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Abstract

The development of written accuracy among learners of English as a Second Language (ESL) has always
been a primary concern for ESL teachers and researchers in Applied Linguistics and Second Language
Acquisition (SLA). While a vast body of research has examined written corrective feedback on students’
written products, few studies have focused on the development of written accuracy among Arabic
speaking learners of English using automated feedback tools. This case study first examined the level
of written accuracy of Bahraini learners of English in their second year at a higher education institute,
highlighting the frequency of errorsinfluenced by their first language (Arabic). The course following this
first stage included a significant component of automated feedback on students’ writing; and this study
explored the impact that the use of these feedback tools had on learners’ writing in English, tracking
development over the course of an academic semester. A corpus of students’ initial writings and
subsequent revisions was analysed to identify whether there was an improvement in the accuracy of
students’ texts; and students’ perceptions were elicited.
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Introduction

Feedback is a crucial part of learning in general, and of language learning in particular. Moreover, one
of the most important elements of effective feedback is its timing (Boud & Molloy, 2013; Nicol, 2010)
in addition to being understandable, specific and contextualised. The element of timeliness in
particular can be challenging in a contemporary higher education environment with high numbers of
students and large workloads of teachers. In this context, automated feedback tools offer
considerable potential in being able to provide timely feedback at a time and place of a student’s
choosing as they provide flexibility of time and place. This means that the feedback students seek can
be immediate in some cases, thus overcoming the lag time involved in waiting until teachers have
time in their busy workloads to provide feedback. This is particularly useful when it comes to student
writing, as development of written accuracy in language learning is an iterative process and student
writing can improve significantly through multiple feedback cycles (Fernandez-Toro & Hurd, 2014;
Sheen, 2007). However, automated feedback also has potential drawbacks and challenges, in
particular a perception that online feedback can be impersonal (Guardado & Shi, 2007). This depends to
some extent on the type of automated feedback tool that is used. In addition, online feedback relies
to an important extent on students being self-directed and taking responsibility for making the
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feedback process effective — what Winstone et al. (2017) call ‘proactive recipience’. In this paper, we
focus on the development of written accuracy among Arabic speaking learners of English, and we
provide a case study of a particular automated feedback tool called Write & Improve (Cambridge
English, 2018). This tool offers specific features that help to overcome some of the perceived
disadvantages of automated feedback such as the option to provide contextualised information in the
form of a teacher’s personally designed workbook. Overall, we explore in this paper whether
automated feedback tools such as Write & Improve can potentially enhance the written language
development of Arabic speaking learners of English.

Literature review

A considerable amount of research has examined the specifics of Arabic speaking learners of English
from a variety of angles. Khuwaileh and Al Shoumali (2000), for example, studied correlations between
writing skills in Arabic and writing skills in English, and concluded that poor writingin English correlates
with similar deficiencies in the mother tongue. Other studies focus on specific elements of written
English and how these may be specific to Arabic speaking learners of English (e.g. Sawalmeh, 2013;
Mourssi, 2013; Crompton, 2011; Mahmoud, 2005). In addition, a range of studies address the role and
practice of written corrective feedback to students’ written productions in different linguistic and
cultural contexts (e.g. Rummel & Bitchener, 2015; Bitchener, 2008). Written corrective feedback
develops language accuracy over time (Ferris, 2016; Evans, Hartshorn & Strong-Krause, 2011).
Interestingly, Kang and Han (2015) conducted a meta-analysis of the efficacy of written corrective
feedback in improving second language written accuracy. Their study covered 21 primary studies on
the topic, and they concluded that the efficacy of written corrective feedback “is mediated by a host
of variables, including learner’s proficiency, the setting, and the genre of the writing task” (p. 1). This
is echoed in Winstone et al.’s (2017) recent study in which they identify a range of variables that
impact on what they call the “proactive recipience of feedback” which refers to “a state or activity of
engaging actively with feedback processes, thus emphasizing the fundamental contribution and
responsibility of the learner” (p. 31). While their study focuses on feedback in a broader sense and is
not primarily focused on language correction, it is still interesting in relation to our study because it
allows us to zoom in on the efficacy of online feedback especially when considering the learner’s
proficiency and in particular as it relates to the setting. This is further reinforced by Nicol (2010) who
has developed a set of ten principles or characteristics of effective feedback, which is worth outlining
in full, as it provides a useful analytical tool to evaluate automated feedback tools such as Write &
Improve with. Nicol (2010, pp. 212-213) argues that for written feedback to be effective, it should be:

1. Understandable — expressed in a language that students will understand.

2. Selective - commenting in reasonable detail on two or three things that students can do
something about.

Specific - pointing to instances in the student’s submission where the feedback applies.
Timely - provided in time to improve the next assignment.
Contextualised - framed with reference to the learning outcomes and/or assessment criteria.

SO T o

Non-judgemental - descriptive rather than evaluative, focused on learning goals, not just
performance goals.

~

Balanced - pointing out the positive as well as areas in need of improvement.
Forward looking - suggesting how students might improve subsequent assignments.

Transferable - focused on processes, skills and self-regulatory processes not just on knowledge
content.

