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a b s t r a c t

While learning outcomes associated with type and frequency of feedback have been
extensively researched, student perceptions of teacher feedback have received less
attention. This manuscript reports on an investigation of student perceptions and pref-
erences concerning teacher feedback in university EFL writing classes in Japan. Students
generally reacted positively to feedback and exhibited strong preferences for detailed,
handwritten feedback that addressed both content and mechanical errors. The color of
feedback appears to be an issue of minimal concern as students indicated nearly equal
preference for red and blue marking. Higher proficiency corresponded with lower anxiety
levels, an increased willingness to ask questions about feedback, and more positive re-
actions to feedback, while the opposite was true for lower-proficiency students. Females
preferred detailed, direct feedback more than males did, while males indicated somewhat
higher anxiety concerning feedback. Finally, feedback was utilized only to a modest extent,
a result that highlights the need to encourage and train students in its use. The study
concludes with suggestions for further research.

� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The current study began several years ago upon hearing an offhand remark from a veteran teacher: “My students don’t
want feedback on their writing, and even if I give it to them, they don’t read it. Why bother?” Upon being asked how he knew
those things to be true, that veteran teacher responded with the time-tested and unassailable answer that, as a veteran
teacher, he “just knew”.

Being experienced writing teachers, we believed – or perhaps wanted to believe – that he was mistaken. Nonetheless, we
felt compelled to investigate whether students wanted feedback, what types were preferred, and what was done with it. In
studies conducted some 25 years ago in ESL contexts, Radecki and Swales (1988) and Leki (1991) found that students expected
feedback and were disappointed when it was not forthcoming. Some 10 years hence, Ferris and Roberts (2001) and, in an EFL
context, Lee (2004) obtained similar results. With the pace of change in the Internet Age, however, wewonderedwhether the
subsequent interval might have witnessed changes in perceptions. With information readily available in cyberspace and
editing easily accomplished with keystrokes instead of erasers, perhaps students’ feedback preferences and perceptions of
feedback had come to diverge from those found in the earlier studies.

Learner beliefs play a crucial role in education. Inasmuch as teaching activities need to be perceived by learners as
conducive to learning, foreign language educators should remain cognizant of learner beliefs or perceptions when planning
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and conducting classroom activities. Learner beliefs have been identified as an important individual difference variable in L2
learning in general (Dörnyei, 2005; Kalaja & Ferriera Barcelos, 2003). In specific areas, L2 learner beliefs have been found to
correlate with strategy use (Sakui & Gaies, 1999; Yang, 1999), motivation (Oxford, 1994; Pintrich, Marx, & Boyle, 1993; for an
overview, see Horwitz, 1999), proficiency (Mori, 1999; Peacock, 1999; Yang, 1999), learner anxiety (Levine, 2003), and
autonomous learning (Cotterall, 1995; Kalaja & Ferriera Barcelos, 2003). Moreover, teachers’ classroom activities can be
influenced by learner beliefs (Borg, 2003; Burgess & Etherington, 2002), with, for example, unrealistic beliefs or mis-
conceptions about language learning adversely affecting the learning process (Sawir, 2002). As Schulz (2001) succinctly noted:

Given that discrepancies in student and teacher belief systems can be detrimental to learning, it is important that
teachers explore their students’ perceptions regarding those factors believed to enhance the learning of a new language
and make efforts to deal with potential conflicts between student beliefs and instructional practices. (p. 244)

Because a vigilant awareness of students’ perceptions is crucial to successful learning outcomes, students’ perceptions of
feedback on their writing should be addressed. The following sections thus explain the various aspects of feedback addressed
in this study.

1.1. Literature review

1.1.1. Feedback definitions
For the purposes of the current study, the various types of feedback queried are defined as follows. Direct (corrective)

feedback is defined as “the provision of the correct linguistic form or structure above or near the linguistic error,”which could
include “the crossing out of an unnecessary word/phrase/morpheme, the insertion of a missing word/phrase/morpheme, or
the provision of the correct form or structure” (Bitchener, 2008, p. 105). More succinctly, direct feedback means that the
teacher explicitly provides the correct form.

On the other hand, indirect (corrective) feedback notifies the writer that an error has been made without explicitly cor-
recting the error. As researchers of oral L2 production have found, learners must first ‘notice’ (Schmidt, 1990) that an error has
been made. The same is likely true for written L2 production, inasmuch as failure to notice an error would logically preclude
addressing it. The noticing process is also more complex than a simple dyad (i.e., notice vs. fail to notice) suggests, for the
quality of noticing also appears to play a role in how the noticed discrepancy is addressed (Qi & Lapkin, 2001).

