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Abstract 

The present study along with teacher feedback uses student teacher feedback conference 

as pedagogic tools in the second language English classroom to enhance independent 

writing habits of students.  The study was based on empirical evidence which shows that 

each perspective of writing has its own priority with multiple drafts always valued for 

effective writing. In this study feedback was given only on group tasks, which was 

augmented by oral discussion among peers and feedback conference with the teacher, but 

individual essays were assessed to capture growth.  So the discussions were examined to 

identify the gaps in written feedback so that feedback itself could be improved. In order to 

capture skill development some of the essays that were written individually were analysed 

using linguistic categories.  The findings showed that multiple draft revision, and group 

feedback accompanied by feedback conference can enhance students’ writing skill. It also 

becomes a part of their language repertoire.  

Introduction 

Writing is one of the basic paths of civilization. Since it can serve as a record of things 

that happened in the past it enables us to link our words and thoughts in order to express 

ourselves. As such one of the most fundamental goals of all school education is to help students 

become effective learners by “learning to think” and learning to learn (UNESCO report, 1972). 

Writing is therefore a powerful instrument of thought which is necessary not only for 

philosophers but also normal human beings to convey their thoughts to others. This 

communication, however, does not come easily to students and learners and is actually a very 

complex skill which requires both a physical and mental struggle on the part of the writer. 

According to Walters (1983: 17), “writing is the last and perhaps most difficult skill students 

learn – if they ever do”. Byrne (1979) also asserts that writing is neither an easy nor a 

spontaneous skill. It requires conscious mental effort.  
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In the domain of writing, second language writing is rapidly becoming as a separate field 

in English as a second language context. Many researchers in the area of second language 

writing have attempted to delineate the role of writing in different situations. One argument is 

that writing plays an important role in classroom learning situations. Students feel secure if they 

are allowed to read and write in the target language itself.  Similarly, writing is seen as important 

for personal development because it requires concentration, focus and discipline to represent our 

thoughts in a graphic form (Irmscher, 1979). Writing is seen as having economic power because 

it creates impressions, adverse or otherwise, in one’s professional field Lindemann (1987). 

Writing is also a social necessity because it is an established form of social commitment. No 

official or important transaction is considered official until it is done in writing.   

It, therefore, becomes important for all language classrooms to teach writing.  However, 

the nature of this teaching needs to be understood, for it seems to include many areas of writing.  

In Arndt’s words, “When we talk about teaching ‘writing’, what do we refer to, the composition, 

or composing? The text or the activity? or both? And what is our answer if we ask ourselves 

which aspect we should be concentrating on?” (Arndt, 1987: 257).  The term ‘writing’ refers to 

both finished products and the processes underlying their production and the choice of focus is 

now available to all those who are involved with the teaching of this highly specialized type of 

communicative competence. 

Over the last two decades, the change of emphasis in writing research from product to 

process has shifted the attention to composing activities through which initial ideas evolve into 

written texts. The two aspects—processes and products—cannot be separated from each other, 

either in teaching or in research. The heart of effective writing lies in the techniques of 

successful fusion of thought and language to fit the rhetorical context, that is, the fundamental 

sense of gearing message to audience. Such techniques are responsible for matching content with 

form, and for ensuring that the writing is under the control of a purpose whereby an intended 

meaning is successfully conveyed to an intended reader. The tantalizing question is whether 

these matching techniques are actually accessible to the conscious mind, and more importantly, 

whether they can be taught. As such, the teaching of writing is a complex act that goes beyond 

the functional purpose of writing in daily life (that is, maintaining stock records, writing letters to 
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authorities, etc.). Writing in the academic context is an act that calls upon processes involving 

expression of ideas in a manner that satisfies ourselves and our readers.   