10. Personal - referring to what is already known about students and their previous work.
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Nicol’s set of principles are about written feedback in general, so it is important in the context of this
study to consider to what extent online feedback tools involve these principles, or which of these
principles are potentially difficult to satisfy in an online environment. In particular, the principles of
‘non-judgemental’, ‘balanced’, and ‘personal’ may not be as easily applied within an online feedback
tool as they are dialogical to some extent, and therefore dependent on human characteristics such as
adaptability, discursiveness, interactivity and reflectiveness (Laurillard, 2002). In other words, this
raises broader questions about the importance of human interaction, and whether this can be
replicated in an automated context. Conversely however, some of Nicol’s principles may be better
satisfied in an online context, such as ‘timeliness’, ‘selective’, ‘specific’, and even ‘forward looking’,
because they do not necessarily need an interactive element to be effective.

Again, with regards to online feedback tools, especially with a focus on academic writing, there is a
considerable body of research. Within this body of research, there is a range of literature about
automated grading tools (e.g. Ware & Warschauer, 2006), but less about automated systems to
provide students with feedback (e.g. Cheng, Law, & Wong, 2016, Czaplewski, 2009), and even then, it
is often only linked to grading (Matthews, Janicki, He, & Patterson, 2012). “Systems that generate
feedback on written work through sophisticated computer-generated models have been promoted as
cost-effective ways of replacing or enhancing direct human input” (Ware & Warschauer, 2006, p. 110).
They provide feedback on grammar, content, mechanics and organisation. Automated Writing
Evaluation (AWE) or Automated Essay Scoring (AES) software (Chen & Cheng, 2008), which are about
providing feedback to students, have been studied in recent years. Stevenson and Phakiti (2014) and
Stevenson (2016) have identified that while there is modest evidence that suggests positive effects on
the quality of written texts that students produce, there is little evidence as yet that the effects of
AWE transfer to more general improvements in writing proficiency.
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Figure 1: Grammarly (www.grammarly.com)
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Some of the literature on AWE includes a focus on how it can be used to provide formative writing
feedback (e.g. Li, Link, & Hegelheimer, 2015; Wang, Shang, & Briody, 2013; Grimes & Warschauer,
2010), which is the aim of Write & Improve, the tool we focus on in this paper. Arguably one of the
most well-known AWE tools is Grammarly (www.grammarly.com), which has a focus on grammar level
feedback (Dembsey, 2017). Grammarly offers context-specific grammatical suggestions to the
identified sentence-level grammatical errors of students, which need to be edited for a more accurate
text (see Figure 1), but is not always as effective as it could be in terms of highlighting inaccurate
structures or even suggestions to replace the errors (ibid).

Another AWE tool is Accuplacer (https://accuplacer.collegeboard.org/), which aims to support
students and organisations in placing students at the right level based on their existing skills. It
evaluates students’ writing depending on their idea development, organisation, effective language
use, sentence structure, and punctuation (Johnson & Riazi, 2015). Based on students’ diagnostic test
results, Accuplacer provides a personalised learning path where students get instant feedback to
revisit skills they need to acquire (see Figure 2) (ibid).

ACCUPLACER" s —

ign Ot

Online Course

Prepare a Developed Composition
Essay Skills

The topics presented on the previous page lend themselves to exposition because
the writer can state his or her position and then explain ideas or information to
support it.

The best method for preparing oneself for this type of task is to write a practice
essay, evaluate it, learn from the experience, and then write another essay.
About Accuplacer Writing

Essay Skills This section on writing essays gives you the information needed to improve your
Determine the Purpose for ability to submit acceptable essays. The information is here, but improvement is
Writing gained by repeatedly writing and evaluating your own essays. A gradual
Formulate a Thesls or improvement can be expected on each essay if this process is followed.

Statement of Main Idea X . . . i
e e R e Choose one of the sample topics and follow the process described in this section.

Effectively When completed, you will have the opportunity to submit your essay for an
Provide Adequate, Relevant objective evaluation that will give you an opinion other than your own of the
Supporting Material quality of your work.

Use Effective Transitions

Demonstrate a Mature

Command of Language

Avold Inappropriate Use of
Slang, Jargon, and Cliches

Use a Variety of Sentence
Patterns Effectivel o Previous Next °

Maintain a Consistent Point
of View

Practice Writing an

Figure 2: Accuplacer sample of written essay development path
(http://www.longsdalecollegeprep.com/accuplacer-written-essay.html)
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Another tool, MY Access! (https://www.myaccess.com), evaluates and provides feedback on

lexical complexity, syntactic variety, discourse structures, grammatical usage, word choice,

and content development. (Chen & Cheng, 2008, p. 94)
(see Figure 3). Despite the fact that Chen and Cheng’s (2008) sample of students did not favour using
MY Access!, it did actually improve participants’ formal aspects of writing such as word choice and
sentence structure. The Criterion online essay evaluator (https://criterion.ets.org/) is another tool
that provides instant feedback on organization and development, grammar, mechanics, and style
(Attali, 2004). In his large-scale field implementation of Criterion, Attali (2004) concluded that the
system helped students revise and edit their subsequent drafts and this reduced their errors at the
end of the intervention.

Welcome Resources Print Logout

MYAG f
yA cEss: Return to Instructor Account

COLLEGE EDITION

BECAUSE WRITING MATTERS

HOME  ASSIGNMENTS PROGRESS DELIVER REPORTS  ACTIVITIES MY TOPICS 2

./ MY WRITING ASSIGNMENT AND FEEDBACK

WRITING TOPIC = MY TUTOR | MY EDITOR |

To Whom it May Concern:

| <Clause errors> am writing with extreme displeasure with the shipment of goods | received from your !
company. OnJune 14, 1987, | ordered a computer, monitor and projector. | received these items on
June 23. Unfortunately, all three items were damaged.

