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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to explore the perspectives of 86 Saudi EFL freshmen towards their teachers’ response
to their writing. The participants’ input has been collected via a questionnaire to shed light on the factors that
influence students’ attitudes about writing in English as a foreign language. The study found that the students were
willing to read their essays again after the teacher commented on them which could be a sign that they realized a
great value in their teacher’s written comments. The participants asserted that they thought carefully about the
teacher’s comments and corrections which might be taken as an indication that those students considered their
teacher response a great help to gain confidence in themselves as good writers. In addition, they mentioned that
they paid more attention to teacher response on both surface-level errors and meaning-level errors. This was
perhaps due to response effectiveness in helping them produce better writing with less mistakes. The participants
also mentioned that all types of teacher response were important to them which could indicate positive attitudes
toward such response on their writing and its role in developing the necessary skills to improve their writing
proficiency. The study recommended that writing teachers should utilize feedback to student writing as a
motivating factor to help students revise their drafts by providing focused and clear response, not over-stressing
the correction of errors, and enhancing the feedback value with student-teacher conferences. Teaching conditions
should be improved by reducing the number of students in writing classes and reducing other work obligations.
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1. Introduction

Writing is one of the most important skills that students of English as a second language (ESL) or English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) need to develop in order to enhance their efforts to learn the target language and elevate
their L2 proficiency. Writing well means displaying an ability to convey ideas and facts using clear, accurate and
appropriate written language (Hashim, 2011). Efficient “teaching of writing” has become one of the most difficult
tasks for ESL/EFL teachers as it involves multiple processes. Composition teachers in ESL/EFL contexts have
been praised for playing “several different roles, among them coach, judge, facilitator, evaluator, interested reader,
and copy editor” (Reid, 1993, p. 217). Offering constructive feedback to students is a crucial part of efficient
teaching that has a great impact on students’ ability to produce quality writing. Researchers in composition studies
consider teacher response to student writing a significant pedagogical means that provides critical information to
students about their writing performance (Zamel, 1985). A more exhaustive view maintains that teacher response
can come in different forms, from different readers, and at different stages of the writing process with the intention
of improving students’ writing with feedback which “includes all reactions to writing, formal or informal, written
or oral, from teacher or peer, to a draft or final version” (Freedman, 1987, p. 5).

Teacher response to student writing is a basic element in the process-oriented approach to writing where the focus
of teaching writing has shifted from product to process (Applebee, 1986; Jacobs & Farrell, 2001). This means that
instead of looking at the final product of students’ writing, teachers look at their writing process instead of simply
grading the final product. This approach emphasizes the importance of the teacher working with the students to
overcome difficulties encountered during the writing process and providing tools needed to overcome the
obstacles that confront them while writing. Many activities in the development of the writing process approach
involves students and teachers working together. The focus is to help student writers to generate and organize ideas,
express themselves, write multiple drafts, receive feedback from teachers and other students, and revise their
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writing before turning in assignments (Scane et al., 1991; Myles, 2002). Previous research in composition studies
found teacher response to be a basic element in the writing process that plays a central role in learning the skill of
composition. Effective teacher response provides multiple advantages for writing students including:

e  Teacher response to student writing is an important component of the formative assessment process that gives
information to teachers and students about how students are doing relative to classroom learning goals (Brookhart,
2008);

e  [earners can utilize teacher response to determine for themselves whether they are performing well or not
(Mi, 2009; Littleton, 2011);

e In the case that students are not performing well, teacher response helps them to take corrective action in
order to improve their performance and avoid repeating mistakes (Getchell, 2011);

e  Teacher response helps students to monitor their progress, encourages them to accept others’ opinions and
tolerate critical remarks (Asiri, 1996);

e  Responding to student writing helps teachers to diagnose their students’ problematic areas and assess their
progress in learning the written language (Hino, 2006);

e  Teacher response was found helpful to make students more conscious of the recursive nature of the writing
process, motivate students to write multiple drafts and revise their writing several times in order to produce a much
improved piece of writing (Russell & Spada, 2006).

