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This study examined how Chinese college students react to their writing teachers’ 

corrective feedback (CF). A total of 1,077 students completed a survey questionnaire 

consisting of two parts: participants’ general information and their reactions to 

teachers’ CF. It was found that students had positive feelings towards CF, and that 

they gave the most attention to the problems at the micro-level. They believed that 

teacher CF could help them greatly with revision in organization, vocabulary, and 

grammar, but that it was not so helpful with problems in content. Failure to 

comprehend or make corrections based on their teacher CF was reported. In such 

cases, some students tended to employ very limited strategies, or they responded to 

CF in a passive manner. Accordingly, it is suggested that further qualitative research 

also be conducted to obtain a fuller and finer picture of students’ reactions to their 

teacher’s CF on their writings.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Feedback is defined as any procedure used to inform a learner whether an instructional 

response is right or wrong (Lalande, 1982). It is a long-standing educational practice that 

can arguably be linked to almost everything we learn. According to Russell and Spada 

(2006), when reviewing their students’ written texts, L2 writing teachers give feedback on a 
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wide range of issues, such as content, presentation and organization of ideas, appropriate 

word use, and accurate grammar usage. “Such responses to L2 learners’ non-target like 

production have been commonly referred to as instances of corrective feedback (CF) or 

error correction” (Van, 2010, p. 2). CF is probably the most widely used feedback form in 

present-day L2 writing classrooms.  

Nonetheless, responding to student writing in the form of teacher CF is one of the most 

controversial topics in ESL writing theory and practice. It has been argued that the effects 

of teacher CF on the development of ESL learners’ English writing ability is not helpful, 

ineffective, and even counterproductive (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990; Panova & Lyster, 

2002; Truscott, 2004, 2007; Truscott & Hsu, 2008); yet there is a growing amount of 

research that proves a positive impact of teacher CF on enhancing their writing accuracy 

and proficiency (Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008; Bitchener, Young, & Cameron, 

2005; Ferris, 1995, 2004, 2006; Hartshorn et al., 2010; Lee, 2013).  

Despite such sharp controversy between the two positions (Ferris, 2004), many EFL 

writing teachers ask questions not of whether teacher CF is effective, but of how to provide 

it in a manner that it can be beneficial for improving EFL learners’ writing proficiency. One 

thing to be remembered is that teacher CF can only have an impact if students attend to it. 

Thus, any account of CF must consider learner aspects. Students can be valuable and reliable 

sources of information about what the teacher should and should not be doing in providing 

CF, since students’ reactions to it can greatly influence the effectiveness of such feedback.  

Feedback plays a very important part in Chinese EFL students’ revision of writing, 

especially in tertiary education because of the move toward the process approach in teaching 

writing (Yang, Badger, & Yu, 2006). Approaches to writing instruction developed in North 

America have gradually made their presence felt in China in recent years. Chinese EFL 

teachers have tried to integrate those approaches into the local contexts (You, 2004a), such 

as process approaches, genre-based approaches, and writing for academic purposes 

approaches; and ESL writing concepts such as peer review, portfolio assessment, paradigm 

shift, and post-process, are also widely used in EFL writing research in China (You, 2004b). 

Whatever approaches teachers adopt in their English writing instruction, there is no denying 

that feedback is an integral part of their job, and that English writing teachers invest a great 

amount of time in providing CF on their students’ written works. 

There have been studies performed concerning corrective feedback in EFL writing in 

Chinese college and university settings (e.g., Carson & Nelson, 1996; He, Huang, Qin, & 

Chen, 2008; Yang et al., 2006; You, 2004a), but much of the research lacks statistical 

reports and the samples used are not representative due to the relatively small samples and 

small areas covered. Thorough research has also been done in Hong Kong on elementary 

school teachers and students (e.g., Lee, 2008a, 2008b), but there is a paucity of thorough 

research performed in mainland China at the college/university level. 
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Accordingly, the present study aims at investigating college students’ evaluation of the 

effectiveness and importance of teacher CF, their reactions to and feelings toward teacher 

CF on their written assignments, and difficulties, if any, when they revise their writings 

based on teacher CF. For this purpose, the following research questions were posed: 

 

1. How do students evaluate the overall effectiveness and importance of teachers’ CF 

on improving their writing? 

2. What do students usually do in response to their teachers’ CF? 

3. How do students feel about their teachers’ CF? 

4. What are students’ difficulties in revising compositions based on their teachers’ 

CF? 

 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

For feedback to work for either redrafting or language learning, learners need to attend to 

the corrections. According to Ellis (2009), various alternatives exist for achieving this, such 

as requiring revisions, asking students to study corrections, and simply returning corrected 

texts to students. An essential feature of CF is how the student responds to the corrections 

provided. The student’s response frequently takes the form of a revision of the initial 

draft—an important stage in process writing. Much of the research on written CF has 

centered on whether students can make use of the feedback they receive when they revise.  

The earliest of these studies is that of Cohen (1987), which revealed that although most 

students claimed to have reread their papers and paid attention to their teachers’ comments, 

actually about 20% did not. Additionally, the students generally reported having very limited 

strategies for processing teacher feedback (e.g., asking the teacher for help, looking up 

corrections in a grammar book). Most students claimed that they merely made a mental note 

of their teachers’ feedback. Based on the findings, Cohen comes to the conclusion that “the 

activity of teacher feedback as currently constituted and realized may have a more limited 

impact on the learners than the teachers would desire” (p. 66). Later, Cohen and Cavalcanti’s 

(1990) study reported more positive results: The students in general were satisfied with the 

feedback they received, claiming that they paid attention to it and found it helpful.  