When | opened the package, | noticed there was no packaging to ensure safe shipment. The computer
was in several pieces. It looked as if it had been smashed by a hammer. Obviously, the computer is

./ MY WRITING SPACE
WRITER'S TOOLBOX | | WRITER'S MODELS RUBRIC ' = MY CHECKLIST Find

s Blemel e RN EES

'To Whom it May Concern:

lam writing to express my displeasure with the shipment of goods | received from your company. On June 14,
1987, | ordered a computer, monitor and projector. | received these items on June 23. Unfortunately, all three
items were damaged.

‘When | opened the package, | noticed there was no packaging to ensure safe shipment. The computer was in i
SAVE AND CONTINUE == SAVE AND FINISH LATER ' | SUBMIT ASSIGNMENT ' = PRINT VIEW

Copyright ® Vantage Leaming. All rights reserved. Legal notice. Privacy policy. writeexperiencef@myaccesshome.com

Figure 3 My Access! (http://blog.myaccess.com/post/51069435239/my-access-school-may-2013-product-
updates)

Despite the development of these different tools, there is overall a lack of freely available AWE
software, and commercial options are often not tailored to the needs of learners of English from
specific linguistic and cultural backgrounds (Jordan & Snyder, 2012; Dornyei, 2005; Reis & Huijser,
2016) — in our case, Bahraini learners of English. Few studies have focused on the development of
written accuracy among Arabic speaking learners of English using online feedback tools. This paper
therefore aims to address this research gap by discussing a case study of the use of an online feedback
tool called Write & Improve, which was used with Bahraini learners of English.
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Methodology

The feedback tool

The Cambridge English Write & Improve interface aims to make students better writers. It is a user-
friendly website where students can sign in easily through a teacher’s personally designed workbook,
which is a key feature that allows for the tailoring of the tool to specific contexts. Students can also
access a variety of well-constructed topics at three language levels: beginner, intermediate and
advanced (see Figure 4).

Write&lmprove <~ Return to workbooks v f <] sign out
Welcome, Fatima W&I Beginner
Sign out
New writing tasks for you Your writing
== W&l workbooks v

A paragraph: Your home town @® Anemail: Lost property

Write a paragraph for a brochure about your home tow

W& Beginner

W&l Intermediate

W&J Advanced
A note: Studying a new subject
IELTS Workbook "™ You are studying English. You also want to study another subject

— My workbooks ‘4

An email: A school friend

T Class view A friend from class, Cristina, had an accident last week

[} create a workbook

22 Join a workbook A paragraph: A place you like
2
our teacher wants vou to write

Your teache ou to write about a place you like. Write about
i3 Progress

My writing

My activity & awards

i, My account

Figure 4: Student's home page in Write & Improve.

Furthermore, it offers an International English Language Testing System (IELTS) Workbook with a
variety of writing topics for testing purposes. Once students choose the workbook or the writing topic
of their preference, they are transferred into a writing page similar to that of a word processor to type
their writing using basic tools (see Figure 5).Students can track their word count as they type and
finally click on ‘check’ to get their writing checked within seconds. The submitted written text comes
in a shaded format suggesting color-coded changes with a few symbols indicating the type of error as
shown in Figure 6. The interface works as a motivating teacher awaiting students’ actions to revise
their drafts and edit them. It thus assumes, as well as attempts to stimulate, some degree of ‘proactive
recipience of feedback’ (Winstone et al., 2017). Students can then resubmit as many times as they
want and on each attempt they get to see their level on the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages (CEFR) scale. The CEFR shows students’ language ability on a six-point scale,
from Al (Beginner) to C2 (Mastery). The CEFR is intended to

stand as a central point of reference, itself always open to amendment and further

development, in an interactive international system of co-operating institutions, whose

cumulative experience and expertise produces a solid structure of knowledge, understanding

and practice shared by all. (Trim, cited in University of Cambridge, 2011)
The scale is used to create a graph illustrating the progression for students’ revisions and
resubmissions.
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Write&lmprove 4~ Return to workbook v f <] Sign out

Welcome, Fatima

Slen out A paragraph: Your home town Task help Level

Feedback Changes

bout your home tov

== W&l workbooks =
WO of these

feedback will appear here after we finish checking yo

Wal Beginner timportant landmarks

W& Intermediate t shopping and accommodation

X bout parks, museums and restaurants
W&l Advanced Your progress Checks
— nformation about night-time entertainment.

IELTS Workbook
progress graph will appear here after we finish checking your work

Start again > Saved
= My workbooks 4

T Class View

2] Create a workbook

%% Join a workbook

5 Progress

0 words entered (the word length for this task is about 40
My writing words).

My activity & awards

O, My account

< Back

Cambridge English Legal  Contactus @

Figure 5: Student's writing page.

Level

Task help a X

Feedback

& Your level for this new writing is A1. That's OK. You
& can improve your writing. Start now. Read your work

and the feedback. Make changes and click Check
again.

Hi Marcos,

I amin Greece. | am with my mum and dad and sister and (I

porther|. The last night | was in restaurant v. downtown. Food it
was good. Tomorrow | going to the beach & |for| A [swim|. | like
Greece.

D) [Loves|.

Figure 6: Feedback.
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The interface also provides a ‘Class View’ for teachers to monitor students’ development on an
individual basis as well as a class progress graph. Figure 7, for example, shows the whole class's
progress with each line indicating a student's performance).