In the Indian context, however, both at the school and college level, the traditional 

English language teachers may not be able to teach writing using the process approach. The 

learners constantly struggle to acquire the skill of writing in the second language when they fail 

to perform well. There are many issues influence teaching/learning at school level, those are: 

socio cultural, socio political and socio linguistic problems which effect teaching/learning of 

second language writing. In a crowded classroom such as the average Indian classroom, the 

teacher finds it difficult to teach the skill of writing. Several reasons can be attributed to this; 

most of the classes are overcrowded and the students sitting in the last rows often distract the 

teacher. As a result, she or he cannot concentrate on them and most of the time has to be spent in 

controlling the class. 

One more problem in teaching writing is large number of students, particularly at the 

tertiary level, come from regional medium backgrounds and are used to memorizing and 

reproducing content based answers, or structures and words that they have already encountered.  

The teaching of writing, therefore has to follow the more traditional pattern of ‘sentence to 

controlled to free composition.’  

Apart from all these problems it is every teacher’s responsibility to provide students with 

every opportunity to get their ideas down on paper, organize and develop them, and then to 

produce a polished, edited and corrected text. As such, the activity of writing involves collecting 

ideas, planning, selecting, arranging, and ordering information. This has to be translated into 

written text, which then has to be rearranged, reshaped, revised, and edited.  Even proficient 

writers are not capable of editing their own texts and, therefore, in pedagogic contexts, it 

becomes the responsibility of the teacher. Such editing is likely to become impossible for the 

Indian regional medium student who is not used to writing independently.   This is where teacher 

feedback becomes important, and even finds a central place in enhancing language capability.  It 

becomes a powerful pedagogic tool which can be used to improve students’ writing skills. 

Importance and nature of feedback  
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In spite of the claims to the contrary, that is providing written commentary on content and 

form is time consuming and laborious (Krashen, 1984), most teachers of writing agree that 

students do not become more proficient writers just by reading and writing. Students do need 

some form of feedback, which helps them know how others read their writing, and what 

revisions might strengthen their writing (Goldstein, 2004). There are many justifications for this. 

First, in most cases, writing is fundamentally a social act, involving the author and readers 

(Ferris & Hedgcock, 2005). All writers need to learn what their audiences expect, and whether 

their writing is understood by their readers.  If this is true of writers in general, it is much truer of 

students in particular.   

It is an open secret that when students talk, they hope someone is listening to them. In the 

same way, when students write, they want someone to read what they have written. They get 

more focused on their work when someone comments on it. Since students need information on 

which to act, and the motivation to use this information, feedback assumes the responsibility to 

stimulate learning and action among students. Both the source of feedback and the form it takes 

are, therefore, important influences on student motivation.  To avoid repetition of errors, and 

ensure correctness in the students’ written composition, teachers have to even recall the feedback 

they had provided earlier. This is to cross check whether the students were able to learn from it 

or not.    

This is an important area of research.  As Goldstein (2008) says, there is a need for more 

studies to examine whether teacher feedback can have a positive impact on students’ revision 

and writing. It is also important to remember that feedback can point out problems in student 

writing, and also highlight its strengths. Very often, teachers identify weaknesses, but do not say 

anything about the good things that students have done.  Referring to good things in students’ 

writing should also be a part of feedback.  Information should be given on students’ strengths, so 

that they do not need to put in any more effort on that which they are already good at.  Much 

feedback tends to take strengths for granted, and merely shows errors, but good feedback goes 

far beyond this.     

In Indian contexts, where there are large classes, it is nearly impossible to provide 

individual oral feedback to all students.  Most teachers have to resort to either providing 
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feedback to the class as a whole, or whenever possible, writing feedback on individual scripts.  

The nature and type of feedback that enables and enhances writing capability, however, may 

differ from context to context. In some cases, it may be important to focus on major problems 

with accuracy; in others, with problems in fluency, cohesion and coherence.  So focus of the 

feedback is completely student and in this case, task dependent.  At the same time teachers are in 

dilemma what sort of feedback should be given on students writing either oral or written. 

