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1 INTRODUCTION  

 
Giving feedback once meant the same as correcting learners’ errors, but 

today there are a number of options available to teachers in deciding how to 
respond to their learners’ written work. This study explores the ways learners 
responded to some of these in the context of secondary school ELT in Oman.  

 
2 BACKGROU ND 

 
Both my experience as a teacher of English and my reading motivated 

me to do this study. Though a lot of feedback is given on Omani learners’ 
writing, they do not seem to improve. Doff (1988) and Hillocks (1996), cited in 
Celce-Murcia (1991), in fact claim that written feedback has little effect on 
writing improvement. On the other hand, though, others (e.g. Byrne 1988) 
claim that, if it is given appropriately, feedback may encourage quality 
writing. As an experienced teacher who has tried a number of approaches to 
giving feedback, I felt I needed to investigate which way was the most 
suitable for my  learners. 

 
3 FEEDBACK ON WRITING 

 
3.1 Defining Feedback 

 
Keh (1990: 294) defines feedback on writing as “input from a reader to 

a writer with the effect of providing information to the writer for revision”. 
Hence feedback is supposed to show learners what is right or wrong in order 
for them to produce better texts in future (Hamp-Lyons & Heasley 1987). 
Feedback takes an ‘evaluative’ form where the teacher awards a final grade 
accompanied by a brief description such as ‘very good’. It is ‘corrective’ 
where mistakes are corrected and a correct version clearly shown. It can also 
take a ‘strategic’ form where advice on how to eradicate mistakes is given. 

 
3.2 Approaches to Giving Feedback 

 
There are many approaches to giving feedback on learners’ writing. 

Here I discuss four which are commonly used. 
 
3.2.1 Peer Correction 
 

Peer correction is a technique in which learners review each other’s 
work and comment on it. One of its advantages is that it encourages learners 
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to become autonomous. Peer correction allows learners to interact more with 
the text and to understand their mistakes better. Peer correction gives 
immediate feedback when the task is still fresh in learners’ minds (Byrne 
1998).  

 
3.2.2 Teacher Correction 

 
The role of a teacher in this approach to feedback is to cross out each 

mistake and provide correct versions. Red ink is commonly used to show 
exactly where each mistake is and how it should be corrected (Hamp-Lyons 
and Heasley 1987:143). Though this approach emphasises the production of 
accurate texts, it is unlikely to stimulate improvement in writing because it 
inhibits the making of ‘learning steps’ (Edge 1989).  

 
3.2.3 Using a Coding System  

 
Teachers can also underline all mistakes and write corresponding 

symbols for each in the margin (Keh 1990). Different symbols are used to 
indicate different mistakes (e.g. Sp = spelling, T = tense). This approach gives 
learners more responsibility for thinking about their errors and working out 
precisely what they are. On the other hand, though, learners may not 
understand the metalanguage used in the codes. Codes may also discourage 
learners from reading the text, focusing them solely on the mistakes to correct. 
A text full of codes may also be confusing for learners.  

 
3.2.4 Using Guiding Lines  
 

This approach also involves just identifying errors without correcting 
them, but rather than using codes the teacher in this case simply underlines 
parts of the text that need to be corrected. This approach gives learners the 
opportunity to re-read their work and consider the nature of the mistakes. It is 
also pedagogically friendly for both a busy teacher and for productivity 
(Hyland 1990). 

  
4 METHOD 

 
This study attempted to investigate if different ways of receiving 

feedback on written work made a difference to the way learners were 
subsequently able to identify and correct errors in a written text.    
 
4.1 Data Collection 

 
62 learners completed the study. They were aged 16 to 17, in their 8th 

year of studying English, and at a school in the capital city. Data were 
collected through samples of texts on which feedback had been given and 
through a questionnaire. For reasons of space, I report here solely on the data 
from the written texts.  
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4.1.1 Design of Texts 

  
I prepared texts with errors in them and used these in the research to 

see what effect different approaches to error correction had on the learners. 
Text A consisted of 4 paragraphs, with five errors in each. Feedback on each 
paragraph was given in the following manner:  
� Paragraph 1 – learners had to identify the errors themselves (as they do in 
peer correction). 
� Paragraph 2 – the errors here were identified and corrected by the teacher. 
� Paragraph 3 – A coding system as described above was used. 
� Paragraph 4 – Errors here were underlined. 