Class View

Insights @ Help

Score Range Student Progress Student Progress Heatmap

13487 ¥432

1 8 11 16 21 26 31 36 41 46 51 56 81 88 71 76 81 86 a1 26 101 106 1M 16 121 126 131 136 141
Check Number

Figure 7: Class view: student progress.

Teachers can view the type of changes each student makes and the errors they tend to ignore. The
class view feature also shows the score range for each student on the CEFR levels (Figure 8). The
individualised student progress is shown in Figure 8, with the students’ names (redacted) listed on the
left and their progress on the linear scale.

Class View
Insights ® Help
Score Range Student Progress Student Progress Heatmap
o
[ e )
[@m—i

Al A2 B1 B2 c1 c2
CEFR Level

Figure 8: Class view: score range for each student.
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Subjects

The study reported in this paper involves 53 Bahraini undergraduate business students in the third
year of their degree programme®. The participants’ first language was Arabic and their English
proficiency level was assessed by the institution as B1 on the Common European Framework (CEFR).
Students were enrolled in a compulsory English course as part of their degree programme by the end
of which they were expected to reach CEFR B2.

Data collection

The course ran 5 hours per week for 16 weeks. The participants were asked to write three e-journals
in three five-week blocks over the semester. Each e-journal was expected to consist of two paragraphs
of 300-350 words each reflecting on their experience of the teaching block. Each block addressed a
number of skills and key language elements that students were expected to learn by the end of the
semester, as outlined in Table 1.

Table 1: Reflective Journals’ learning skills and key language per block

Block By the end of this block students will be able to Key Language
Block 1: 1. Edit and proofread academic, summarizing,
Writing 2. Present information appropriately attitudinal adverbs, cohesive
(context/audience) devices, trends and statistical
3. Use appropriate academic style, tone and vocabulary descrlptl_on, paraphrasing, APA
referencing
4. Summarise and synthesise notes
Block 2: 1. Recognise different registers suasion, stance, hedging,
Reading 2. ldentify the purpose of a document modals, opinions, emphasis,
. . . . signposting, synthesizing, note
3. Identify persuasive devices in texts & . P & y . &
taking, analyzing, critical
4. Analyse and synthesise factual and opinion reading, evaluating
arguments
5. Identify packaging and staging information
6. Identify main ideas
Block 3: 1. Use research strategies synonyms, present and past,
Research | 2. Learn how English is used in their discipline evaluative, modals of
. . L . deduction, signposting, register
3. Engage in critical investigation of academic genres — &np & reg
abstracts, essays, critical reviews and reports
4. Evaluate information
5. Interpret information and draw conclusions

The e-journals followed the Claim, Evidence, Reasoning (CER) and Action format (CER). The CER format
is used with the aim of organising students’ ideas before writing. Peacock (n.d.) illustrates this format
in Table 2 below.

Each e-journal was a piece of cumulative writing over 5 weeks, which was submitted online as an
uncontrolled assessment, which has no testing administration associated with it and thus can be
submitted outside class time. Based on each week’s theme, students were expected to identify and
describe their weaknesses and/or the difficulties they faced and the actions they would take to
address them in the future. The e-journals were assessed and compared based on a number of criteria
included in the rubric: task fulfilment, CERA format, coherence, cohesion, vocabulary range/accuracy,
grammar range/accuracy, punctuation, spelling, capitalization, conventions and format. The
participants followed the process-oriented writing method whereby each could write and edit the
draft using the Write & Improve interface to enhance the quality of the writing in terms of grammar,
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vocabulary and content as it gives suggestions about vocabulary contexts related to students’ writings.
The Class View option in the interface was employed to monitor students’” written modifications and
CEFR levels for their drafts. Students were expected to redraft and finalise their e-journals based on
the Write & Improve feedback and to critique and appraise them then finally to submit them with the
appropriate academic tone/use of vocabulary. Moreover, a 4-point Likert post-questionnaire was
distributed at the end of the semester to get students’ perspectives on the usefulness of getting online
feedback and suggesting features that would be useful to add in the interface for students. As required
by the institution’s ethics committee, informed consent was sought from participants in the study and
anonymity was guaranteed with regards to sharing students’ writing and perceptions.

Table 2 Claim, Evidence, Reasoning (CER) Format

Question: (This is the question provided in the task.)

Claim: (Often you can use part of the question | Evidence: (This is data gathered from text or graphics that
to formulate your claim. In an extended | help you answer the question provided in the task. Choose
response, this will be your topic or thesis | a quote or other evidence that directly supports your claim.
sentence.) If you use a quote, then be sure to credit the quote
properly.)

Reasoning: (This is the most important part of your answer. It provides your reader with the explanation for
your claim, and it explains how your evidence supports your claim. This is also where you should draw on key
ideas and concepts from the discipline to tie your evidence to your claim.)

The evidence shows:
| know (relevant disciplinary ideas — i.e., scientific facts and concepts that help answer the question):
| can apply (relevant crosscutting concepts — i.e., big ideas that connect the concepts and evidence):

Therefore, | can conclude that:

Findings

As the present study tried to examine the usefulness of online writing feedback for Bahraini students’
writing development, a teacher-class view was used via the interface to monitor students’ edits and
CEFR level upon each modification of their drafts. The study explored the effects of automatic online
feedback for Bahraini students. Students’ progress on their CEFR level was tracked to identify the type
of grammatical errors they made and changes they could address in terms of language accuracy,
content and punctuation, as well as to provide an overall view of their CEFR level progress or decline.