This feedback genre includes several methods, one of which is noting in the margin the number of errors in a given line.
This could be of limited use, however, for errors can be of various types simultaneously, and a certain level of proficiency
would be necessary to find the numbered errors. A second incarnation is noting the location of the error by underlining or
circling it (Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Robb, Ross, & Shortreed, 1986). Although these methods indicate the presence or the
location of an error, neither method shows the type of error. This can be remedied by the use of a numeric or orthographic
code to indicate the type of error and thus provide further information (e.g., Kubota, 2001). This particular method thus
lessens the cognitive load on the student and quite likely also reduces the time and effort expended, yet it requires the student
to provide the correct form. The crux of these techniques is that students must identify and then correct the problem from the
information provided and their own knowledge.

1.2. Various facets of feedback

The choice of a particular method of providing feedback is of importance, and the mode of providing feedback plays an
important role, too. In the following sectionwewill explicate some of the various components inherent in feedback onwritten
EFL and ESL studentwork. Among these components are the degrees of explicitness (direct vs. indirect), timing (immediate vs.
delayed), themanner of delivery (e.g., handwritten vs. delivered using technology), the source (self, the teacher, or peers), and
even the visual presentation (i.e., the color of feedback). Inasmuch as the scope of the current study includes the degree of
explicitness, the manner of delivery, and the visual presentation, in the following sections wewill address these three factors.

1.2.1. Degree of explicitness
The relative merits of these modes of providing feedback have been discussed at some length in the literature on second

language acquisition (SLA). Direct feedback, for example, seems to be preferred by teachers and students (Ferris & Roberts,
2001; Komura, 1999; Timson, Grow, & Matsuoka, 1999); although offering direct, detailed comments on individual papers
is a time-intensive task for the teacher (Chandler, 2003), it reduces both the time and cognitive load required of students,
whose primary task then becomes “reading the teacher’s handwriting” (Duppenthaler, 2002, p.132). Expeditious use of time is
an important consideration in university EFL teaching in Japan, in which students typically have any given language class just
once a week for 90 min.1 Furthermore, direct feedback reduces other potential areas of misunderstanding, namely, confusion
about the location or type of the error or about the meaning of error codes used. As Ferris and Roberts (2001) noted, such
confusion can easily occurwith lower-proficiency learners. Moreover, students sometimes feel that indirect feedback does not
provide themwith sufficient information to resolvemore complexerrors such as idiosyncratic and syntactic errors (Leki,1991).

1 Although nearly all universities in Japan utilize 90-min class periods, at the venue in this study classes were 75 min.
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Although these arguments favor the use of direct feedback, providing indirect feedback rather than direct feedback also
has merits. Lalande (1982) and James (1998) explained that indirect feedback requires learners to engage in guided learning
and problem solving, processes that facilitate the type of reflection likely to foster long-term acquisition. Providing further
indirect feedback has the potential to push learners to engage in hypothesis testing, a process that can induce deeper internal
processing and promote the internalization of correct forms and structures (Doughty &Williams, 1998; Ferris, 2002; Higgins,
Hartley, & Skelton, 2002; Vickerman, 2009).

Several caveats deserve mention, however. First, the positive effects of expending greater cognitive effort in using indirect
feedback to make corrections might be offset by the cognitive load being so demanding that it adversely affects function by
consuming an inordinately large proportion of working memory (Kellogg, 1996, 1999; McCutchen, 1996). Frustration can
accrue when a student knows an error has occurred yet is unable to correct it in an expeditious manner (Leki & Carson, 1994),
and delays can occur in knowing whether hypothesized corrections are correct (Chandler, 2003). In lieu of focusing on the
various pros and cons of direct and indirect feedback, in the current study we investigated our students’ perceptions about
various facets of direct and indirect feedback.

1.2.2. Manner of delivery: handwritten vs. e-feedback
In addition, in a nod to the continuing advance of technology, students were asked whether they preferred handwritten or

electronic feedback (hereafter, e-feedback2), andwhether they preferred feedback written on their document or on a separate
piece of paper. While the manner of delivery is at first glance a minor point, the use of computers and the concomitant
provision of e-feedback have become commonplace. Among the studies that have investigated the efficacy of e-feedback and
its numerous advantages, Liu and Sadler (2003) examined the effect of peer review in electronic and traditional modes on L2
writing. Results indicated that e-feedback correspondedwith a larger overall number of comments and a higher percentage of
revision-oriented comments, which resulted in more revisions by the technology-enhanced group than by the traditional
group. However, the authors cautioned that the nonverbal aspect of face-to-face communication is indispensable in inter-
cultural communication in a peer review setting.

On the other hand, Brodie and Loch (2009) found that handwritten comments were preferred to e-feedback by both
students and evaluators. The handwritten feedback was perceived as more personalized and specific and therefore of greater
benefit. However, the students indicated having taken very little action with the feedback provided.

In another study that addressed the use of e-feedback vs. traditional handwritten feedback, Denton, Madden, Roberts, and
Rowe (2008) found that e-feedback was superior for several reasons. These included better transparency of the marking
scheme, improved feedback legibility, and the inclusion of information on deficient points. In addition, e-feedback was found
to require less time, which allowed the manuscripts with feedback to be returned to the students in a more timely fashion, an
important consideration because “the speed with which appropriate feedback is provided to students is essential to learning”
(Jones, 1996, {13).

