyland’s (2001) analysis of 495 

feedback points in the end comments of ESL college students’ texts, comments of 

criticism and suggestion appear slightly more in drafts, but much more comments of 

praise are given in final copies to motivate students in the next writing assignment.  

According to the literature, the directness of error feedback, modes of 

comments, and places of comments are crucial in teacher written feedback. Some 

research has investigated the effect of integrated method of giving feedback. Ferris 

(1997) examined 1,600 marginal and end comments on 110 first drafts of ESL college 

students. She noticed that the strategy of combining summative end comments with 

underlining error patterns in the margins resulted in successful revisions. But she put 
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forth a question for future research: Which factor brought about the positive results, 

the comments, the indirect correction, or the combination of both? In addition, the 

summative and positive quality of end comments was beneficial to ESL college 

students’ subsequent revision and future writing (Ferris, 1997; Goldstein, 2005). Then, 

what is worth investigation is the method of having marginal comments centered on 

textual problems with both coded feedback and direct correction and having end 

comments focused on textual effectiveness with a sense of readership in senior high 

school English writing. 

     Cover sheets. Writing is the interaction between teacher readers and student 

writers (Goldstein, 2005). Teachers alone should not dominate the feedback, and 

students’ voice is necessary (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; F. Hyland, 2000; Storch & 

Tapper, 1997). Teachers and students have their implicit stances, so those two parties 

do not completely understand each other (F. Hyland, 2000). At times, students have 

difficulty understanding teacher comments due to the complexity of language use, 

unidentifiable handwriting (Ferris, 1995b), and obscure questions and directives 

(Zamel, 1985). Because of teachers’ recognized power and knowledge, students 

passively accept teachers’ perspective (F. Hyland, 2000). They may directly follow 

their teachers’ feedback and lack opportunity to reflect on their own works and on 

their writing skills (Ferris, 1997; Knoblauch & Brannon, 1984, as cited in F. Hyland 

& K. Hyland, 2001). Thus, teachers may impose their perceptions of what a text ought 

to be like onto students’ writing and cause appropriation (Zamel, 1985). However, 

teachers can offer more insightful responses to student texts, if teachers can 

understand texts from the perspective of student writers (Yates & Kenkel, 2002) and if 

teachers can realize what difficulties students run into in the writing process 

(Goldstein, 2004; Zamel, 1985).   
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     To solve the obstacles to the two-way communication, cover sheets can be of 

great use. In writing cover sheets, students are encouraged to actively review their 

texts and are given opportunity to justify how they respond to teacher feedback (Ferris, 

1997; Storch & Tapper, 1997). Then, students can be critical readers, avoid 

dependency on teachers, and have ownership of the text (Goldstein, 2005). On the 

other hand, teachers can know where students need feedback, what they have revised 

successfully, and why some problematic areas are left unsolved; therefore, teachers 

have a more comprehensive understanding of how to give response (Goldstein, 2005).   

Since cover sheets serve some function in writing, what to put in cover sheets 

has drawn researchers’ attention (Goldstein, 2004, 2005; Storch & Tapper, 1997). It is 

suggested that teachers should not dominate what is to be included in cover sheets lest 

students’ ideas be pre-emptied (Storch & Tapper, 1997). Moreover, cover sheets ought 

to be tailored for different assignments to meet the different needs of students at 

different levels (Goldstein, 2005). For a draft, it is suggested to write down the 

intended audience, student writers’ point of view, the purpose of the text, and an 

outline (Leki, 1990, as cited in Goldstein, 2004; Goldstein, 2005). For revision, the 

following may be taken into account: Which teacher comment do students think 

difficult to understand (Goldstein, 2004; Zamel, 1985)? Which comments do students 

find hard to use for revision (Goldstein, 2004)? Why do students choose not to 

integrate teacher response in their revision (Ferris, 1997)? In what areas do students 

ask for feedback (Goldstein, 2005)? 

     Some research has been conducted on what is annotated. In Storch and Tapper’s 

(1996a, as cited in Storch & Tapper, 1997) earlier study, what nonnative college 

students’ concern is mainly syntax and lexis. In their later study (Storch & Tapper, 

1997), annotations are analyzed on a larger scale. What non-native college students 
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annotate most frequently is quantity of content, followed by grammar/expression and 

structure. In grammar/expression, lexis is still their major concern. Two-thirds of the 

annotations are expression of concern and one-third are positive annotations. A 

quarter of the positive annotations are on quality of the content. However, the effect of 

annotations on the nature and quality of final drafts is missing in that study.  