2. Students’ Reactions to Teacher Response

Teachers’ written feedback constitutes the most commonly used form of feedback that students receive to their
writing assignments. The impact and efficacy of written teacher responses to students’ writing have been
investigated in several studies (e.g., Sommers, 1982; Zamel, 1985; Hamp-Lyons & Chen, 2001) and the attitudes
of students towards their teachers’ written feedback and how they respond to such feedback have been the focus of
other studies (e.g., Cohen, 1987; Ferris, 1995; Hyland & Hyland, 2006). These studies revealed that attention to
students’ reactions to their teachers’ feedback is a critical factor that influences the usefulness of the given
feedback. Focusing on students’ reactions to teachers’ feedback promotes a high level of interaction that
transcends the dominating non-contextual and non-social view of teacher response which “focused largely on texts
and conducted within a linear model of teacher respond and student revise” (Goldstein, 2001, p. 77). The authors
of studies that highlighted the significance of students’ reactions to teachers’ feedback adopted a socio-cultural
view that considers learning and teaching social activities rather than cognitive ones (Lantolf, 2000; Block, 2003;
Prior, 2006). This ‘social turn’ marks a paradigm shift in learning and teaching from the cognitive approach that is
“too narrow in its understanding of context and was eclipsed by studies that attended to social, historical, and
political contexts of writing” (Prior, 2006, p. 54) to the socio-cultural approach that “offers what is lacking in much
literature on education—an effective conceptual metaphor for the quality of teacher intervention in learning”
(Hammond, 2002, p. 2).

Early studies in the field of ESL/EFL writing that investigated student perspectives to teacher response emerged in
the 1990s and indicated that students attach more value to teacher feedback than other forms of feedback, such as
audio feedback, peer evaluation, and self-evaluation (Leki, 1991; Saito, 1994; Zhang, 1995). Some studies found
that L2 students were willing to receive feedback on both the form (grammatical, lexical, and mechanical features)
as well as the content and style of their writing (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994; Oladejo, 1993). The findings of
some other studies showed that L2 students who place a high premium on accuracy in writing wished their teachers
to point out and correct every error in order to help them produce error-free writing (Lee, 2005; Leki, 1991). Some
researchers reported that many surveyed students faced difficulty in understanding the teachers’ feedback and
found their corrective comments to be vague and confusing (Cohen, 1991), while other researchers found that their
students used a range of strategies in dealing with teachers’ responses such as discussing the corrective comments
with their teacher or friends, consulting grammar books and dictionaries, or doing nothing (Ferris, 1995). In
addition, studies on teacher response showed that some L2 students prefer indirect (implicit), corrective feedback
and want the teacher to indicate the error without providing the correct form (Arndt, 1993; Hyland, 2001; Saito,
1994) while some other learners prefer direct (explicit) corrective feedback and want the teacher to provide the
correct form (Ferris, 2003; Lee, 2005).

There are several studies that examined Saudi EFL students’ perspectives on the feedback that they received from
their writing teachers. For example, Grami (2005) found that Saudi college students showed profound interest,
appreciation and enjoyment towards their teachers’ feedback, thought it was important for their progress, and
expected teachers’ written feedback to help them improve their surface-level errors. Mahfoodh and Pandian (2011)
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conducted a qualitative case study to investigate Saudi EFL students’ affective reactions and perceptions of their
teachers’ written feedback. The participants perceived their teachers’ written feedback as useful and very
important for the development of their writing skills and wanted their teachers to focus on all aspects of written
texts when they provide written feedback. The study concluded that there were contextual factors that had an
impact on students’ affective reactions and perceptions of their teachers’ written feedback such as their past
experiences, teachers’ wording of written feedback, students’ acceptance of teachers’ authority, and teachers’
handwriting. Mustafa (2012) conducted another qualitative case study on a small sample of Saudi students (3
males and 2 females) in a private ESL school in Vancouver, Canada. At the time of data collection, those students
attended two different classes: 1) mainstream ESL classes that were multicultural in nature; and 2) power writing
classes that were tailored for the Saudi students. The findings suggested that those five Saudi students did not think
highly of their teachers’ responses and felt that the feedback they desired was prominently different from what they
received.