Of all the previous studies of L2 student reactions to teacher feedback, only one 

(Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994) was carried out in contexts in which revision and multiple 

drafting were consistently required. It was found that student attention to and preferences for 

teacher feedback would differ in a pedagogical setting in which multiple revisions are 

required. Because students must rethink and revise previously written essay drafts, they are 

more likely to pay close attention to their teachers’ advice on how to do so than in a situation 
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in which they merely receive a graded paper with comments and corrections to apply to a 

completely new essay assignment.  

One of the most recent studies which describes and classifies the types of revisions that 

students make is that of Ferris (2006), in which she identified a number of revision 

categories in the redrafts of 146 ESL students’ essays. Ferris found that 80.4% of the errors 

subject to CF were eliminated in the redrafted compositions by correcting the errors, by 

deleting the text containing the errors, or by making correct substitutions. Nonetheless, 9.9% 

of the errors were incorrectly revised, while no change was made for 9.9% of them. This 

study suggests that CF is effective in helping students to eliminate errors in redrafts of their 

writing. However, this study only proves that CF helps students correct their errors in second 

drafts, which does not imply that they are able to use them in new pieces of writing. 

Therefore, from the perspective of L2 learning, such research is of limited interest.  

Revision can also be viewed as part of written CF. That is to say, students may or may not 

be given the opportunity to revise their writing following one of the other types of feedback. 

It then becomes possible to investigate whether providing the opportunity to revise assists 

learning. Chandler’s (2003) research contains two studies with experimental and control 

group data. One of their experiments explores whether students’ correction of grammatical 

and lexical errors between assignments reduces such errors in subsequent writing over one 

semester without reducing fluency or quality. The results of this study demonstrate that the 

accuracy (correctness of English) of student writing over 10 weeks improved significantly 

more if these college students were required to correct their errors than if they were not. The 

fact that the control group, which did not engage in error correction between assignments, 

did not increase in accuracy, while the experimental group showed a significant increase that 

seems to refute the assertion that having students correct errors is ineffective. Moreover, this 

increase in accuracy by the experimental group was not accompanied by a decline in fluency 

over the semester. In summary, mere practice resulted in a significant increase in fluency for 

both groups. However, mere practice without error correction did not produce more correct 

subsequent writing, whereas when students corrected their errors before writing the next 

assignment, their first drafts became more accurate over the semester. 

So far, no research evidence can be found about the question of whether the additional 

“input” that the corrections afford or the “output” that occurs when students revise is 

important for learning. It is argued that students “have to notice the feedback and be given 

ample opportunities to apply the corrections” (Guénette, 2007, p. 52). That is, a mere 

exposure to comprehensible input is not enough for EFL learners to produce accurate 

writing, but they need negative evidence in the form of teacher feedback on errors (Lin & 

Hedgcock, 1996; Long, 1996; White, 1987). This conceptual framework has recently 

contributed to great interest in corrective feedback in ESL/EFL educational context. 
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

3.1. Participants 

 

The participants consisted of 1,077 Chinese college students. They were all selected 

based on purposive sampling. The participants were selected based on the characteristics of 

students majoring in English at the college or university who once took or are taking at 

least one English writing course. Though majoring in English, they had different 

concentrations, such as business, international trade, English education, traditional Chinese 

medicine, computer science, and teaching Chinese as a foreign language. All were native 

speakers of Mandarin Chinese who learned English as a foreign language.  

As shown in Table 1, among all the participants, 925 were female, accounting for 86% of 

the total, and 152 were male, accounting for 14%. Such a gender ratio is representative of the 

male and female English major proportion at most of the Chinese colleges and universities. 

They ranged in age from 17 to 25 years with a mean of 20 (SD = 1.27). Of the 1,077 student 

respondents, 65 (6%) were freshmen, 643 (59.7%) sophomores, 183 (17%) juniors, and 186 

(17.3%) seniors. The majority of the student participants were second-year English majors. 

All the students have had experience in learning English for some period of time, ranging 

from 4 to 16 years with a mean of 10.3 (SD = 2.04). On the average, they have learned 

English for more than 10 years at the time of the study. 

 

TABLE 1  

Student Respondents Profile Selected Attributes  

Student attributes N (%)

Gender Male 
Female 

152 
925

(14.11) 
(85.89) 

Age 
17-20 
21-25 

687 
390

(63.79) 
(36.21) 

Grade 

Freshman
Sophomore 
Junior 
Senior 

65 
643
183
186

(6.04) 
 (59.7) 
(16.99) 
(17.27) 

Years of 
learning 
EFL 

1-5 
6-10 
11-15 
16-20 

14 
641 
412
10

(1.30) 
(59.52) 
(38.35) 
(0.93) 

 

The questionnaires were sent to 17 different colleges and universities through a contact 

teacher at each one. The colleges and universities were located in 12 provinces and 

municipalities (out of 32) and represented universities of various types, levels, and 

geographical locations. The students were from three municipalities, including Beijing, 
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Shanghai, and Tianjin, and nine provinces, including Liaoning, Jilin, Shandong, Shanxi, 

Gansu, Zhejiang, Hubei, Guangdong, and Sichuan. Of the 1,350 questionnaires distributed, 

1,125 were returned, and 1,077 of them were valid for the study (See Table 2).  