Students’ CEFR levels were identified in their first attempt at writing and using the online tool. It was
found that the majority of students (39%) were at CEFR B1, which was their expected level for the
course. Another 37% of students were at the lower CEFR A2 level and 15% at Al. Only 7% were at
CEFR B2, which is the targeted exit level for the course (Figure 9). Students’ levels were checked at the
end of the intervention, as illustrated in Figure 10. The majority of students (56%) reached their
targeted B2 level while 37% remained at the official B1 entry level, indicating that the findings cannot
conclusively show that the changes in writing and language skills observed are attributable to using
the Write & Improve feedback tool. This is because some of the students continued to produce
recurrent errors while they could produce the same structures with no errors on other occasions. This
might show that some degree of learning has occurred, but more practice is required for students to
produce error-free structures.
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m Students
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15%
7%
Al A2 Bl B2
Figure 9: Students' CEFR level pre-intervention.
m Students
56%
37%
5%
2%
0% 0%
R m -
Al A2 B1 B2 C1 C2

Figure 10: Students' CEFR level post-intervention.

The questionnaire received 26 responses (61.5% females and 38.5% males), which equates to around
half of the participants. The majority of the respondents (57.7%) were between 20 to 25 years old,
38.5% were 19 years old and only a few (3.8%) were 18 years old. The participants’ responses
evaluating their own writing skills showed that the majority (53.8%) rated it to be good, while 38.5%
stated their writing skills were acceptable. Very few respondents thought their skills were excellent
(3.8%) or poor (3.8%). As can be expected, the responses are to some extent about impression
management, and respondents may thus indicate writing skills levels they think they should have or
that would be deemed acceptable at the level they are at, which does not necessarily reflect the

reality. This is one of the limitations of self-reporting (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 2014).

The questionnaire also investigated how students found the codes and other feedback in the interface

—see Figure 11 for a sample.
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Dear Sir or Madam,
> | A |writing] 8 these| letter to apply the job | saw on the newspaper ¢
You looking some to look after @9 |the|your children.| think am best pe
ers and | always to look after them when ou
X Agreement
2ns|and | know a lot games we can to play w

body like me.My @& |freinds| say that | am fu

This word does not agree with the other X) |beacuse| | am a good & |cooker|.| hop:
words around it. Check your grammar. inglor & |at| A |weekend|My telephone r
Perhaps ‘this' is better.

Next

Figure 11: Write & Improve codes and explanations (http://www.europapress.es/portaltic/internet/noticia-
cambridge-english-lanza-write-improve-mejorar-expresion-escrita-ingles-20161212144932.html)

Around 61.5% of the respondents found the Write & Improve explanations or codes a bit difficult,
while 34.6% believed they were easy to understand. Only 3.8% thought the codes were very difficult.
In terms of the usefulness of the tool, Figure 12 below shows that most of the respondents responded
that the tool was useful (69.2% useful and 26.9% very useful), which is important, as it may have a
flow-on effect for future use for the students and the teacher.

Despite the fact that most students found the interface useful, less than half of the students thought
that the online automatic feedback was better than teacher feedback (50% disagreed and 3.8%
strongly disagreed — see Figure 13). This is an important and relatively common finding, but it should
be approached with some caution, as it often relates to perceptions about automated versus teacher
feedback, which does not necessarily correlate with subsequent improvements in students’ writing,

as in Chen and Cheng’s (2008) earlier mentioned example of MY Access! (see also Wilson & Andrada,
2016).

The rest of the respondents (46.2%) preferred the online feedback to the teacher’s feedback, which
is a surprisingly high percentage and may be due to the earlier mentioned importance that students
often assign to timeliness of feedback (Nicol, 2010). Nevertheless, as indicated in Figure 14 below, the
majority of students (57.7% agreed and 23.1% strongly agreed) still expressed their interest in getting
the teacher’s feedback on their writing instead of the tool’s feedback, which reinforces the findings in
Chen and Cheng’s (2008) study on MY Access!.
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| found the Write and Improve tool

Useful . 3.90%

Figure 12: Students' perceptions of Write & Improve's usefulness.

Online automatic feedback through this resources was better
than teacher feedback

Agree [ 57.70%
strongly agree | NN 3%
Disagree | 19%

Strongly disagree  0.00%

Figure 13: Student perceptions: online feedback versus teacher feedback.

| would like my tutor to provide feedback on my writing instead of the
tool.

Agree  — 57.70%
strongly agree [N 23%
Disagree | NN 10%

Strongly disagree  0.00%

Figure 14: Student preferences: tutor vs. online feedback.
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The respondents’ perceptions about what the tool helped them improve were also sought in terms of
grammar, content and vocabulary (see Figure 15, Figure 16 and Figure 17).

This resource helped to improve my grammar.

Disagree _ 11.50%

Strongly disagree | 0%

Figure 15: Student perceptions: grammar development.

This resource helped to improve my writing content and
ideas.

B 3.90%

Strongly disagree

Strongly agree — 19.20%

Figure 16: Student perceptions: content and ideas.
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This resource helped to improve my vocabulary.

|

Disagree 26.90%

1.70%

Strongly disagree

Strongly agree 15.40%

|

Figure 17: Student perceptions: vocabulary.