3. The study
3.1 Purpose, Setting, and Participants

The current study was conducted in the academic year of 2013/2014 with the aim of exploring the views of Saudi
students who learn English as a foreign language toward teacher comments on their writing. The students’
perspectives were significant indicators of their attitudes about the difficulties they face in writing in the target
language (Myles, 2002). Attitudes towards learning have been considered as an integral part of the learning
process that has its impact on second/foreign language learning pedagogy (Ababneh, 2012). Analyzing students’
perspectives is important for educators and policy makers to understand students’ preferences for the learning
process (Banya & Cheng, 1997). It is expected that the results of this research project will contribute to pinpointing
some difficulties that hinder the students’ progress in mastering basic writing skills. The results will also help
educators to reevaluate teaching methods and create necessary changes to improve classroom environments in
order to make the process of feedback-giving more accurate and focused and the process of feedback-receiving
more effective and beneficial.

The subjects participating in this study were 86 male freshmen enrolled in four sections of the course Writing [
which was a requirement of the English bachelor of arts program at Umm Al-Qura University, Makkah, Saudi
Arabia. It is a four-year program which consists of 94 hours of course work taught in the English language in
addition to 36 hours of courses taught in Arabic. Upon their admission to the English BA program, freshmen take
four, three-credit courses that cover the basic learning skills: listening, grammar, reading, and writing. Each course
met twice a week with a 100-minute lecture at the beginning of the week and a 50-minute lecture in the middle of
the week. The textbooks used in those courses were a four-skill comprehensive ESL/EFL series that combined
communicative activities with skill-building exercises to enhance students’ academic success. The series
introduces integrated themes across proficiency levels that are articulated across skill strands to prepare students
for more challenging academic content.

3.2 Procedures & Data Collection

In the Writing I course, students are introduced to the basic steps of composition at the paragraph level. In the early
stages, teachers review different techniques of sentence formation. For example, in chapter one, School Life
Around the World, there are exercises on how to use ’also’ to introduce additional information, ‘but’ to introduce
contrasting information, and ‘so’ to introduce a result. Students are required to understand terms are used to
combine sentences in order to enhance their ability to write well-formed paragraphs. Upon mastering how
sentences are properly formed the students proceed to learn how to write paragraphs that include multiple ideas.

In this study, as in previous studies which have attempted to investigate students’ reactions to teacher feedback, the
instrument for collecting data from the sample group was a questionnaire. This data gathering instrument is the
most common method used for collecting research data. It can provide a great deal of information in an economical
form. It is also the simplest and the most time-saving technique. Questionnaires are more objective than other data
gathering instruments because data obtained through questionnaires are gathered in a standardized way and can be
analyzed and interpreted more easily than any other data gathering instruments (Phellas et al., 2011).

The questionnaire used in this research project was used in Ken’s study (2004) to investigate students’ preferences
for and responses to teacher feedback. The questionnaire items were adapted from those used in Ferris’s study
(1995) which investigated students’ reactions to teacher feedback in multiple-draft compositions and Leki’s (1991)
research on the preferences of ESL students for error correction. A copy of the questionnaire is provided in the
Appendix. The questionnaire was administered by the teacher (researcher himself) to ensure that the response rate
was high and to clarify any ambiguity that the participating students may have encountered. The teacher read all of
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the questionnaire items aloud to ensure that the content was clear to the participating students. Participants used a
check mark to indicate the degree of their agreement with each of 12 statements in a 5-point Likert scale.

4. Data Analysis & Discussion

The responses of the participating students to the questionnaire items were analyzed with Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences (SPSS), version 16, a software package used for statistical analysis, to obtain descriptive
statistics. The percentages and frequencies of students’ responses were presented in tables (below) to show the
patterns of their preferences.

As Table 1 illustrates, if the always and usually categories are combined, the responses to the first question show
that about three-fourths of the students were prepared to reread their essays again after the teacher returned to them
with corrections. None of the students responded with never to reading their essays again. This result indicates that
most of the surveyed students were serious about learning how to write in the target language and willing to know
more about the basics of the composing skill. Previous studies found teacher feedback an important part of
teaching second/foreign language writing (Hyland and Hyland, 2006), and a helpful learning tool for students to
understand the weak points of their writing, identify writing problems, and improve their writing competencies
(Cai, 2011). Therefore, teachers should utilize feedback to encourage and advance student learning by focusing on
growth rather than grading (Sadler, 1983). To maximize the role of teacher feedback in serving as guidance for
eventual writing development, teachers need to: a) motivate students, b) model effective revision strategies, c)
raise students’ awareness about the importance of (re)seeing their texts from the reader’s perspective, d) encourage
students to reflect on and self-assess their own writing, and e) use appropriate writing tasks and activities for
teaching and assessment (Barkaoui, 2007).