 

TABLE 2  

Distribution of the Student Respondents  

University type  

N (%)
University level

N (%)
Geographical location  

N (%)

COMP  477 (44.29) NK 352 (32.68) North China 114 (10.58) 
ST 276 (25.63) PK 180 (16.71) NE China 516 (47.91) 
NU 124 (11.51) NNK 545 (50.60) Eastern China 276 (25.63) 
FL 200 (18.57)  Central China 40 (3.71) 

   South China 41 (3.81) 
   SW China 55 (5.11) 
   NW China 35 (3.25) 

Note. University type: COMP = comprehensive university; ST = university of science and technology; 
NU = normal university; FL = foreign language university; university level: NK = national key 
university; PK = provincial key university; NNK = non-key university 

 

3.2. Data Collection 

 

Methodologically, the study employed a quantitative approach in which the practice of 

feedback was examined from the perspective of EFL students’ reactions collected from the 

questionnaire data. For this research, a questionnaire was devised based on a very thorough 

review and study of previous documentary evidence to determine how students react to CF 

in Chinese higher education contexts. The questionnaire items were extracted from 

instruments used in previous studies (e.g., Lee, 2004, 2008a, 2008b). The researchers 

necessarily modified and added items to make the questionnaires relevant to the current 

research questions and appropriate for the participants in the Chinese EFL setting.  

The final version of the student questionnaire had five sections (See Appendix). The first 

section consists of five items, which deal with students’ demographic and general 

information about their English learning. From the second to the fifth sections, the survey 

items were designed to find answers, if any, to the four research questions in terms of 

students’ reactions to teacher CF. This was composed of multiple-choice and four-point 

Likert scale questions.  

The questionnaire was administered to students over roughly three months in 17 different 

colleges and universities in China. Altogether, 1,350 questionnaires were distributed. In the 

end, 1,126 students from these 17 colleges and universities completed the student 

questionnaire, achieving a response rate of 83%. After the questionnaires were returned, the 

researchers studied each of the questionnaires very carefully, and found that 1,077 out of the 

1,126 questionnaires were valid for the study. 

교보문고 KYOBO Book Centre



 EFL College Students’ Reactions to Their Writing Teachers’ Corrective Feedback 87 

 

With the research questions as guides, the researchers constructed the first version of the 

student questionnaires. Soon after that, the survey was piloted with a select group of students. 

In the pilot study, the participants were asked to take the survey and then provide feedback 

on (a) how long the survey took to complete, (b) any questions that they did not understand, 

and (c) any questions that they thought should have been included or excluded. Of 

significance, the number of items was greatly reduced to shorten the time required to 

complete the survey. Then the researchers made further modification to the questionnaires.  

The second draft of the survey questionnaire was then sent to an expert and students for 

further modifications. Changes on this second version were generally minor. After these 

changes were made, the questionnaire was translated into Chinese to collect data more 

efficiently from the participants. Inspired by the study of Beaton, Bombardier, Guillemin, 

and Ferraz (2002), a six-stage process of Translation, Synthesis, Back Translation, Expert 

Committee Review, Pretesting, and Submission and Appraisal was adopted in translating the 

instruments to achieve semantic equivalence across languages, conceptual equivalence, and 

normative equivalence. After that, the questionnaire survey in Chinese version was formally 

administered to the participants of the study.  

The questionnaire was sent to a contact teacher at each of the colleges and universities 

involved in the survey, requesting them to have the survey done with their presence to 

guarantee immediate response and higher return rate. The participants were asked to 

complete the questionnaire anonymously within 15 minutes.  

 

3.3. Data Analyses 

 

Responses to all closed-ended survey questions were analyzed quantitatively with SPSS 

version 16.0. The results are primarily descriptive (hence tendencies are reported). For this 

statistical analyses, certain systematic measures were taken. The first step was coding the 

questionnaire data. The coding framework for closed-ended questions was straightforward, 

as choices on both questionnaires ranged from “never” to “often/always,” or from “strongly 

disagree” to “strongly agree,” based on the construct each question measures. The four 

options for each question were coded as follows: ‘‘never’’ and “strongly disagree” were 

coded as 1, ‘‘seldom’’ and “disagree” as 2, ‘‘sometimes’’ and “agree” as 3, and 

‘‘often/always’’ and “strongly agree” as 4. Care was taken to assign the numerical codes 

according to the positivity or negativity of the construct under measurement as suggested by 

research methodologists (Dörnyei, 2003). After the numerical values were assigned, the 

participants’ responses were averaged for each response item. This averaged number then 

represented the students’ score for each item of the questionnaire.  

The second step was feeding the questionnaire data into SPSS. The third step was 

checking the collected data for possible human errors while feeding data into SPSS. To do 
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this last part more systematically, all data went through “data cleaning” process as suggested 

by Dörnyei (2003) in analyzing questionnaires data. In his words, “Data cleaning involves 

correcting as many of errors and inaccuracies as possible before the actual analyses are 

undertaken” (p. 79). As with any other psychometric instrument, a questionnaire must 

possess adequate reliability. A Cronbach’s Alpha was conducted to ensure questionnaire 

reliability; the result of this internal consistency test was .84. 

 

 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

4.1. Overall Effectiveness and Importance of Teacher CF 

 

When asked if they would make the same errors again after the teacher had corrected 

them in their writings, over half of the students (N = 632, 58.68%) answered in the 

affirmative, and 445 (41.32%) students said that they would not make the same errors again.  

In addition, when asked how they would evaluate the overall effectiveness of their 

English writing teachers’ error feedback on their progress in writing at the end of one 

academic year, 44.38% (N = 478) of the students said they would make good progress. More 

students (N = 533, 49.49%) admitted that they would make some progress. Only a small 

percentage of them held negative attitudes toward the effectiveness of teachers’ CF, with 

5.48% (N = 59) believing that they would make little progress, and 0.65% (N = 7) saying 

they would make no progress at all.  