The students’ responses showed that they believed the Write & Improve interface improved their
grammar the most, with two thirds of the students agreeing to this (65.4% agreed and 23.1% strongly
agreed). Moreover, the second most impacted writing area was content, with 57.7% (15 students)
agreeing that the tool helped improve their content and ideas and (5 students) 19.2% strongly
agreeing. Vocabulary ranked third as an improved area in writing with half of the student agreeing, as
well as (4 students) 15.4% strongly agreeing, that their vocabulary was improved by using the tool.
Overall then, even if students voiced a preference for tutor-provided feedback, a large majority still
found the automated feedback very useful and they still felt it improved their writing, especially when
asked about specific elements such as grammar. Again, this aligns to some extent with Chen and
Cheng’s (2008) study on MY Access!

Students were also asked about the usefulness of knowing their CEFR level while editing. The majority
of the respondents found it beneficial to know their level on every edit they made ((53.8% agreed and
34.6% strongly agreed — see Figure 18). This is not entirely surprising as it relates strongly to Nicol’s
(2010) ‘forward looking” (how students might improve subsequent assignments) and ‘transferability’
criteria for effective feedback.

Knowing my CEFR level on every edit was
useful.

|

Strongly Agree 3460%

Agree 53.80%

Disagree - 7.70%

Strongly disagree F 3.80%

Figure 18: Student perceptions: CEFR level usefulness
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The questionnaire ended with an open question requesting students’ general suggestions on the
interface to assist them in developing their writing skills. The comments received were clustered in
three areas (further pedagogical options and suggestions, combining teacher feedback with online
feedback, and technical improvements) as outlined in Table 3. Many students requested having
options, examples or suggestions about what a better form would be to use in the context given.
Students requested having more detailed information about their errors and possibly having
examples. Other students suggested various options to replace them.

Another area suggested by some of the students was combining both peer and teacher feedback. The
class view option in the interface was added and the teacher was given access at the end of the study.
Students shared the comments they received through the website with the teacher to get further
explanations and clarifications on certain forms. In roaming around the class and offering teacher
feedback to students, the teacher could not respond to every single request for clarifications. This
might have led some students to suggest granting the teacher access to their writing.

The last type of suggestion given by students was related to technical improvements to the interface
in terms of increasing the word count, adding a new option for new writings, and having a better
highlighting system rather than two colors only.

Table 3: Students' perspectives.

Further options and Suitable examples of what to write instead of highlighted text. Appropriate synonyms and a better highligting
suggestions system aswell as increasing the word count to allow longer articles, essay or reports to be evaluated.

Giving options when the sentence is wrong.

More detailed information so we could understand what you mean when we would like to fix our mistakes.

Combining teacher It chast highlights my mistakes with out and explanation for me in the wrong area.
feedback with online
feedback

What's the perfect replacement for the words or grammar
There should be example of words that are wrong or need to be change
More explanations and suggestions for mistakes

Better suggestions

What's the perfect replacement for the words or grammar

Although Tutors feedback is helpful when it comes to assessment to know what to exactly do to get the marks
needed, it might not improve how to communicate my ideas. The combination of both would be better as it
would give me an idea on what is my standing on the language and still help me get marks on assessments.

Some one like me who have a really poor skills in English need the a tutor because i need a direct answer on
where i did wrong but this site was very helpful because it have improve my CERA big time

giving the teacher the access to see our work and comment on it.

Technical Please make the creation of new writing page tool more easier.

Improvements Suitable examples of what to write instead of highlighted text. Appropriate synonyms and a better highligting

system aswell as increasing the word count to allow longer articles, essay or reports to be evaluated.

Discussion

The findings suggest that the participants in this study perceived various advantages to an online
feedback tool such as Write & Improve, albeit with some significant caveats. As a general first
comment, it is useful to consider Roscoe et al.’s (2017) finding that student’s perceptions of AWE tools
seemed to have minimal impact on their ‘in the moment’ use of the software to write and revise
successfully. However, their perceptions did predict their future intentions of whether to use the
software again.
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In terms of the participants’ responses in this study, it is important to recognise upfront that more
than half perceived their writing skills to be good. This is likely to have affected their responses to the
feedback they received, and therefore to the feedback tool itself in this case, particularly if the
feedback suggested that their writing was not as good as they perceived it to be. Specifically, Nicol’s
(2010) principle of ‘non-judgemental’ feedback comes into view here, if the automated feedback is
focused on performance rather than learning goals.

With regard to the feedback they received, well over half of the participants found the explanations
and codes used as part of the automated feedback difficult. This is potentially problematic, because it
takes a while to rectify or adjust the explanations and code used in a tool like Write & Improve. Thus,
while the feedback itself is timely once it is in the system, responding to students’ use of the tool is
often considerably less agile, and it takes a good evaluation mechanism to firstly identify the issue and
then act on it. ‘Understandable’ is Nicol’s (2010) first principle of effective feedback, which provides a
clear indication of its importance. It is therefore important to build various ways into the tool of
adjusting the level at which the explanations are being pitched.

At the same time however, a clear majority of the participants perceived the tool to be useful,
although this positive response is tempered to some extent by the fact that more than half of them
preferred the teacher’s feedback if they had a choice. This may be due to cultural reasons, in that
building rapport and trust with teachers is a very important part of the learning process in a Bahraini
context, and it fits closely with Laurillard’s (2002) earlier mentioned notions of adaptability,
discursiveness, interactivity and reflectiveness. This discursive element to feedback is generally easier
to satisfy in a face-to-face context and/or in a synchronous online environment where there is a
teacher presence. By extension, it is more difficult to achieve as part of an automated feedback tool.
Thus, this applies to Nicol’s (2010) principles of ‘non-judgemental’, ‘forward looking’, ‘contextualised’,
and in particular ‘personal’. On the face of it, the principle of ‘non-judgemental’ appears to be a
contradiction in this context, as automated feedback would appear to be much better at being ‘non-
judgemental’. However, this is used here in the context of Nicol’s (2010) understanding of ‘non-
judgemental’ as focusing on learning goals in the feedback given, and not just on performance goals.
Teacher presence better allows for a focus on learning goals in the way feedback is framed and
personalised.