According to Fathman and Whalley (1990) if it is oral feedback there is a possibility for 

fossilization in the students, because students may forget the comment, and may not remember it 

for long time. If it is written feedback the student can re read and remember. Therefore in the 

present study attention has been focused on teacher written feedback. As it was also found in 

some of the studies (Raimes, 1985) students are not in a position to understand teacher feedback 

comments and it pushes them into confusion. In order to avoid student confusion teacher-student 

feedback conference was conducted. It is argued that writing conference offer a more effective 

means for communicating with students who are auditory rather than visual learners. Feedback 

conferences are used in different form, however, in this study it was used only for feedback 

discussion in a whole class.    

 The focus of this study is in one sense on ‘process’ writing; although the tasks are 

traditional in nature, students were encouraged to review their own work and write multiple 

drafts.  Such drafting was done in groups.  The study also tried to capture individual growth was 

expected to be an outcome of this draft cum review process.  It is assumed that different kinds of 

teacher feedback will enable such growth to happen.  The present study also therefore attempted 

to analyze different kinds of feedback in order to try and identify the comments that seem to be 

effective.  As such, the role of feedback in multiple draft composition and feedback conference is 

the specific focus of this study.    This is because within the area of second language writing 

research on multiple draft revision and feedback conference is fairly sparse. All ESL teachers 

need to continue to diagnose to what degree the process of writing, provision of feedback, 

revision and feedback conference are actually helping students.   

Subjects of the study 
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Students who took part in this study came from a variety of economic, social and 

educational backgrounds, but all registered for a part-time course called ‘Interactive English 

grammar and vocabulary’ offered at Centre for English Language Training (CELT) at the 

University College of Engineering in Osmania University.  This course was open to both 

students and employees; therefore the learners were heterogeneous, and had varying levels of 

proficiency in English.  Some of these students had completed their postgraduate degree (MCA, 

MBA, M.A Journalism and LLM), while others were registered for a postgraduate or 

undergraduate degree (B.Tech, B.A, B.Com, and B.Sc).  Some students were studying in 

Intermediate colleges, which meant that they were doing a pre graduate course.  The 

heterogeneity of the students also extended to the medium of instruction, for some had studied in 

English medium, while others had done some or all of their education in Telugu medium. 

Methodology and the Nature of assessment used in the study 

The teaching methodology for developing writing skills was a task-based one but with 

the modification that the ‘task’ was actually a traditional typical essay writing was followed, as 

Raimes (1985) mentioned the nature of task whether it is traditional or not it does not make any 

difference, because these students are accustomed to use these kinds of traditional tasks.  The 

‘write essay-get feedback-feedback conferences-revise-rewrite-get feedback-feedback conference 

if needed and rewrite or go to a new task’ pattern was followed.   

The focus in this paper was to be on the kind of feedback, which could be both oral and 

written. The individual tests/tasks (three of them) were evaluated and scored by two raters to 

ensure reliability. 10 marks were allotted, and the break up was as follows.  Three marks each 

were allotted to content and organization, and two marks each to grammar and vocabulary.  A 

different mode of assessment was adopted in the group task responses.  These multi-draft 

compositions were meant to provide feedback, enable learning to happen, and function as a 

pedagogic tool.  As such, instead of awarding marks, various errors and points for improvement 

were noted, and comments related to these items were written by the teacher/researcher.  The 

comments related to content, organization, accuracy (grammar and vocabulary) and coherence.   

Teacher comments were analysed in these categories in terms of students understanding 

and students correction: 
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a) Proper change for form comments 
b) Improper change for form comments 
c) Proper change for content comments 
d) No proper change for content comments 
e) Proper change for both form and content comments 
f) No proper change for both form and content comments  
g) Sentence removed from the scripts 
h) Sentences moderated comments 
i) Completely new sentence comments  

 

The students were able to take the general, and in some cases, specific comments made, 

and modify or even create new sentences.  However, this creation, it was felt, is the outcome of 

the feedback conference that happened right through three months of the experiment.   