Feedback Studies in Taiwan 

     Quite a few studies in Taiwan have focused on the effectiveness of feedback 

with regard to what to give feedback on, who to give feedback, how to give feedback, 

students’ perceptions, and teachers’ belief and practice.  

There is no need to consider the order of giving feedback on content and on 

form. In S. C. Chang’s (2005) case study of teacher written feedback on senior high 

school students’ writing, she found no significant difference in the overall writing 

quality between students in the single-draft group with combined feedback and those 

in the multi-draft group having content feedback prior to form feedback with symbols. 

Therefore, receiving simultaneous feedback on form and on content facilitates 

students’ writing, which corresponds to Ferris’s (1997) analysis and Ashwell’s (2000) 

study.  

Regardless of the means of giving peer review, peer feedback results in limited 

effect on students in senior high schools and in colleges. Feedback on content is better 

than that on form (e.g., Chien, 2005; Tso, 2002). Even so, the performance on content 

is restricted to some aspects and is not consistent in every study (e.g., Chao, 2004; H. 

H. Huang, 2004). In Chao’s (2004) study, 10th graders posted written peer review on 

the Internet with a focus on content. About 53.5% of the peer response was helpful in 

editing, especially in vocabulary. In Tso’s (2002) study, with the guidance of 

evaluation sheets, over 70% of the 11th graders’ judgment of the organization in 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 27

expository articles was the same with the teacher evaluation. However, students could 

only identify 44% of the errors teachers underlined and correctly label 29% of the 

errors teachers identified. This limited effect also appeared in H. H. Huang’s (2004) 

and Liao’s (2005) studies with peer feedback prior to teacher written feedback. The 

12th graders in H. H. Huang’s (2004) class used underlining for the first draft and 

direct correction for the revision besides in-class discussion and evaluation sheets 

during peer review. Those participants gave most accurate comments and improved 

most in content and spelling. But they found it challenging to offer suggestions in 

grammar and in organization of expository and narrative writing. The 11th graders in 

Liao’s (2005) research applied peer written and oral feedback. Truly, 70% of them had 

no trouble evaluating the global issues of content and organization in picture-writing 

and 90% of the peer response was useful in revising content and organization. Yet, 

40% of them had difficulty offering advice on grammatical usages and word choice in 

peer review. At college level, S. S. Li (2002) noticed that the oral discussion of 

college students had positive effect on revising the content. According to Chien’s 

(2005) findings, when content and organization were easy for college students to deal 

with, peer discussion on-line would focus on form and modifications at surface level 

like words and phrases. Therefore, neither high school students nor college students 

are competent enough to give feedback on a comprehensive scale. 

     Through empirical studies, peer feedback has been proved to be effective in 

some ways and accepted by senior high school students (e.g., Chao, 2004; Liao, 2005) 

and by college students (e.g., Chuang, 2005; S. S. Li, 2002). However, the 

effectiveness is influenced by rapport and individual’s proficiency. Contrary to Carson 

and Nelson’s (1994) findings, no cultural hindrance intimidates students (Chien, 2005; 

Liao, 2005), but students’ willingness to cooperate (Kuo, 2004) and the rapport in 
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groups (Chuang, 2005) are associated with the success of peer review. Besides, 

students’ proficiency influences the interaction among peers. Students with low 

linguistic competence are less confident and more apprehensive in providing feedback 

(S. S. Li, 2002; Liao, 2005; Tso, 2002) unless they have strong motivation and great 

humility (Chien, 2005). In grouping, students in homogeneous groups feel free to 

express themselves (S. S. Li, 2002), but least improvement is found when students of 

low achievements are grouped together (Tso, 2002). Therefore, to stay with 

teammates of equal or even higher proficiency is what students wish for (Chuang, 

2005; H. H. Huang, 2004; Tso, 2002), which corresponds to F. Hyland’s (2000) study.  

Compared with teacher feedback, peer evaluation leaves much to be desired in 

quality and quantity. Chen (2004) conducted a study on 12th graders to examine the 

similarities and differences between peer and teacher written feedback. In analyzing 

writing tasks in three genres, what peers and teachers focus on in evaluation are 

similar, with grammar, lexical choice, organization, and content in order of frequency. 

But three differences are noticed. First, teacher comments greatly outnumber peer 

reviews. To be more specific, the ratios of teacher evaluation to peer evaluation in 

description, argumentation, and narration were 232:162, 335:181, and 329: 288. 

Second, peer evaluation on form is mainly at mechanical and lexical levels; in 

contrast, teachers are better at evaluating at the phrase, clause, sentence and 

multi-sentence levels. Third, most of the teacher comments are incorporated into 

revision while students’ acceptance of peer reviews varies from one student to another. 