Furthermore, the above observations were elucidated in their responses to the following 

statement: “The feedback given by my teacher is ________.” The responses to this question 

were overwhelmingly affirmative: 975 (90.5%) students felt that their teachers’ feedback 

was always useful or sometimes useful. A mere 9.5% felt that the feedback was rarely useful 

or useless. In general, the students’ assessments of the value of their teachers’ CF on the 

development of their English writing ability were overwhelmingly positive (cf. Bitchener, 

2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008; Bitchener, Young, Cameron, 2005; Ferris, 1995, 2004, 

2006; Hartshorn et al., 2010; Lee, 2013). In the question examining students’ perceptions of 

the importance of their teachers’ CF to their writing improvement―“How important are 

your English teacher’s corrections and comments for you to improve the five aspects of your 

compositions?”―they rated them on a 4-point scale, as seen in Table 3.  

Very high percentages of the students thought that teachers’ CF was fairly important to 

improve the organization, grammar, and vocabulary of their English writing. About 90% of 

the students reported that teachers’ CF was important for them to improve the organization 

of their writings. Similarly, 90.6% of them believed that teachers’ CF contributed to the 

improvement of vocabulary or word choice of their compositions, and 90.5% of the 
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participants were positive about the importance of teachers’ CF to the enhancement of 

grammatical aspects of their writing. However, a slightly smaller percentage of the subjects 

expressed the same view on content (79.4%) and mechanics (72.4%). It was found that 

students had the tendency to view feedback on grammar and vocabulary as more important, 

showing that they valued feedback on surface errors more than macro-level or semantic ones 

(cf. Ferris, 2006; Lee, 2013).  

 

TABLE 3  

Students’ Perceptions of the Importance of Teacher CF  

Correction 
areas 

M (SD) 
UI NVI FI VI 

Total 

UN IM 

f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) 

Content 3.16 (.79) 
21

(1.9)
201

(18.7)
443

(41.1)
412

(38.3)
222 

(20.6) 
855  

(79.4) 

Organization 3.29 (.63) 
3

(0.3)
95

(8.8)
570

(52.9)
409

(38.0)
98 

(9.1) 
979 

(90.9) 

Vocabulary 3.30 (.65) 
7

(0.6)
95

(8.8)
547

(50.8)
428

(39.7)
102 
(9.4) 

975 
(90.5) 

Grammar 3.28 (.64) 
5

(0.5)
96

(8.9)
570

(52.9)
406

(37.7)
101 
(9.4) 

976 
(90.6) 

Mechanics 2.94 (.73) 
11

(1.0)
287

(26.6)
535

(49.7)
244

(22.7)
298 

(27.6) 
779 

(72.4) 

Note. UI = unimportant; NVI = not very important; FI = fairly important; VI = very important; UN = 
unimportant; IM = important 

 

4.2. Students’ Reactions to Teacher CF 

 

The questionnaire contained 11 statements about the students’ reactions to their teachers’ 

CF in the form of four-scale agreement questions. The results are shown in Table 4. When 

asked how often they read over their writing after their teachers returned it to them (R1), a 

majority of the students (N = 1,036, 96.2%) agreed that they either often or always read 

every mark/comment their teachers wrote on their work carefully. The percentage of 

students who read their teachers’ CF in this study is much higher than that in Halimi’s (2008) 

study, which explored Indonesian students’ preferences for error correction and found that 

only 63% of the students stated that they read every correction carefully. More than four- 

fifths of the students (N = 939, 87.2%) were mostly concerned and motivated about the 

grade (R3). This result stands in contrast with the findings of Halimi (2008) again, who 

indicated that none of the respondents liked having their work graded. Thus, more studies in 

different settings and conditions are needed for the issue to be settled. 
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TABLE 4  

Students’ Reactions to Teacher CF 

Reactions to 
teacher CF 

M  
(SD) 

Never Seldom Often Always 
Total 

No Yes 

f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) 

R1 3.73 (.54) 
4 

(0.4)
37

(3.4)
200

(18.6)
836

(77.6)
41

(3.8)
1,036 
(96.2) 

R2 2.69 (.88) 
105 
(9.7)

315
(29.2)

461
(42.8)

196
(18.2)

420
(39)

657 
(61) 

R3 3.29 (.74) 
25 

(2.3)
113

(10.5)
466

(43.3)
473

(43.9)
138

(12.8)
939 

(87.2) 

R4 2.70 (.76) 
50 

(4.6)
371

(34.4)
508

(47.2)
148

(13.7)
421

(39.09)
656 

(60.91) 

R5 2.21 (.78) 
184 

(17.1)
541

(50.2)
295

(27.4)
57

(5.3)
725

(67.3)
352 

(32.7) 

R6 2.95 (.80) 
36 

(3.3)
248

(23.0)
494

(45.9)
299

(27.8)
284

(26.4)
793 

(73.6) 

R7 2.63 (.85) 
96 

(8.9)
377

(35.0)
434

(40.3)
170

(15.8)
473

(43.9)
604 

(56.1) 

R8 2.82 (.82) 
62 

(5.8)
290

(26.9)
501

(46.5)
224

(20.8)
352

(32.7)
725 

(67.3) 

R9 2.98 (.75) 
28 

(2.6)
235

(21.8)
548

(50.9)
266

(24.7)
263

(24.4)
814 

(75.6) 

 R10 2.55 (.87) 
120 

(11.1)
402

(37.3)
397

(36.9)
158

(14.7)
522

(48.4)
555 

(51.6) 

 R11 1.63 (.74) 
555 

(51.5)
390

(36.2)
112

(10.4)
20

(1.9)
945

(87.7)
132 

(12.3) 