As noted above, handwriting prowess can be a factor, and the use of e-feedback obviates the need to decipher teacher
handwriting. On the other hand, e-feedback can lack the human touch that accompanies handwritten feedback on a docu-
ment; as Ware andWarschauer (2006) noted, the importance of social interaction in feedback is an important consideration.

1.2.3. Visual presentation: color of feedback
Another aspect of the mode of feedback is the actual physical presentation of the feedback, which has received little

attention in the SLA literature and represents an area of possible concern as a mediating factor in the uptake and effectiveness
of feedback. One visual element is the color of the feedback. The lead author has for the duration of his teaching career used
blue pens when providing handwritten feedback, partly as a matter of personal preference and partly to avoid the use of red,3

which has been shown to trigger an avoidance reaction (Mehta & Zhu, 2009) and over time become associated with failure
(Elliot, Maier, Moller, Friedman, &Meinhardt, 2007). The use of red has been shown to adversely affect cognitive performance,
whereas the use of other colors (specifically, black, white, gray, and green) in a North American ESL context did not. On the
other hand, blue appears to engender an approach motivation, which should facilitate involvement with the problem at hand
(Elliot et al., 2007).

Contradictory results exist, however, in which red was found to enhance cognitive task performance. Investigating the
effects of different colors in an office environment, Kwallek and Lewis (1990) found that participants made the fewest errors
in a red office and the largest number of errors in a white office. In a simulated telemarketing task, Stone (2003) found that,
over time, performance declined more in a blue venue than in a red venue, which suggested that “red is a stimulating color”
(p. 63). This apparent contradiction might have been explained by Mehta and Zhu (2009), who found that red enhanced
cognitive performance on detail-oriented tasks while blue enhanced performance on creative tasks. Interestingly, while their

2 In this study, the two modes of delivering feedback are assumed to be essentially equivalent (i.e., the content delivered is equivalent), but just as an
assumption of equivalence for different modes of evaluation should be treated with caution (see Meyerson & Tryon, 2003 for an in-depth discussion of
equivalence criteria and studies), perhaps assumptions about feedback provided via different modes should also be handled cautiously (Ware &
Warschauer, 2006).

3 The authors have found this of particular concern with papers that have a considerable number of errors. When such papers are corrected with a red
pen, the result can be a paper ‘splashed’ in red ink; based on our own experiences learning additional languages, we attest that such a flood of red ink can
be quite discouraging for the learner!.
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study was conducted in Canada, it included both North American and Chinese informants, indicating that their results could
be valid for students raised in contexts outside of North America.

A related finding was reported in a study by Soldat, Sinclair, and Mark (1997) that dealt with the effect of paper color on
mood and processing strategy. Among other results, they found that the extent of motivation predicts cognitive performance:
In low-motivation contexts, participants doing tasks printed on blue and white paper outperformed the red-paper partici-
pants, while in the high-motivation condition there were no discernible effects. This result hinted that an environmental cue
such as color can directly affect processing strategy in low-motivation participants. Second, for complex tasks, blue paper
correlated with better performance than did red paper, while for simple tasks no difference was apparent. Interestingly, the
red paper was perceived as conveying more positive affect then either the white or blue paper.

In Japan, however, the prevalent form of delivery for error feedback is a red pen; indeed, in Japan teachers and students
alike generally carry red pens expressly for that purpose. This raises the issue of whether the use of red for error correction
might be detrimental, as was found in North American and European contexts (Maier, Elliot, & Lichtenfeld, 2008). A repeated
pairing of redwith ‘failure’might over time create a learned association between failure and the color red that diminishes any
positive results from the feedback, and the use of red for correction also appeared to be linked with negative affective re-
actions that compromise learning. The use of more neutral colors such as blue or green, however, was perceived to positively
influence affective reactions (i.e., to reduce anxiety).

However, generalizing to other contexts should be done with care, for colors might have different associations depending
on the venue (Aslam, 2006). In Japanese contexts, for example, the use of red probably lacks such negation associations. As
noted, red is the usual color used for error correction in schools.Whenpersonal seals (stamps) are affixed to official documents,
using ink of a reddish-orange color is the accepted practice.4 Furthermore, red in Japanese culture represents celebration,
appearing with white on such items as wedding announcements and congratulatory communiqués, a pairing that occurs in
some other Asian contexts as well (Madden, Hewett, & Roth, 2000). In spite of trends, however, considerable variation exists
across different cultures (e.g., Silver et al., 1988; Wiegersma & van der Elst, 1988), so the perception of individual colors and of
combinations thereof should be considered dependent upon context. Thus, the color preference for feedback was queried.