Table 1. How often do you re-read your composition after your teacher returns it to you? (N = 86)

Responses Frequency Percentage
Always 37 43.0
Usually 26 30.2
Sometimes 20 233

Not very often 3 3.5

Never - --

Students’ responses to the second question showed that almost all of them thought carefully about the teacher’s
comments and corrections which means they attached a great value to their teacher’s written feedback. This result
indicates that students consider feedback “a key element of the scaffolding provided by the teacher to build learner
confidence and the literacy resources to participate in target communities” (Hyland & Hyland, 2006, p. 83). Given
that the participants in this experiment were required to revise their drafts and submit a second draft, it is not
surprising that the vast majority of the participants reported paying attention to their own drafts as well as their
teachers’ corrective responses. Feedback on composition assignments can have a positive effect on students’
thinking or behavior toward their work and focus their attention on the purpose of writing (Carless, 2006).
Moreover, EFL student writers tend to pay great attention to teachers’ comments on their preliminary drafts and
are, generally, serious in getting insights from their teachers’ feedback (Ferris, 1995). In addition to the
pedagogical value of teacher response as a feedback indicator teacher response carries affective values of
increasing motivation and building a supportive classroom climate in which most students develop a feeling that
they have control over their own learning (Brookhart, 2008; Richards & Lockhart, 1996).

Table 2. Do you think about your teacher’s comments and corrections carefully? (N = 86)

Responses Frequency Percentage
Always 57 66.3
Usually 27 314
Sometimes 2 2.3

Not very often - -

Never - --

Students’ responses to questions 3-7 are summarized in table 3. The five questions addressed what kinds of
feedback students paid more attention to. If the a/ways and usually categories are combined, responses to the five
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questions reveal that the students paid more attention to feedback involving organization and grammar (81%) and
content/ideas (79%). Students paid slightly less attention to feedback related to mechanics (74.5%) and vocabulary
(73%). The high percentage of students who mentioned that they paid attention to their teachers’ comments with
regard to different aspects related to their writing indicates that the students perceived the importance of focusing
on feedback that may help them improve their writing for future composition assignments. In particular, the
majority of the participants seem to realize that feedback involving organization, grammar, and content improved
their revised drafts. A considerable number of students considered feedback on vocabulary and writing mechanics
(defined as spelling, punctuation and capitalization) to be important to their writing, suggesting that such feedback
may be perceived by students as transcending the specifications of a particular assignment-information that they
could apply to any future writing project (Ferris, 1995, p. 42).

Apparently, participants paid attention to comments on both types of errors; surface-level and meaning-level.
Surface-level errors are related to errors in grammar, vocabulary, and mechanics, while meaning-level errors are
concerned with weaknesses in content and organization. A possible explanation for this high attention to all five
categories of teacher feedback is that the class teacher (the researcher himself) gave written comments on any
inaccurate aspect in the students’ writing. In addition, the teacher set aside time to talk to each student in class to
explain the comments and gave suggestions on how to correct the mistakes. The teacher believes that providing
constructive feedback to students is required to help them improve their writing following a theoretical framework
that maintains that students’ errors, if not corrected, will fossilize and will become embedded in the functioning
language patterns of the learners (Chastain,1990). Responding to students writing helped the teacher to address
students’ needs to have their errors corrected and commented which is a key motivational element and a significant
component for quality education that help them pay more attention, engage in working on different tasks, and
appear to be happy and eager to learn.