 

For the revision of their compositions, the percentage of students who said that they use 

the Internet to find more references amounted to as much as 73.6% (N = 793) (R6), while 

about three fourths of them (N = 814, 75.6%) said that they made correction themselves in 

the classroom (R9). This indicates that they have corresponding skills to utilize such 

resources in enhancing their writing skills. The results also showed that learners preferred to 

ask their teachers (N = 656, 60.91%) (R4) and classmates (N = 725, 67.3%) (R8) for help. It 

was easier for them to discuss their problems with their classmates in order to feel 

comfortable and not fearful, particularly in light of the current tendency to emphasize 

collaborative writing (Ferris, 1995). However, classmates sometimes might not give 

satisfying answers; therefore, teachers were the ones who provided further explanation and 

suggestions. By asking the teachers, students’ confusion or hard-to-understand problems 

could be solved. As to asking other instructors for help (R5), however, only 32.7% of them 

said that they would ask other teachers than their own English writing teachers for help.  

About three-fifths of the students (N = 657, 61%) said that they rewrote their 

compositions according to teachers’ feedback (R2), and 56.1% of the students liked to go to 

the library to consult reference materials (e.g., grammar books, dictionaries) (R7). However, 

looking up words in a dictionary may be convenient for students, as each would possess at 
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least one dictionary; however, for other complex matters such as expressions or content, a 

dictionary could not contribute much help. About half of the students (51.6%) answered that 

they kept notes of their errors together with the correct forms (R10). More than 10% of the 

students (N = 132, 12.3%) said that they simply ignored the comments and did nothing 

(R11). Generally speaking, according to the survey results, students’ reactions to teacher CF 

are varied, while the results are quite positive. The students were mostly happy with the 

feedback they received, claiming that they paid attention to it and found it helpful (cf. 

Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008; Ferris, 2004, 2006).  

In addition, the students were asked to check what changes they usually made when they 

rewrote. As shown in Table 5, the largest group of students (76.97%) said that they changed 

vocabulary/word choice. About 70% of the students said they made changes in grammar. 

Therefore, it seems that the students were most concerned about their problems at the 

micro-level of writing skills. In contrast, they were less concerned about the structure and 

content of their writings. More than 50% of the students answered that they would make 

changes in organization and paragraph construction. The percentage of students who made 

changes in content was even lower (47.45%), and they appeared to show little concern for 

the mechanics of their writing (37.98%). Such results are consistent with the students’ 

perceptions of the importance of teacher CF. They consider micro-level errors such as 

grammatical aspects and lexical usage more important to deal with than macro-level or 

semantic ones (See Table 3). 

 

TABLE 5  

Changes Students Make When Rewriting Their Compositions 

Response f (%)* 

A. Changes in grammar  753 (69.92) 

B. Changes in mechanics  409 (37.98) 

C. Changes in vocabulary/word choice  829 (76.97) 

D. Changes in content  511 (47.45) 

E. Changes in organization and paragraph construction  556 (51.62) 

F. I seldom rewrite my compositions. 147 (13.65) 

Total respondents 1,077 (100.00) 

* This does not total to 100% because multiple selections were allowed for this item. 

 

4.3. Students’ Feelings Toward Teacher CF 

 

Eleven items in the questionnaire examined students’ feelings towards the CF from their 

teachers. The results are shown in Table 6 below.  
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TABLE 6  

Students’ Feelings Toward Teacher CF 

Items 
SD D A SA 

Total 

Disagree Agree 

f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) 

F1 226(21.0) 687 (63.8) 148 (13.7) 16 (1.5) 913 (84.8) 164 (15.23)

F2 124(11.5) 640 (59.4) 278 (25.8) 35 (3.2) 764 (70.9) 313 (29.1)

F3  9 (0.8) 73 (6.8) 722 (67) 273 (25.3) 82 (7.6) 995 (92.4)

F4  3 (0.3) 47 (4.4) 721 (66.9) 306 (28.4) 50 (4.7) 1027 (95.3)

F5  4 (0.4) 40 (3.7) 713 (66.2) 320 (29.7) 44 (4.1) 1033 (95.9)

F6  5 (0.5) 107 (9.9) 738 (68.5) 227 (21.1) 112 (10.4) 965 (89.6)

F7  6 (0.6) 82 (7.6) 714 (66.3) 275 (25.5) 88 (8.2) 989 (91.8)

F8  8 (0.7) 171 (15.9) 741 (68.8) 157 (14.6) 179 (16.6) 898 (83.4)

F9 11 (1.0) 136 (12.6) 752 (69.8) 178 (16.5) 47 (13.6) 930 (86.4)

 F10 80 (7.4) 461 (42.8) 513 (47.6) 23 (2.1) 541 (50.2) 536 (49.8)

 F11 104 (9.7) 734 (68.2) 225 (20.9) 14 (1.3) 838 (77.8) 239 (22.2)

Note. SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; A = agree; SA =strongly agree 

 

Very high percentages of students, 95.9% and 95.3% respectively, indicated that “My 

teacher’s comments and corrections help me to know where my mistakes are and correct 

them” (F5) and “My teacher’s comments and corrections help me to know what to 

avoid/improve next time” (F4). Also, 92.4% of the students indicated that they enjoyed the 

teacher’s comments on their composition (F3).  