1.3. Additional considerations

1.3.1. Actions taken with feedback
Even if feedback is available and sufficiently transparent to be useful, the reality is that something must be donewith it for

it to benefit their writing. Such actions can vary from simply reading feedback (or not; see Brodie & Loch, 2009) to consci-
entiously incorporating it into revisions, perhaps as a result of consciousness-raising activities (e.g., Dheram, 1995). Whereas
the effectiveness of revising based on feedback is generally considered a beneficial task, contextual factors such as pro-
grammatic and institutional attitudes toward writing and the classroom environment can mediate that effectiveness (Conrad
& Goldstein, 1999; Goldstein, 2004). However, in this study we will content ourselves with the notion that feedback has a
positive influence on revision and leave the issues of causality and learning outcomes to future research.

This again harkens back to the notion of deepening the learning experience (Higgins et al., 2002; Vickerman, 2009). In the
current study one group of students had to revise their work, while the second group did not. As such, it was expected that the
two groups would differ in their responses concerning actions taken after receiving feedback and perhaps also in their
perceptions of feedback. The group for whom revisionwas requiredwas expected to takemore actionwith feedback, yet their
perception of feedback was unclear: Would they perceive it as tiresome, or would it be considered an important, even
valuable part of the class? On the other hand, the ‘optional feedback group’was expected to utilize feedback to a lesser extent
and perhaps view it more casually, namely, as the optional task that it represented for them.

1.3.2. Correlations with gender, proficiency, and anxiety
The final strand investigated in the current study was whether gender, proficiency, and anxiety played any roles in the

perception of feedback. Although Zhang (1995) found no gender differences regarding feedback preferences with university
EFL writers (nearly all from East or Southeast Asia and the Pacific islands), wewere curious if gender differencesmight emerge
for this particular sample. Second, inasmuch as color differences were found to correlatewith affective reactions (i.e., redwith
negative affective reactions and blue or green with positive affective reactions such as lower anxiety; Maier et al., 2008),
anxiety associated with the series of tasks was queried. Finally, we posited that writing proficiency would also play a role,
with higher proficiency writers, for example, both more able and more likely to utilize feedback.

1.4. Feedback research in Japan

As briefly outlined to this point, feedback is a complicated, multi-faceted undertaking, and it has received some scrutiny in
Japan, where the current study was conducted. Among the studies that have investigated perceptions of feedback and af-
fective results of feedback, Rinnert and Kobayashi (2001) examined perceptions of feedback and found that low-level

4 However, red is not used exclusively. Blue ink is used to certify or attest a document, as when a translator affixes his or her seal to a translation of an
original document.
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students were concerned with content whereas higher-level students scrutinized organization and textual devices. In a very
extensive study conducted with Japanese university students, Timson et al. (1999) found that a large majority felt error
correction to be both necessary and wanted to facilitate gains in fluency and that such correction should be direct. Moreover,
correction by instructors was preferred to that by peers. Duppenthaler (2002) reported on the effect of three types of written
feedback on student motivation in a high school context in Japan. The primary finding reconfirmed the positive effect that
journal writing had on motivation regardless of the type of feedback.

Researchers have also delved into empirical results of feedback. Looking at peer feedback in EFL writing contexts,
Kamimura (2006) found positive effects on essay quality and length, but for fluency no significant improvement was found.
Higher-level students tended to provide feedback on discourse-level concerns, whereas lower-level students addressed
sentence-level issues. Several studies have examined various types of feedback in Japanese contexts, including Robb et al.
(1986), who perused various types of feedback and found evidence against the use of direct feedback. However, in a study
that addressed the effect of corrective feedback on the accuracy of English article use by Japanese university students, Ellis,
Sheen, Murakami, and Takashima (2008) found that such feedback facilitated improvement of article use. Tono and Kanatani
(1995) established that direct feedback on high school students’ English writing benefitted high-proficiency students more
than those of lower-proficiency levels, while Saito (2008) concluded that peer assessment is a robust system in which rater
training enhances the depth of feedback, specifically in the number of comments and increased rater consistency. Saito and
Fujita (2009) found “overall similarity” between peer and rater assessments although group cooperation did not strongly
correlate with quality of group presentations, a result that should engender some caution when employing peer assessment.

Finally, feedback in hybrid contexts has also been the focus of research. A recent study by Bower and Kawaguchi (2011)
investigated two types of feedback associated with a Japan–Australia exchange project in which students conversed using
computer-mediated communication. Their findings included the effectiveness of both negotiated meaning during the
computer-mediated communication (CMC) as well as explicit feedback provided to the students afterward.

2. Research questions

Based on the need to further investigate student preferences regarding feedback on writing and add to the literature on
feedback in Japanese contexts, the following research questions underpinned the current study:

1. What mode of feedback do EFL students prefer?
2. What affective reactions do EFL students have toward writing feedback?
3. What color do EFL writing students prefer for feedback?
4. To what extent do feedback preferences vary by gender, anxiety level, and proficiency level?