Text B was the same as Text A but the errors were not identified in any 
of the four paragraphs (learners had to find them). Studying which errors 
learners were able to identify in Text B would shed light on the effectiveness 
of the feedback approaches used on Text A. 
 
4.1.2 Research Phases 
 

The research was done in three phases. In Phase 1, the learners worked 
on Text A. The texts were collected and checked and given back to them to 
review. The next day they were taken back. Phase 2 took place after two days 
and the learners worked on Text B. To prevent them memorizing the 
mistakes, the learners were not told that they were going to repeat the 
process. Phase 3 was done two weeks later,  again using Text B and the above 
process of correcting, reviewing and collecting was repeated.  

 
5 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 
Analysis and interpretation of data have been put together here for 

clarity and logical continuity 
 

5.1 Overall 

 
The overall findings are summarised in Table 1 below. This shows the 

percentage of learners who corrected 0-2 and 3-5 errors in each approach to 
feedback, over the three phases of the study. This suggests which of the 
approaches used in Phase 1 made the corrections more memorable for 
learners and allowed them to spot these again without support in Phases 2&3. 
 
Table 1: Summary of findings for four approaches to written feedback 

 Peer 
Correction 

Teacher 
Correction 

Coding 
System 

Guiding 
Lines 

Errors 
Corrected 

0-2 3-5 0-2 3-5 0-2 3-5 0-2 3-5 

Phase 1 32.3% 67.7% - - 54.8% 45.2% 41.9% 58.1% 
Phase 2 1.6% 98.4% 41.9% 58.1% 9.7% 90.3% 12.9% 87.1% 
Phase 3 0% 100% 50% 50% 12.9% 87.1% 17.7% 82.3% 
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5.2 Peer Correction 

 
5.2.1 Phase 1 
 

Just under 68% of the learners were able to identify 3 or more mistakes. 
This could have been because: 
� It was the first time they had read the text. 
� They usually find peer mistakes from handwritten, not typed, texts.  
� They had the impression that typed texts are always mistake free. 
 
5.2.2 Phase 2 
 

Phase 2 produced much better results. 98% corrected 3 or more errors. 
The reasons for this could be: 
� The learners had compared their results with their peers and had a  
      discussion of how to correct and hence more feedback.  
� They remembered the mistakes that they themselves identified previously.  
� The learners read through the text again slowly with more understanding  
      while looking for the mistakes.  
 
5.2.3 Phase 3 
 

After two weeks, 100% of learners identified 3 or more errors. This 
seems to indicate that the more the learners got the chance to see and re-read 
the text the easier they found it to identify the mistakes. 

 
5.3 Pre-Corrected Mistakes 

 
5.3.1 Phase 1 

 
In Phase 1 the mistakes in Paragraph 2 of Text A were corrected and 

the corrections were given to the learners to go through. They did not 
therefore need to identify or correct anything. 

 
5.3.2 Phase 2  
 

After two days, 58% of learners were able to correct at least three 
errors. 21% of the learners did not identify any errors. 

 
5.3.3 Phase 3 
 

After a further two weeks, the number of learners who identified at 
least three errors dropped to 50%, but the number of learners not identifying 
any errors also dropped, to around 10%.  The results for pre-corrected 
mistakes were thus clearly lower than those for peer correction. Possible 
explanations for these findings are that: 
� In reviewing the feedback in Phase 1, learners ignored the paragraph  
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      knowing the mistakes were already corrected. 
� Many learners failed to notice the mistakes and their corrections provided  
      by the teacher in the first place.  
� Teacher corrections in permanent red ink may indicate to learners that it is  
      their final draft and they were not going to repair it any further (Keh 1990;  
      Zamel 1981).  
� Some learners who tried to notice the corrections either did not  
      understand them or misinterpreted them (Ziv 1984, cited in Zamel 1981). 
 