Interestingly, the most useful aspect of the Write & Improve tool in terms of helping participants
improve their writing was perceived to be grammar. Grammar is arguably the most ‘technical’ aspect
of writing, and in that sense it is not entirely surprising, as it may require the least amount of
‘discursiveness’ in the feedback process. In other words, grammar is probably the most rule-based
aspect of writing, and an automated feedback tool is therefore suitable as it allows for clear feedback
about whether the rules are being followed or not. A similar argument can be made for the feedback
tool providing them with information on their CEFR level. The fact that more than half the participants
felt that the tool had helped them improve the content of their writing is rather more surprising, as
the content would presumably benefit more from a discursive feedback process.

When considering the open-ended responses, some interesting patterns emerged. Somewhat
unsurprisingly, when asked about desired improvements some participants asked for more detailed
feedback, and in particular they wanted examples and options about how to correct their mistakes,
which is exemplified by the request for ‘the perfect replacement for the words or grammar’. This is a
common student request when it comes to feedback; however, it does not align with Winstone et al.’s
(2017) earlier mentioned idea of “proactive recipience of feedback” (p. 31), which has a clearer focus
on learning and is geared towards students taking responsibility for their own learning, rather than
sitting back and waiting for the teacher (or in this case the automated feedback) to ‘solve’ their writing
for them. One of the most interesting themes to come out of the open-ended responses was the
request for a combination of online and teacher feedback. This highlights the potential tension
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between Nicol’s (2010) different principles of effective feedback, and suggests that a complementary
approach may work best, at least in a Bahraini context. For example, when one participant says that
they “need a tutor because | need a direct answer [about] where | did go wrong”, they appear to be
referring to the importance of feedback being timely. However, in a more subtle way, this could be
interpreted as referring to the importance of discursiveness, as the kind of feedback this participant
is referring to requires a dialogue in real time so clarifications can be sought and provided, and this is
especially important for those students who do not feel confident about their English skills like this
participant. At the same time however, this participant did feel that the automated feedback was very
helpful, as it was perceived as having helped to improve their CEFR level.

The comments related to technical improvements are probably the easiest to address, in that the
system can be adjusted in response to specific requests, for example the suggestion by one participant
to increase the word count to allow for longer essays or reports. Again however, there is a request for
“examples of what to write instead of highlighted text”, which again implies a reliance on teacher-
provided (albeit in electronic form) answers, rather than self-directed “proactive recipience of
feedback” (Winstone et al.,, 2017). Overall then, this recurring theme shows the importance of
clarifying expectations in the feedback process. In other words, students need to be carefully prepared
for the process if an online tool such as Write & Improve is to be leveraged for its full potential.

Conclusion

In this paper we have presented a case study that evaluates the use of an automated feedback tool
called Write & Improve with Bahraini learners of English. In particular, the case study explored how
Bahraini students perceived the usefulness of this feedback tool in improving their English writing
skills. The responses were interesting when analysed in relation to Nicol’s (2010) ten principles of
effective feedback, as they showed up some contradictions that relate to learning approaches and
objectives. For example, effective feedback needs to be timely, which is one of the major strengths of
automated feedback, as it is almost immediate. However, effective feedback also needs to be ‘non-
judgemental’, ‘contextualised’ and ‘personal’, which is much more difficult to achieve, as it needs a
level of teacher presence; as noted above, the ‘non-judgemental’ element may seem contradictory
here, but not if we focus on learning goals (rather than just performance goals) as a key element of
feedback. Participant responses in this study showed that students struggle with these contradictions
to varying degrees. One suggestion would be to combine automated feedback with teacher-provided
feedback, so that all bases are potentially covered. The extent to which each is applied would need to
depend on each specific learning context, which means there are no hard rules around this. For
example, factors such as teacher-student relationships in particular learning contexts, such as Bahrain
in this case, would need to have an impact on particular combination of feedback tools.

The case study is relatively small, so these are preliminary conclusions. Future research could test
some of these ideas on a larger and cross-institutional scale, or in different cultural contexts.
Furthermore, future research could explore different modes of automated feedback delivery, such as
‘gamified’ feedback for example. These are worth exploring as providing effective feedback is
potentially one of the most powerful ways of teaching, and therefore of promoting learning.

References

Attali, Y. (2004). Exploring the feedback and revision features of Criterion. Princeton, NJ: National
Council on Measurement in Education (NCME).

Bitchener, J. (2008). Evidence in support of written corrective feedback. Journal of Second Language
Writing, 17(2), 102-118. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jslw.2007.11.004

Wali, F. & Huijser, H. (2018). Write to improve: exploring the impact of an online feedback tool on Bahraini
learners of English. Learning and Teaching in Higher Education: Gulf Perspectives, 15(1).
https://doi.org/10.18538/Ithe.v15.n1.293 31



Boud, D. & Molloy, E. (2013). Rethinking models of feedback for learning: the challenge of design.
Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 38(6), 698-712.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2012.691462

Cambridge English (2018). Write and improve. https://writeandimprove.com/

Chen, C. F. E., & Cheng, W. Y. E. C. (2008). Beyond the design of automated writing evaluation:
Pedagogical practices and perceived learning effectiveness in EFL writing classes. Language Learning
& Technology, 12(2). 94-112.