3. Method

3.1. Venue

The data for this study were collected from extant writing classes at a national university in eastern Japan. First-year
students at that university were required to take a year-long course on academic writing that met once a week for 75 min
over the three 10-week terms for a total of 30 classes. The classes were conducted in English by the teachers, one a native
speaker of English and the second a bilingual Dutch–English speaker. Both were veteran writing teachers with some 10 years
of experience teaching academic writing to EFL learners. Over the course of the school year each participant had to write a
series of academic essays, all of which were graded by the respective instructor and returned to the student with direct
feedback.

3.2. Participants

Participants included 410 first-year students with an average age of 19.16 (SD ¼ 0.65) in three cohorts over a three-year
period at a national university in eastern Japan. During that period, all first-year students were required to take a year-long
academic writing course thatmet once aweek for 75min. In Japanese secondary education, students are required to complete
six years of English education, meaning the students in the current study were completing their seventh year of formal
English education. These students represented eight majors and the top level of overall English proficiency at this university.5

Females accounted for 44.63% (n ¼ 183) of the participants, males accounted for 54.88% (n ¼ 225), and two participants did
not provide gender information.

5 Incoming students were streamed based on results of an internally-developed placement exam; only students in the topmost A level took writing
courses. Upon completion of their first-year courses, students were required to take a year-end exit exam that was administered within two weeks of when
data were collected for this study; those test results comprised the objective measure of students’ overall English proficiency. The psychometric perfor-
mance of the exit exam has been examined carefully, with results exhibiting satisfactory reliability (Cronbach a ¼ .813) and a reasonable degree of
concurrent validity (a correlation of 0.806 with the TOEFL-ITP). In very approximate terms, exam scores corresponded to TOEFL-IPT scores with a range of
524–609 and a mean of 570 (SD ¼ 27), which suggests that most students were at the CFER B2 Level.
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Of the 410 participants in this study, 49.3% (n ¼ 202) were in classes in which students were permitted to hand in hard
copies (i.e., paper copies) or send computer files via e-mail. Feedback was handwritten in blue ink on the paper submissions
and done on a computer using the ‘Track changes’ function for the e-submissions; in ‘Track changes’ the default mode colors
were retained, meaning deletions were noted in red and insertions in blue. In the first instructor’s classes, students created
nine original essays, for which revision was optional. The optional nature of revision was expected to appear as a significant
difference in the actions taken after receiving feedback. Students of the second instructor were required to submit four ac-
ademic essays as computer files. Direct feedback was provided using the default mode of ‘Track changes’ and essay revision
was required, meaning that each of four unique essays was revised and resubmitted (for a total of eight submissions).

Although the two teachers utilized slightly different syllabi, the groups were tentatively treated as belonging to one
population of first-year EFL writing students at this particular university. The two groups were then examined to determine
whether they indeed formed a single population or were distinct populations.

3.3. Data collection and analysis

Data were collected at the end of the final class of the school year using a quantitative questionnaire developed for this
study (see Appendix A) and an open-ended followup questionnaire administered four months later. The year-end ques-
tionnaire included 47 5-point Likert-scale items, on which a response of 5 indicated a high degree of the entity in question
(e.g., “very competent”) and a response of 1 indicated a low degree (e.g., “minimally competent”). The instrument was
comprised of several sets of questions, the first four of which queried experience doing a particular task, perceived
competence when doing so, perceived anxiety when doing so, and preference for certain types of written feedback. The next
set asked about the type of feedback desired; the students were shown images of a paragraph with the respective types of
feedback (i.e., direct feedback, various types of indirect feedback, and finally no feedback). The following sets of items
investigated actions taken with feedback (e.g., revising the paper), the participants’ affective reaction to feedback, and
preferences for mode of delivery (e.g., preference for red ink or another color). The survey was quite short, with most par-
ticipants completing it in about 10 min. The followup questionnaire consisted of seven open-ended questions soliciting
opinions and comments about the various sections on the year-end questionnaire.

After the initial data screening, descriptive statistics were examined and the various items compared using t-tests. To
minimize the possibility of Type-II errors, an FDR correction (Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995) was applied to each of the sets of
questions. Rasch analysis (Rasch,1960) was utilized to obtain interval-level person ability estimates for self-perceived writing
proficiency and anxiety. The strata statistics derived from the Rasch person separation values6 indicated that three proficiency
groups and two anxiety groups could be formed; to reduce uncertainty about scores near the cut point while retaining a
reasonable sample size, scores within one standard error of measurement of the respective means for proficiency and anxiety
were removed, yielding groups of high (n ¼ 82) and low proficiency (n ¼ 104) as well as high (n ¼ 121) and low anxiety
(n ¼ 95).