In response to how learners feel about the CF given by their instructors (F7), a high 

percentage of students (91.8%) thought that the positive feedback made learners feel 

positive about themselves. Teacher CF seems to have quite positive effects on students’ 

motivation to learn, as about 90% of the students felt that the feedback made them want to 

try harder to improve their writing (F6). Furthermore, 86.4% of the students admitted that 

they liked the way their composition was marked (F9). This finding is similar to the results 

of Diab (2005) and Lee (2005), which showed that students were eager to receive teachers’ 

feedback on their writing and that they believed they benefited much from it. The majority 

of the students surveyed (83.4%) felt that their writing had improved because of the 

comments given on their compositions (F8).  

According to the data above, it can be inferred that students had very positive feelings 

toward their teachers’ CF on their compositions. They felt that their English writing 

teachers’ comments and corrections helped them to improve their writing skills, in that they 

knew where their mistakes were and how they needed to correct them, what to avoid or 

improve their writings next time, and how they could build their confidence in writing. In 

general, the survey findings suggested that the students valued the CF they received on their 

errors in writing (Leki, 1991; Radecki & Swales, 1988), and that this study lends further 

support to this belief. 

However, 22.2% of the students agreed with the statement that “I don’t understand the 
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comments about ideas, argument, or refutation” (F11). About half of them (49.8%) reported 

that they sometimes disagreed with their teacher’s comments (F10). A small percentage of 

the students felt that their teacher’s comments were too general (29.1%) (F2), too negative, 

or discouraging (15.23%) (F1). Given all the efforts and time that teachers expended on 

giving students CF, it is somewhat alarming to find that comments which are viewed as 

helpful by instructors often are perceived as not that helpful by students (Carless, 2006).  

 

4.4. Students’ Difficulties With Revision Based on Teacher CF 

 

Due to the reasons mentioned in the previous section about the unclear nature of 

teachers’ feedback, students have encountered enormous difficulties in revising their 

compositions after receiving teacher CF. The results are shown in Table 7.  

 

TABLE 7  

Students’ Difficulties With Revision Based on Teacher CF 

Item M (SD)
SD D A SA 

Total 

Disagree Agree 

f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) 

D1 
2.26 
(.55)

43 (4.0) 734 (68.2) 282 (26.2) 18 (1.7) 777 (72.2) 300 (27.9) 

D2 
2.52 
(.63)

57 (5.3) 422 (39.2) 575 (53.4) 23 (2.1) 479 (44.5) 598 (55.5) 

D3 
2.59 
(.58)

25 (2.3) 423 (39.3) 602 (55.9) 27 (2.5) 448 (41.6) 629 (58.4) 

D4 
2.56 
(.61)

31 (2.9) 454 (42.2) 554 (51.4) 38 (3.5) 485 (45.1) 592 (54.9) 

D5 
2.19 
(.65)

117 (10.9) 675 (62.7) 253 (23.5) 32 (3.0) 792 (73.6) 285 (26.5) 

D6 
2.23 
(.64)

99 (9.2) 656 (60.9) 297 (27.6) 25 (2.3) 755 (70.1) 322 (29.9) 

D7 
2.34 
(.61)

63 (5.8) 604 (56.1) 392 (36.4) 18 (1.7) 667 (61.9) 410 (38.1) 

D8 
2.33 
(.65)

71 (6.6) 617 (57.3) 350 (32.5) 39 (3.6) 688 (63.9) 389 (36.1) 

D9 
2.23 
(.62)

85 (7.9) 687 (63.8) 277 (25.7) 28 (2.6) 772 (71.7) 308 (28.3) 

 D10 
2.02 
(.62)

178 (16.5) 718 (66.7) 164 (15.2) 17 (1.6) 896 (83.2) 181 (16.8) 

 D11 
2.06 
(.63)

163 (15.1) 701 (65.1) 196 (18.2) 17 (1.6) 864 (80.2) 213 (19.8) 

Note. SD = strongly disagree; D = disagree; A = agree; SA =strongly agree 

 

Among the 1,077 students surveyed, only 27.9% (N = 300) admitted that they did not 

have any problems in rewriting their compositions after receiving teacher CF (D1). As to the 

others (N = 777, 72.1%), all of them had difficulties of this kind, or in rewriting their 
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compositions even after they received their teachers’ CF. Additionally, 36.1% (N = 389) of 

the students agreed that they did not know how to rewrite the compositions even after 

receiving the teachers’ written feedback (D8).  

The inability to revise the content and expressions suggested by the teacher and to correct 

all the grammatical and mechanical errors constituted problems students faced when 

revising their compositions. One of the greatest difficulties students encountered in revising 

the compositions after receiving teacher CF lay in the content of the compositions: 58.4% of 

the participants (N = 629) reported that they could not revise the content as suggested by the 

teacher (D3). According to the data from F11, 22.2% (N = 239) of the respondents 

complained that they did not understand teachers’ comments about ideas, argument, or 

refutation. According to the data from F2, 29.1% (N = 313) of the respondents agreed that 

their teacher’s comments were too general to follow. As many as 49.8% of the students (N = 

536) said that they did not always agree with their teachers’ comments (F10). To some 

extent, these negative feelings may account for students’ difficulties in understanding their 

teachers’ feedback concerning the contents. 

The difficulties with the grammatical and mechanical errors ranked second: 55.5% of the 

students (N = 598) reported that they could not correct all the grammatical and mechanical 

errors pointed out by the teacher (D2). As to the language problems, 54.9% of them (N = 592) 

confirmed that they could not revise the expressions suggested by the teacher (D4).  

It is true that the teacher’s written feedback is not always helpful when it is “unclear and 

vague,” just as Cohen and Cavalcanti (1990) discovered, and that students sometimes 

cannot understand these comments and suggestions. Among the students completing the 

questionnaires, 28.3% of them agreed that they could not correct the errors because the 

teacher’s comments were unclear (D9). In addition, 19.8% of them said that the codes and 

symbols used by the teacher were confusing to them (D11). Furthermore, it was found that 

16.8% of the respondents regarded the teacher’s illegible handwriting as the reason why 

they sometimes found it difficult to revise their compositions (D10). 