The more proficient students adopt less peers’ suggestion because they doubt peers’ 

ability. This echoes the results in the study of Maio et al. (2006). 

With the concerns mentioned above, peer evaluation is applied with limitations. 

First, peer feedback is not fully incorporated into the high school classroom setting 
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(Hsu, 2005; M. M. Wu, 2006). Hsu (2005) conducted a questionnaire of 65 senior 

high school teachers in Kaohsiung city. He noticed that about one-third of the teachers 

seldom use peer evaluation. More detailed analysis is found in M. M. Wu’s (2006) 

research into the belief and practice in the writing instruction of 171 senior high 

school teachers in Taipei. Though teachers think highly of peer evaluation, this 

method is often reserved in practice. Due to the limitations to students’ ability and 

time allowance in class, teachers are the major evaluators. They take a more 

authoritative attitude in either offering direct correction or in giving directions for 

improvement. Second, peer review alone is not sufficient or desirable for senior high 

students. Based on a multiple-choice question in Chen’s (2004) questionnaire, most 

senior high school students think peer review should be paired with teacher feedback. 

Besides, all the interviewees in H. H. Huang’s (2004) study embrace the combination 

of peer and teacher feedback.  

Truly, students highly value teacher feedback (Chao, 2004; C. P. Wu, 2003), but 

whether this confidence in teachers is an obstacle to revision has been discussed in 

some research (Chen, 2004; Hsu, 2005; Lai, 2006). Though a little more than half of 

the high school students could understand teacher written feedback, 25.5% of them 

were unsure of what their teachers meant, and 18.1% of them could not understand at 

all (C. P. Wu, 2003). When teacher comments were controversial, 81.6% of the high 

school students would accept teacher feedback (Chen, 2004). In other words, even 

though teacher feedback is not completely understood by students, it is accepted. To 

make teacher feedback more effective, communication or discussion is needed. 

Research has evaluated methods of teacher-student communication. 

Teacher-student conference has been proved to be positive by Lai’s (2006) study of 

high school participants and by C. C. Chang’s (1998) case study of three college 
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students. However, teacher-student conference is impractical in the real classroom 

setting. Considering the large class size, 61.6% of the high school teachers seldom 

have one-to-one discussion with students over their writing and 7.6% never do so 

(Hsu, 2005). According to overseas studies reviewed, cover sheets are beneficial to 

teachers as well as students (e.g., Ferris, 1997; Storch & Tapper, 1997). Regrettably, 

scarce research in Taiwan probes into the effect of cover sheets on communication 

between teacher readers and student writers. 

Methods of error correction have been studied in terms of students’ factors like 

majors, proficiency and autonomy (e.g., Y. P. Huang, 2006; C. P. Wu, 2003). In 

general, indirect correction appeals to high school students and undergraduates alike 

who are fond of self-discovery or who are more proficient in English (L. J. Huang, 

2006; Y. P. Huang, 2006). With regard to students’ major, C. P. Wu (2003) 

administered a survey of 94 senior high school students in the third year in the 

Kaohsiung area. Nearly two-thirds of the students who major in science like indirect 

correction better lest they should depend on teachers too much. Meanwhile, almost 

two out of three students who major in humanities or Fine Arts prefer direct correction 

for its convenience. Regarding students’ competence, Y. P. Huang (2006) carried out 

an empirical study on high school students to examine the relation between correction 

and proficiency. She noticed that coded correction has more positive benefits in 

writing improvement and is preferred by students of high proficiency. Direct 

correction is more suitable for students with low proficiency in terms of perceptions, 

preference and improvement. The phenomenon that more competent students benefit 

from and favor more implicit correction is also observed in C. C. Chang’s (1998) 

research of three college students. The more advanced student likes circling to have a 

chance of thinking over the errors, while the less-advanced student prefers code 
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correction system. However, the autonomous learning might not be consistent to the 

writing improvement. In Y. P. Huang’s (2006) research, high school students at 

low-proficiency level gain more autonomy from indirect correction but they think 

they learn more from direct feedback. The result that autonomy does not increase as 

the writing improves is in line with L. J. Huang’s (2006) study. ESL college students 

have significant improvement in accuracy when they receive underlining with codes 

in comparison with those who get underlining. It is because underlining alone 

provides insufficient directions for students to revise. Therefore, it is worth further 

investigation to take students’ factors into account when applying indirect correction 

prior to direct correction in a high school multi-draft writing class. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