5.4 Coding System 

 
5.4.1 Phase 1 
 

Almost 55% of the learners identified two errors or less or less in Phase 
1. The low results make sense given that:   
� Learners’ lack of familiarity with this approach may have hindered their  
      ability to understand the feedback. 
� The majority of these learners were concentrating on the codes more than  
      on the text. In fact, there was no indication of learners reading the text  
      fully (pencil lines along the sentences), and only minimal reading at word  
      level (i.e. reading the wrong words only) (Cameron 2001). 
 
5.4.2 Phases 2 & 3 
 

In Phase 2, over 90% of the learners corrected three or more errors in 
the third paragraph of the text. This seems to indicate that while using the 
codes may not have been helpful for all learners, on encountering the text a 
second time and knowing there were errors to be found, learners may have 
applied themselves more diligently to the task. The improvements shown in 
Phase 2 remained more or less stable in Phase 3.  

 
5.5 Guiding Lines 

 
5.5.1 Phase 1 

 
Just under 60% of the learners identified three or more errors in 

paragraph 4 of Text A.  
 
5.5.2 Phases 2 & 3 
 

In Phase 2, over 87% of the learners scored three or more errors. This 
upward trend was in keeping with the results on the other approaches to 
feedback. This seems to show that: 
� Revision and discussion played a great role. 
� They did not focus on trying to remember which mistakes had been  
     underlined, but read seriously and made changes even where there these  
      were not required.  
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      The positive trends shown in Phase 2 were maintained in Phase 3.  
 
5.6 Comparison 

 
Figure 1 compares the percentage of learners who scored three or more 

correct errors on each approach and in each phase.  

 
Figure 1: Comparison of performance on four approaches to written feedback 
 
This shows that 
� Phase 1 in all approaches had low performance (with the exception of pre 
      -corrected mistakes where the learners did not do anything). This was  
     probably due to the fact that it was the first time the text had been seen. 
� Peer correction in all phases showed the highest score reaching to 100% in  
      Phase 3. It seems to have been the approach which best allowed learners to  
      remember the errors which were corrected. 
� Pre-corrected mistakes gave the lowest results in all phases. Given that  
      this is the dominant approach used in Oman, this may explain why  
      learners’ writing does not seem to improve. 
� There does not seem to be much difference in the impact of using codes or  
      guiding lines although both approaches are more beneficial to learners  
      than teachers doing all the corrections. 
 
5.7 Limitations 

 
I am aware of a number of issues which may have affected the results 

of this study: 
� Finding mistakes in a typed text was difficult, as learners had a pre- 
      conceived idea that typed work is always perfect. 
� Learners usually checked their peers’ work, which is always hand-written. 
� The time difference between Phases 1 and 2, and the fact that the positions  
      of the mistakes were the same in each text may have facilitated learners’  
      attempts to remember these.  
� In their own writing, mistakes are never in the same positions and learners  
      do not usually get a chance to go through the same text again and again. 
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6 CONCLUSION 

 
This study has provided interesting insight into the effects on learners 

of the way they receive feedback on their writing. I expected teacher 
correction to be the most successful, but it was the approach which learners 
responded most negatively to. Given the widespread use in Oman of teacher 
correction in giving feedback on writing, this is clearly an issue that merits 
further investigation. Approaches that are rarely used, such as peer 
correction, coding systems and guiding lines, but which involve learners in 
the feedback process seemed to generate positive responses and these too 
deserve further study. I am not suggesting that these approaches to feedback 
will transform our learners overnight into skilled writers; adopting new 
feedback practices in the classroom will present teachers with many 
challenges. However, I hope that the findings presented here will encourage 
other teachers to think about the way they provide feedback on their learners’ 
writing and to consider whether more effective alternatives might be 
available. 
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