Despite the large amount of teachers’ time and effort consumed to provide CF on the 

students’ writings, a large number of students (38.1%) claimed that having too many errors 

to revise was a drawback that discouraged them from rewriting their compositions (D7). 

This finding is consistent with Zacharias’s (2007) study, in which students found the 

following areas most troublesome in teacher feedback. The first factor was the coding; 

although codes did help to point out the problematic parts of students’ writings, they did not 

facilitate the revising process. The second problematic area was general feedback; such 

written feedback as “many mistakes on grammar,” “revise your ideas,” “add more 

information,” “develop the idea,” and “revise” were not helpful since they were very general. 

The third area was teacher feedback on content which was difficult to follow, not because 

they did not understand the comments, but because teacher feedback on content simply 
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pointed out students’ problems without indicating how to revise the writing. The fourth 

reason for students’ difficulties with teacher feedback was the use of complex language, 

such as some unfamiliar grammatical terms beyond the student’s current acquisition level, 

when teachers gave feedback. The fifth area was teacher feedback that contradicted the 

students’ ideas. When this happened, students would not know how to continue the writing 

and would become confused because they needed to change their ideas to comply with the 

teacher comments. As a result, 26.5% (N = 285) of the participants said that they were not 

motivated to revise their compositions (D5), and more of them (N = 322, 29.9%) agreed that 

they did not have sufficient time to revise the drafts (D6). 

In conclusion, various research studies have in fact indicated that students do encounter 

problems in understanding their teacher comments because the instructions are not clear. 

Ferris (2003) gave an example illustrating how students may fail to interpret a teacher’s 

question as a suggestion for information, and it is not surprising to find that students ignore it 

when they do revision, as was found in the current study.  

Then what did the students do about those comments or corrections that they did not 

fully understand? They reported that they would mainly ask their teachers to explain them 

(52.92%), ask their classmates for help (19.41%), look up corrections in a grammar book 

or dictionary (18.38%), try to follow the teacher’s suggestions regardless of whether they 

understand (5.01%), or ignore them and do nothing (4.27%). That is, many of the students 

reported resorting to outside sources, such as the instructor, friends, grammar books, and 

dictionaries, for help in understanding or responding to their teachers’ CF for successful 

revisions, which is one of the responses mentioned by Ferris (1995), in that students use 

a variety of resources to deal with teacher commentary. At the same time, however, it was 

found that some students tended to employ very limited strategies, responding to their 

teachers’ CF in a passive manner without consulting any outside sources.  

 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 

In this study, three issues related to teacher CF―how students evaluate the effectiveness 

and importance of teacher CF on their writings, how they react to their teachers’ CF, how 

they feel about the CF, and what difficulties they face when they revise their works based 

on teacher CF―were examined with the survey questionnaire carried out with 1,077 

college or university students in China.  

Overall, the students believed in the effectiveness of their teacher CF. They were certain 

about their progress in English writing proficiency, and they believed that teacher CF was 

useful (cf. Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008; Bitchener, Young, Cameron, 2005; 

Ferris, 1995, 2004, 2006; Hartshorn et al., 2010; Lee, 2013). Moreover, they attached a 
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great deal of importance to teacher CF, and most of them would read every marking, 

correction, and comment on their writing provided by their teachers.  

According to the survey results, students’ reactions to teacher CF were quite positive, 

although they were varied. By and large, the students were very appreciative of the 

feedback they received from their teachers, claiming that they paid attention to it and found 

it helpful. As to the focus of correction that they made to their writings, they paid greater 

attention to teacher CF made on errors of grammar and word choice than those of content 

and organization, which reflects their perceptions of the importance of linguistic features in 

their writings (Ferris, 2006; Lee, 2013). 

When it comes to the influence of teacher CF on students’ affective domain, students had 

positive feelings toward teacher CF. Teachers’ CF helped them to know where their mistakes 

were, how to correct them, and how they could build their confidence in English writing. 

However, some comments on their writing posed challenges for some of them in that they 

did not fully understand them. This is related to the difficulties they encounter when 

revising their works based on teacher CF. 

Students reported that they were unable to fully comprehend or make proper corrections 

based on their teachers’ CF because it was too general or illegible. This echoes Carless 

(2006) and Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton (2002) that students may feel that their teacher 

feedback could be too general or vague, too detailed, not comprehensive enough, too reliant 

on academic language, and biased or subjective. What a teacher perceives as a helpful 

suggestion may be regarded as harsh critique that serves to discourage.  

As for the difficulties mostly caused by the unclear manner of writing in teacher CF, 

some implications can be drawn from the findings of the present study. First, given that 

teacher CF can be interpreted as authoritarian, judgmental, and detached from the students 

(Carless, 2006; Higgins et al., 2002), teachers should explain their responding behavior to 

their students (Zamel, 1985) so that students can accept teacher CF as helpful and 

empathetic. Ferris (1995) proposes that  

 

[T]eachers can do this by taking time early in the term to explain their overall 

philosophy of responding (as well as specific strategies and/or symbols or 

terminology used) to the students. They can reinforce this by discussing general 

trends in their responses with the class and by allowing class time for students to 

read, ask questions about, and respond in their journals to teacher feedback each time 

a marked draft is returned to the students. (p. 49) 

 

Secondly, considering the collaborative nature of the current writing classes, students 

need to be encouraged to be more willing to ask friends and tutors for help in dealing with 

teacher commentary (Ferris, 1995). This may affect students’ strategies for responding to 
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their teachers’ feedback, as they would be more convinced of the necessity of doing so and 

more familiar with resources available to help them.  