4. Results

The data from the three cohorts were screened for missing data, non-normality, and the presence of outliers. Of the
original 433 respondents, 23 returned incomplete surveys that were excluded from the analyses. The results for the groups of
the respective instructors were then examined to ascertain whether they belonged to a single population. In spite of having
studied using different syllabi, the two groups exhibited few statistically significant results that reflected those syllabi dif-
ferences. For example, in one syllabus, writing e-mail and longer (e.g., 5-page) essays played more prominent roles, which
were reflected in the results: perceived competence, extent of experience, and anxiety differed by a statistically significant
margin for both writing e-mail to the teacher and writing a 5-page report. The other difference of note was in the preference
for red ink when receiving feedback: In the class in which feedback was provided in blue, students were predictably more
favorably inclined toward its use. However, for all other tasks and queries – most notably the actions taken after receiving
feedback – the two groups were statistically indistinguishable and thus treated as a single population.

The initial queries investigated the extent to which the participants had experienced a series of tasks, the extent to which
they perceived themselves to be competent, and the degree to which they felt anxious. Predictably, the results indicated that
students felt less proficiency and more anxiety with tasks in which they had less experience or as the tasks became more
difficult and complex. For example, for writing a self-introduction, students reported the highest levels of experience
(mean ¼ 2.99) and competence (3.26) in addition to the second lowest level of anxiety (2.70). On the other hand, writing a 5-
page report and writing a speech both were associated with lower rates of experience and competence and higher levels of
anxiety (Table 1).

The following section addressed the type of feedback that participants desired. Detailed feedback was desired on both
mechanical issues and content, echoing findings elsewhere (Fathman &Whalley, 1990; Leki, 2006; Riazi, 1997). Regarding the

6 The stratum statistic (Hp) is derived from the person separation estimate, Gp, and represents the number of strata with a minimum separation of three
standard deviation units; specifically, the formula is Hp ¼ (4Gp þ 1)/3. The basis for using that criterion is that a significance level of p ¼ .05 corresponds to a
separation difference of 2.79; the value of three is simply the next largest integer.
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coding scheme, both males and females strongly preferred direct feedback and coded feedback to indirect or minimalistic
feedback (Table 2). The only two significant differences occurred vis-à-vis ‘grade only’ and ‘confirmation only’: Although
males and females objected to receiving such limited feedback, females objected more strongly.

However, actions taken in response to feedback were minimal, with students generally reading feedback (3.03) and
making notes on their work (3.18), yet less frequently revising (2.51) or asking questions about the feedback (2.67). Of the
student responses regarding actions takenwith feedback, in excess of 90% echoed the sentiments of one student: “I read [the
teacher’s] comments, looked up meanings I didn’t know, and made some notes on my papers, but I never asked questions.”

Affective reactions to feedback were positive, with students indicating that they were happy to have received feedback
(3.73) and that the feedback increased their motivation (4.12), which in turn encouraged them to exert further effort (3.81); as
one student commented, “I am happy when I receive feedback, and it makes me want to work harder.” Feedback increased
their self-confidence to a smaller extent (3.31), which is not a surprising result. At the same time, they indicated few negative
reactions, feeling neither depressed (2.23) nor shocked (2.40) about feedback; moreover, receiving feedback had little effect
on whether they liked their teacher (1.53).

Regarding the mode of feedback (Table 3), students also indicated a statistically significant preference for red marking
(3.26) to marking with other colors (3.09), which mirrors the preference of males; females, however, had essentially the
same preference for red and blue. Students strongly preferred handwritten feedback to computer-generated feedback
(3.58–2.49): as noted by one enthusiastic student, “I really like when my teacher writes comments by hand since the
computer is not so friendly!” Males, although not supportive of e-feedback (2.60), were more tolerant of it than were
females (2.36). Feedback written on the manuscript (3.89) was preferred to feedback provided on a separate paper (2.16).
For the respective genders, nearly all differences within sets were significant: Both males and females strongly preferred
handwritten feedback to e-feedback and feedback directly on manuscripts to that provided on a separate paper. For ink
color, however, males preferred red ink (3.27) to blue ink (2.96), whereas females indicated no preference for one color over
the other (3.24 vs. 3.23). All comparisons noted here were statistically significant at the p < .05 level after an FDR correction
for the set of items.

While no differences were found based on proficiency level or anxiety level, several minor differences were observed
based on gender. Females preferred detailed, direct feedback more than males did, while males indicated somewhat
higher anxiety concerning feedback. Males were also slightly more receptive to very minimal feedback (only a confirmation
mark or only a grade) than were females. Males preferred red feedback, whereas females did not exhibit a preference
for one color over another. Females also more strongly disliked computer-generated feedback and feedback provided
on a separate paper. In terms of proficiency and anxiety, however, males and females indicated no statistically significant
differences.

Table 1
Experience, competence, and anxiety associated with different tasks.