Table 3. Questions 3-7: How often do you pay attention to the comments and corrections involving . . .? (N = 86)

Questionnaire  Always Usually Sometimes Not very often Never

item No. (%) No. (%) No. (%) No. (%) No. (%)
Organization 40 (46.5) 30 (34.9) 15 (17.4) 1 (1.2) -- -
Content/ideas 45 (52.3) 23 (26.7) 15 (17.4) 3 3.5) - -
Grammar 49 (56.9) 21 (24.4) 14 (16.3) 2 (2.3) - -
Vocabulary 34 (39.4) 29 (33.7) 22 (25.6) 1 (1.2) - -
Mechanics 36 (41.9) 28 (32.6) 16 (18.6) 5 (5.8) 1 (1.2)

Questions 8-12 assessed the perspectives of student writers on how important they feel it is to receive teacher
feedback on the different aspects of their writing. Responses to the five questions are summarized in Table 4. The
results show that participants felt that all feedback types were important to them. In particular, feedback on
grammar has been ranked as the most important type of comment that the students expect to receive from their
teachers. If the very important and quite important categories are combined, 80% of the participants reported that
feedback on grammar is important to them, followed by feedback on both organization and content (78%) and then
feedback on both vocabulary and mechanics (75.6%). These findings indicate that three-fourths or more of the
student writers considered their teacher comments to be of great value. The reactions of students toward their
teachers’ feedback has been classified as a decisive factor that influences the usefulness of the given feedback and
provides student writers with ample opportunities to experience the process of discovering what they want to
express in subsequent revisions (Ferris, 2003; McGarrell & Verbeem, 2007).

Previous studies on student response to teacher feedback yielded similar results. The observed preference for
grammar feedback is consistent with the findings of McCurdy (1992), Hedgcock and Lefkowitz (1994) where
students reported that grammar (in addition to content and organization) were very important to their progress as
writers. Ferris (1995) found that ESL students paid attention more to teachers’ comments on grammar than those
on other areas and felt that teachers’ feedback had helped them to improve their writing. Other studies that
investigated the effects of different types of teacher feedback on students’ revisions found that students can
improve their writing in situations where constructive comments regarding their local and global errors are given
simultaneously (Fathman & Whalley, 1990). In addition to giving the students comments on different types of
their writing throughout the semester, the teacher gathered the students’ mistakes in each assignment, retyped them
in an MS word document and distributed copies to all of the participants. Then, the teacher devoted time in the
following class and asked the students to take turns in going through those mistakes and correcting them. In some
cases, the teacher asked the students to write the sentences with errors on the board in order to make it clear how
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those errors are corrected. The students had to write the correct forms beside all the errors in the document to make
sure that they recognized errors on their own internalized the process of revision rather than allowing student
writers to simply copy the corrections into their subsequent drafts or final copies. Instead, students were made to
understand why the errors were indicated in the feedback as well as record and study the mistakes noted by the
teacher in order to make the feedback positive and effective (Fregeau, 1999).

Table 4. Questions 8-12: How important is it to you for your English teacher to give you comments on. . .? (N = 86)

Questionnaire Very important Quite important Okay Not important Not important at all
item No. (%) No. (%) No. (%) No. (%) No. (%)
Organization 60 (70) 7 ®) 14 (16.3) 4 4.7) 1 (1.2)
Content/ideas 46 (53.5) 21 (24.4) 17 (20) 2 (2.3) - -
Grammar 56 (65.1) 13 (15) 14 (16.3) 3 (3.5) - -
Vocabulary 41 47.7) 24 (28) 15 (17.4) 5 (5.8) 1 (1.2)
Mechanics 47 (54.7) 18 (21) 15 (7.4) 5 (5.8 1 (1.2)

5. Summary and Recommendations

This study investigated the perspectives of Saudi ESL freshmen towards their teachers’ response to their writing.
Eighty six participants responded to a questionnaire that had been used in previous studies. The aim of the study
was to shed light on the factors that influence students’ attitudes about writing in English as a foreign language.
The study found that students were willing to read their essays again after the teacher commented on them which
could indicate that they attached a great value to their teacher’s written comments to facilitate developing the
necessary skills of writing in a foreign language. Moreover, most of the surveyed students asserted that they
thought carefully about teacher’s comments and corrections, which is an indication that those students were
interested in learning from their teacher response to help them gain confidence in themselves as good writers. The
fact that participating students mentioned that they paid attention to teacher response on both surface-level errors
and meaning-level errors implies that they found their teacher response effective in helping them produce better
writing with fewer mistakes. The participants mentioning that all types of teacher response are important to them
and may be considered a sign of positive attitudes toward such responses on their writing and their role in
developing the necessary skills to improve their writing proficiencies.