The ‘dialogues’ that took place in students discussion show that the clarifications were  

with reference to explicit form and content comments.  One would assume that these did not 

need much discussion, but students did need a discussion.  In some cases, clarifications were 

even sought on general comments.  Another  interesting feature that emerged out of the 

examination of the teacher-researcher’s journal entries is that  very often peer 

feedback/discussion happened not only within but also across groups. Moreover, there were 

many questions regarding the appropriateness of particular words/sentences.  Since this kind of 

feedback conference and students asking questions is not a normal phenomenon in traditional 

Indian classrooms, particularly from students coming from regional medium backgrounds. It was 

felt that it is a growth in terms of students’ motivation and understanding the use of language. 

This ‘hope’ and ‘wanting to write better’ does not seem to be reflected in the actual 

compositions.  It was found after comparing the actual texts produced by the different groups 

that even after so much feedback and discussion, there was not much change in the students’ 

rewritten compositions. But an interesting feature is that an analysis of these group texts shows 

that these students may have not yet learnt write well, but they were definitely not copying either 

from each other or directly from the board.  They were trying to write on their own and produce 

a written argument.  The writing that was done may be very little, but it has to be valued in the 

context of the Indian education system where it is enough if students memorize and reproduce 

answers to pass examinations.    
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It was also noticed that average of students individual test score was increased from 4.32 

to 7 %, and that the median score also increased from 4 to 6.   The mode does not seem to have 

moved much (Initial 6 and final 6), but since the average has moved up, this indicates that there 

has been a good upward movement.  More students from the ‘lower’ group have moved into the 

middle group. 

From the analysis done, it is clear that there is a little bit of growth in the students’ 

writing but much more in their understanding of what makes good writing.  New ‘acceptable’ 

texts may not have been composed, but these students are already on that path.  Awareness 

exists.  This growth can be described as “small gains” (Tharu, 1981).  The experiment was done 

over a period of three months, and this is too short a time span to expect major changes in 

writing capability.   

Findings of the study 

In this study, it was found that teacher feedback enables better writing to happen when 

the work is done in groups and not at an individual level.  Such group work helps because they 

can discuss comments with each other in the group; this reduces fear and tension, and after 

sorting out as many problems as possible within the group, they are also able to ask for 

clarifications.   

The comments made by the teacher were with reference to both content and form, but 

very often it was the general comment that was useful in improving writing.  This was because 

the general comments resulted in a lot of discussion in feedback conferences.   

With the support provided by the existence of others in a group, even when the teacher-

researcher commented on one part of a sentence, students checked the total sentence when the 

comment was discussed in conference, and corrected, moderated and even added new sentences.  

In some cases, complete sentences were deleted.  For a group that was not used to reflecting on 

their own work, this kind of conferencing-cum-revision-cum-rewriting needs to be valued and 

appreciated.    

The study made it clear that teachers should always have feedback conference with 

students whenever they have problems with teacher comments, especially in ESL contexts.  It 
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also highlighted the fact that such feedback should not be primarily individual, but should be 

conference with the whole class so that every student will be benefited.  Students should also be 

given time to think and discuss with their peers before they rewrite the essay so that they can 

generate many ideas, discuss the nature of changes, decide on what is acceptable, and rewrite 

their essays. Eventually, this kind of group activity with feedback conference will enhance 

individual writing skills.  There are, however, many limitations to this study, which is the first of 

its kind to be carried out in that particular context.   

Implications for further research 

It is understood that students can understand and make the necessary changes if the 

feedback is followed by the feedback conference. It means that both inexperienced and 

experienced teacher can use feedback as a method to teach writing in the ESL classroom but this 

has to be find out whether teacher experience makes any difference in student writing.  

With reference to the kinds of comments made by the teacher-researcher, it was found 

that general comments that generated discussion were fruitful.  However, many of these general 

comments were ‘vague’, and would not have been effective without the feedback conference.  

Teachers, therefore, also need to be taught about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ comments; in this study, it 

was not possible for the  researcher, beyond a point, to fine tune his comments and then check 

whether  that fine tuning made a difference.  Such research may have to be carried out with a 

group of teachers. 
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