Task Experience Competence Anxiety

Memo 2.81 (1.05) 3.06 (0.74) 2.13 (1.06)
E-mail to teacher 2.08 (0.92) 2.69 (0.79) 3.59 (1.05)
Internet chat 2.14 (1.15) 2.77 (0.95) 2.78 (1.10)
Self-intro 2.99 (0.73) 3.26 (0.73) 2.70 (0.98)
5-Page report 2.39 (1.14) 2.50 (0.86) 3.83 (1.04)
Speech 1.82 (0.88) 2.13 (0.89) 4.17 (0.98)

Note. These results were from a 5-point Likert scale with a mean of 3. Standard deviations are indicated parenthetically.

Table 2
Student feedback preference by gender.

Task Gender Effect sizea

Female Male

Focus of feedback
Mechanical 4.40 (0.57) 4.26 (0.74) 0.21
Content 4.12 (0.74) 3.96 (0.95) 0.18

Type of feedback
Explicit (direct) 4.27 (0.77) 4.16 (0.85) 0.13
Coded 4.23 (0.74) 4.11 (0.88) 0.15
Location 2.69 (0.94) 2.92 (1.01) 0.23
Content only 2.39 (1.01) 2.44 (0.98) 0.05
Grade only 1.77 (0.83)** 2.07 (0.99)** 0.33
Confirmation only 1.48 (0.65)** 1.72 (0.86)** 0.32
No feedback 1.19 (0.49) 1.34 (0.73) 0.26

Note. A double asterisk indicates that the difference between the respective means was statistically significant at p < .01. Standard deviations are
shown in parentheses.

a The effect size is Cohen’s d.

J.A. Elwood, J. Bode / System 42 (2014) 333–343 339



Author's personal copy

Higher levels of proficiency correspondedwith lower levels of anxiety across the spectrum of activities queried, which was
as expected. Perusal of results from low-proficiency (LP) and high-proficiency (HP) groups yielded some statistically sig-
nificant differences. HP students were more likely to question the teacher after receiving feedback than were LP students
(2.83 vs. 2.52). HP students were also more positively inclined toward affective reactions, indicating that feedback engen-
dered significantly higher levels of happiness and self-confidence. In other areas, however, HP and LP students yielded no
statistically significant differences.

Low-anxiety (LA) and high-anxiety (HA) students exhibited more differences. The LA students were more likely to take
action when provided with feedback (3.66 vs. 3.13), whereas the HA students were more likely to react negatively in such
ways as feeling depressed or shocked while being less happy about having received feedback. Note, however, that those
differences were not large, being significant at the FDR-corrected p< .05 level: the HA students endorsed feeling happy about
feedback (3.62), which was lower than the 3.83 indicated by low-anxiety students. For the mode of feedback (e.g., red ink vs.
blue ink and handwritten vs. e-feedback), the means for HA and LA students showed no statistically significant differences.

5. Discussion

The results of the analyses indicated that although students had some experience with the tasks queried, they perceived a
relative dearth of competence in those tasks. For the longer and more complex tasks such as writing a 5-page report, the
respondents indicated lower levels of proficiency and experience that correspondedwith higher levels of anxiety. Themodest
proficiency and experience levels highlight one shortcoming of secondary education in Japan, inwhich participants seldom (if
ever) write lengthy compositions. This also might reflect a somewhat limited level of competence with word-processing
software, a not uncommon reality with Japanese university students (Lockley, 2011; Murray & Blyth, 2011). In the courses
taught, considerable time was necessary to enhance the participants’ basic ability to manipulate Microsoft Word, and few
students were proficient typists.

Second, participants indicated a strong preference for direct, detailed feedback, a finding which corresponds with earlier
findings that students prefer to have all surface-level errors corrected to the largest extent possible (e.g., Radecki & Swales,
1988). Furthermore, Timson et al. (1999) found that 1228 EFL learners at nine Japanese universities strongly endorsed the
notion that error correction is “necessary and desirable” for increasing L2 proficiency. Indeed, such results contravene that
veteran teacher’s anti-feedback sentiment and likely reflect the propensity in primary and secondary education in Japan to
provide detailed feedback to students. Participants were, however, considerably less enthusiastic about indirect feedback, a
finding which suggests its use might be counterproductive in spite of the benefits of negotiating meaning found in previous
research (Ellis, Tanaka, & Yamazaki, 1994; Gass & Mackey, 2006; Long, 1996). Moreover, the time invested in addressing
indirect feedback could be perceived as an extravagant use of a limited commodity (recall that the participants in this study
received a scant 75 minutes of writing instruction per week).

Responses regarding affective reactions to feedback indicated that many students exhibited a well-grounded, mature
manner when dealing with feedback. The level of maturity of students has been implicated in success in learning outcomes
(Young, 2000), and the even-keeled responses here indicate that corrective feedback is neither problematic for these
particular students nor a source of potential concern for the instructor. The color of the feedback was viewed somewhat
ambiguously, with only a slight preference for red over blue among males. The primary concernwas apparently an eminently
practical one far removed from any worries about affect: as noted by one student, “Any color for feedback is OK as long as it’s
easy to see.” Concerns expressed regarding the color of corrective feedback (e.g., Elliot et al., 2007) thus appear to warrant less
attention in this context than in such venues as North America.