Writing teachers should remember that their responses to students’ writing, as well as peer response, are basic
components of the process approach to teaching writing. The process approach has been defined as “an approach
that emphasizes teaching writing, not as product, but as process; helping students discover their own voice;
allowing students to choose their own topic; providing teacher and peer feedback; encouraging revision and using
student writing as the primary text of the course” (Matsuda, 2003: 67). Therefore, students in writing classrooms
should be encouraged to work together and receive feedback from each other to facilitate the development of their
composition skills. Alqurashi (2009) examined Saudi male college students’ attitudes towards peer feedback and
found that most of them had positive attitudes towards both giving and receiving comments and advice from their
peers and thought that their writing skills improved as a result of engaging in peer response groups. In addition, the
recursive nature of building composition skills should be clear to writing teachers. When students write, they are
engaged in a recursive process that involves six distinct steps: prewriting, drafting, responding, revising, editing
and publishing (Harris & Graham, 1996). Accordingly, writing is not an orderly sequence of discrete activities.
Rather, it is a recursive process that puts a special emphasis on the learner and learner needs and highlights
certain overlapping steps that student writers have to go through. Students should be encouraged to return to any
of the composing steps at any time during the writing process in order to find new ideas, think about new ways of
organizing them, and imagine new ways of expressing them.

Feedback to student writers can be useful as a motivating factor to help students revise their writing several times
in order to produce improved pieces of writing (Russell & Spada, 2006). For students to understand their mistakes,
learn from their errors, and write more smoothly and accurately, they need to receive productive feedback that
points out errors or mistakes, directly or indirectly, and provides the correct form (Panova & lyster, 2002). The
absence of feedback or providing vague comments can be demotivating, or even frustrating, to students who
regard teacher comments as guidelines to monitor their writing progress. Unclear feedback, or a lack thereof, may
misdirect student writers and give them the wrong impression of their performance and progress (Lee, 2008). If
this situation continues, students may develop the assumption that they have become proficient writers and can
effectively communicate their ideas. They also may not perceive the need to revise the substance of their texts
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which may lead them to experience ‘errors fossilization’, making it difficult to eliminate these errors later on
(Brookhart, 2008). Writing teachers are required to provide focused responses to student writing that take into
account the goals of a particular writing course and the level of students’ L2 proficiency to assure that they can
properly interpret the comments. Also, writing teachers should not overstress the correction of surface errors
because this may lead to the passive action of copying teacher corrections into revisions without understanding
how to identify and correct errors on their own. In order to maximize the value of feedback, student-teacher
conferences should be held regularly which both allow teachers to gain a deeper understanding of student’s
individual problems and students to express their worries more amenably and ask for clarifications on any
comments made by the teachers.

The responsibility of teachers to provide constructive feedback to student writing in their multiple drafts is
considered to be an extra work load in addition to their teaching load and office hours. Reading 20-30 essays, or
even more, for every composition assignment, evaluating content, correcting mistakes, and providing valuable
feedback can be a burden that negatively affects writing teachers’ performance if not balanced with other
responsibilities. Writing teachers often complain that the process of reading and responding to student composition
assignments is time-consuming and leads, in most cases, to an increase in their workload. Many teachers find
themselves unable to respond to student writing as often as they would wish (Burstein, 2004). Other work
obligations, such as serving in accreditation committees and participating in the process of academic advising,
consume faculty time and influence them to limit themselves to lecture-focused methods of teaching where
responding to student writing is not a significant priority. Adequate institutional support should be present in order
to ease these difficulties. For example, the number of students in each section should be limited to 12-15 in order to
help teachers allocate enough time for each student. Moreover, academics need their work to be recognized and
supported in order to be motivated to continue their own efforts. When higher education institutions fail to
positively respond to these needs, academics are discouraged and face a more career risks such as not having time
to do the research and publishing required for promotions and advancement.
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