Lastly, as to those who choose to follow the teacher’s suggestions regardless of whether 

they understood them, Zacharias (2007) suggests that teachers attempt to have students 

realize the importance of understanding the feedback for developing their writing and to 

familiarize them with several resources (peer review, asking for help, checking resource 

books, etc.) when facing obstacles in interpreting teacher CF. 

The limitation of this study is that a single descriptive study is not enough to provide a 

complete picture of students’ reactions to their teacher CF. Also, the sample of this study 

includes only students. A more detailed study about teachers’ CF practice including teacher 

variables is necessary to better understand the factors that shape students’ reactions. 

Furthermore, the context of the study is set in China, especially the northern areas of China. 

Therefore, one should be cautious to generalize the results of the study to overall EFL 

settings. Furthermore, in exploring students’ reactions, it would be better to supplement the 

research methods already adopted with qualitative methods, such as interview or 

think-aloud protocol data. This will be undertaken in a future study.  
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APPENDIX 

Questionnaire 

 

A. General information  

1. Your gender: A. male  B. female 

2. Your age: ______ yrs old. 

3. Years of learning English: ______ yrs 

4. Your major: _________________; your university: ________________.  

5. You are _________. A. Freshman B. Sophomore C. Junior  D. Senior  

  

B. Overall effectiveness and importance of teacher CF 

1. After your teacher has corrected the errors in your compositions, do you think you will 

make the same errors again?  

A. Yes    B. No 

2. How would you evaluate the overall effectiveness of your English writing teachers’ 

existing error feedback practice on your progress in writing at the end of one academic 

year? I think I am making __________.  

A. good progress   B. some progress   C. little progress   D. no progress 

3. The feedback given by my teacher is __________. 

A. very useful   B. sometimes useful   C. rarely useful   D. useless  

4. How important are your English teacher’s corrections and comments for you to improve 

the five aspects of your compositions? Please tick (√) the appropriate space. 
 Unimportant Not very 

important
Fairly 

important
Very 

important 
Content/Ideas  
Organization  
Vocabulary  
Grammar  
Mechanics   
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C. Students’ reactions to teacher CF 

1. Please check (√) each statement that describes your situation. 
 Never Seldom Often  Always  
 R1. I read every mark/comment my teacher 

wrote on my piece of work carefully.
 

 R2. I rewrite them according to the teacher’s 
feedback.  

 

 R3. I am mostly concerned and motivated about 
the grade. 

 

 R4. I ask my teacher for help.  
 R5. I ask some other teachers for help.  
 R6. I use the Internet to find more references.  
 R7. I go to the library to consult reference 

materials (e.g., grammar books, English 
writing textbooks, dictionaries, etc.).

 

 R8. I discuss them with my classmates and ask 
them for help. 

 

 R9. I make corrections myself in the classroom.  
R10. I keep notes of my errors together with the 

correct forms.  
 

R11. I ignore them and do nothing because I do 
not know how to make the corrections.

 

 

2. When you rewrite compositions, what sort of changes do you usually make? Please 

check (√) all that may apply. 

A. Changes in grammar   

B. Changes in mechanics  

C. Changes in vocabulary/word choice 

D. Changes in content   

E. Changes in organization and paragraph construction  

F. I seldom rewrite my compositions. 

 

D. Students’ feelings toward teacher CF  

* Please check (√) each statement that describes your feeling. 
 Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

F1. My teacher’s comments are too 
negative and discouraging.

 

F2. My teacher’s comments are too general.  
F3. I enjoy the teacher’s comments on my 

composition. 
 

F4. My teacher’s comments and corrections 
help me to know what to avoid/ 
improve next time. 

 

F5. My teacher’s comments and corrections 
help me to know where my mistakes are 
and correct them. 
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 F6. The feedback given makes me want to 
try harder to improve in my writing.

 

 F7. The positive feedback given makes me 
feel good about myself. 

 

 F8. I feel that my writing has improved 
because of the feedback given on my 
composition. 

 

 F9. Generally, I like the way my 
composition is marked. 

 

F10. I sometimes disagree with my 
teacher’s comments.   

F11. I don’t understand the comments 
about ideas, arguments, or refutations.   

 

E. Students’ difficulties with revision based on teacher CF 

1. Please check (√) each statement that describes your situation. 

 
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 
 D1. I don’t have any problems in rewriting 

my composition after getting feedback.   

 D2. I can’t correct all the grammatical and 
mechanic mistakes that the teacher 
points out. 

  

 D3. I can’t revise the content suggested by 
the teacher.   

 D4. I can’t revise the expressions suggested 
by the teacher.   

 D5. I am not motivated to revise my 
composition.    

 D6. I don’t have sufficient time to revise the 
drafts.   

 D7. I have too many mistakes to revise.  
 D8. I don’t know how to rewrite the 

compositions even after receiving the 
teacher written feedback.

  

 D9. I can’t correct the errors because the 
teacher’s comments are unclear.   

D10. My teacher’s handwriting is difficult to 
read.    

D11. The codes and symbols used by the 
teacher are confusing to me.   

 

2. What do you do about those comments or corrections that you do not understand? 

Please check (√) all that may apply. 

A. Ignore them and do nothing.       

B. Ask my teacher to explain them. 

C. Look corrections up in a grammar book or dictionary.  

D. Ask classmates for help. 

E. Try to follow the teacher’s suggestions regardless of whether I understand or not. 
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