Regarding the mode of feedback, students indicated a strong preference for handwritten feedback over e-feedback, which
is likely a relic of the handwritten correction provided throughout primary and secondary education in Japan. Furthermore,
feedback written directly on their manuscript was much preferred to feedback provided on a separate paper.

Actions taken with feedback were informative yet somewhat disappointing. The participants did relatively little with
feedback beyond sometimes reading it and making notes on their corrected papers; revisions and asking questions about the

Table 3
Student preferences for mode of feedback.

Task Gender Total Effect sizea

Female Male

Red pen 3.24 (0.86) 3.27 (0.97) 3.26 (0.92) 0.03
Blue pen 3.23 (0.84)* 2.96 (0.88)* 3.09 (0.88) 0.31
Handwritten 3.66 (0.85) 3.51 (0.86) 3.58 (0.86) 0.18
PC-generated 2.36 (0.79)* 2.60 (0.82)* 2.49 (0.82) 0.31
On manuscript 3.97 (0.69) 3.83 (0.71) 3.89 (0.70) 0.19
On separate paper 2.02 (0.73)* 2.26 (0.86)* 2.16 (0.83) 0.30

Note. A single asterisk indicates that the difference in the respective means was statistically significant at p < .05. Standard deviations are shown in
parentheses.

a The effect size is Cohen’s d.
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feedback occurred less frequently. Even though one group was required to revise and the other was not, the two groups were
statistically indistinguishable regarding actions taken with feedback. This was a somewhat surprising finding because it
suggests that there is an underlying level – indeed, a somewhat moderate level – at which students exerted themselves upon
receiving feedback. Thus, although feedback was strongly desired, rather minimal action was taken with it regardless of
whether revisionwas required or not. One possible explanation is that students had limited experience using feedback, which
suggests that training and practice using feedback would be prudent (Min, 2005, 2006; Ross, 2006).

6. Conclusion

In this study we strove to investigate several issues concerning feedback on writing in EFL classes at one university in
Japan. The students queried were found to have more experience and proficiency in certain tasks (e.g., writing a memo) that
corresponded with lower levels of anxiety; the reverse was also true with tasks of lower competence and experience
associated with higher levels of anxiety. Students also exhibited strong preferences for direct feedback rather than indirect or
no feedback.

An unanticipated finding was that students were generally very positive regarding feedback, exhibiting a very mature,
well-grounded acceptance of feedback that suggests that negative affective reactions were not a major source of concern in
this context. Moreover, handwritten feedback was strongly preferred to e-feedback, a finding that indicates increased use of
e-feedback needs to proceed with due attention paid to inculcating students to its use.

The fact that students took very modest action vis-à-vis feedback and that it appeared to be independent of whether
feedback was mandatory or not was somewhat surprising. Perhaps indicative of a general student malaise, it highlights the
need to train and require students to put feedback to good use. On this point, that veteran teacher appears to have been
correct, but the relatively small degree to which feedback is incorporated by students represents not so much a fait accompli
as another necessary and teachable skill in the writing classroom.

Finally, the issue of the color of feedback, which has been found to adversely affect cognitive performance in North
American contexts, appeared to be of considerably less concern in these contexts. This may be a cultural relic that reflects the
widespread use of red for correction in Japan. Females exhibited nearly equal preference for feedback of different colors, while
males preferred red feedback. It remains, however, an area inwhich little research has been attempted and whichmight be of
importance in L2 learning.

The current study thus yielded several kernels of information. Students generally reacted positively to feedback on their
EFL writing, yet they exhibited strong preferences for detailed, handwritten feedback that addressed both content and
mechanical errors. The color of feedback appears to be an issue of less concern in this context than in North American
contexts. Finally, evenwhen feedback is provided, students seem to utilize it only to a modest extent. It is our hope that these
findings will inform the work of writing teachers in similar contexts as well as contribute to future research.

Among the possible avenues for future research are closer looks at the students involved, for example through the use of
detailed student profiles that include such elements as learning style(s). While the use of self-assessment is common and
deemed reliable in some quarters (e.g., Ross, 2006), replicating the current study with more “hard” data in addition to self-
assessed proficiency would allay concerns about reliability. Moreover, research on the effect of training students to utilize
feedback would further illuminate a lightly-researched area. As noted, research on color exists in such fields as marketing and
ergonomics, but there is a dearth of such research in SLA. Given the reality that SLA occurs in myriad contexts and that colors
may have different meanings in different cultures (Aslam, 2006), replicating the current study in other contexts would be
wise. Finally, replication of this study in the future as e-feedback makes more inroads into evaluation and assessment would
also be an appropriate endeavor.

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data related to this article can be found at http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2013.12.023.
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