Cheng, G., Law, E. & Wong, T. (2016). Investigating effects of automated feedback on EFL students’
reflective learning skills. IEEE International Conference on Teaching, Assessment, and Learning for
Engineering (TALE), Bangkok, 7-9 December. http://doi.org/10.1109/tale.2016.7851798

Crompton, P. (2011). Article errors in the English writing of advanced L1 Arabic learners: the role of
transfer. The Asian EFL Journal, 50, 4-34.

Czaplewski, A. (2009). Computer-assisted grading rubrics: automating the process of providing
comments and student feedback. Marketing Education Review, 19(1), 29-36.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10528008.2009.11489057

Dembsey, J. M. (2017). Closing the Grammarly® gaps: a study of claims and feedback from an online
grammar program. The Writing Center Journal, 36(1), 63-96. https://doi.org/10.2307/44252638

Dérnyei, Z. (2005). The psychology of the language learner: individual differences in second language
acquisition. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Evans, N., Hartshorn, K. & Strong-Krause, D. (2011). The efficacy of dynamic written corrective
feedback for university-matriculated ESL learners. System, 39(2), 229-239.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2011.04.012

Fernandez-Toro, M. & Hurd, S. (2014). A model of factors affecting independent learners’
engagement with feedback on language learning tasks. Distance Education, 35(1), 106-125.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2014.891434

Ferris, D. (2016). Promoting grammar and language development in the writing class: Why, what,
how, and when. In E. Hinkel (Ed.). Teaching English grammar to speakers of other languages (pp.
222-245). London & New York: Routledge.

Grimes, D. & Warschauer, M. (2010). Utility in a fallible tool: A multi-site case study of automated
writing evaluation. Journal of Technology, Learning, and Assessment, 8(6), Retrieved 5 August 2016
from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ882522.pdf

Guardado, M., & Shi, L. (2007). ESL students’ experiences of online peer feedback. Computers and
Composition, 24(4), 443-461. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compcom.2007.03.002

Johnson, R. C. & Riazi, A. M. (2015). Accuplacer Companion in a foreign language context: An
argument-based validation of both test score meaning and impact. Papers in Language Testing and
Assessment, 4(1), 31-58.

Jordan, E. & Snyder, A. (2012). Marking Mate: a free web-based academic writing feedback tool for
East Asian learners of English. Beyond CALL: Integration, normalisation, or separation? Konan
University, Kobe, Japan, June 2012.

Kang, E. & Han, Z. (2015). The efficacy of written corrective feedback in improving L2 written
accuracy: a meta-analysis. The Modern Language Journal, 99(1), 1-18.
https://doi.org/10.1111/mod|.12189

Wali, F. & Huijser, H. (2018). Write to improve: exploring the impact of an online feedback tool on Bahraini
learners of English. Learning and Teaching in Higher Education: Gulf Perspectives, 15(1).
https://doi.org/10.18538/Ithe.v15.n1.293 32



Khuwaileh, A. & Al Shoumali, A. (2000). Writing errors: a study of the writing ability of Arab learners
of academic English and Arabic at university. Language, Culture and Curriculum, 13(2), 174-183.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07908310008666597

Larsen-Freeman, D. & Long, M. (2014). An introduction to second language acquisition research.
London/ New York: Routledge.

Laurillard, D. (2002). Rethinking university teaching: a framework for the effective use of learning
technologies (2nd ed.). London: Routledge Falmer.

Li, J., Link, S., & Hegelheimer, V. (2015). Rethinking the role of automated writing evaluation (AWE)
feedback in ESL writing instruction. Journal of Second Language Writing, 27, 1-18.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jslw.2014.10.004

Mahmoud, A. (2005). Collocation errors made by Arab learners of English. In P. Robertson & J. Jung
(Eds.). The Asian EFL Journal, 117-126.

Matthews, K., Janicki, T., He, L., & Patterson, L. (2012). Implementation of an automated grading
system with an adaptive learning component to affect student feedback and response time. Journal
of Information Systems Education, 23(1), 71-83.

Mourssi, A. (2013). Which is learnt first, regular or irregular simple past forms? A quantitative study
in the context of the undergraduate Arab learners of English (ALEs) under two different teaching
methods. British Journal of Education, Society & Behavioural Science, 3(3), 265-281.

Nicol, D. (2010). From monologue to dialogue: improving written feedback processes in mass higher
education. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 35(5), 501-517.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602931003786559

Peacock, J. (n. d.). Evidence-based writing in science. Retrieved from
http://georgiascienceteacher.org/Resources/Documents/eObservations/Linked%20Files/Evidence-
Based%20Writing%20in%20Science.docx

Reis, C., & Huijser, H. (2016). Correcting tool or learning tool? Student perceptions of an online essay
writing support tool at Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University. In S. Barker, S. Dawson, A. Pardo, & C.
Colvin (Eds.). Show Me the Learning: Proceedings ASCILITE 2016, pp. 529-533. Adelaide, 28-30
November.

Roscoe, R., Wilson, J., Johnson, A. & Mayra, C. (2017). Presentation, expectations, and
experience: sources of student perceptions of automated writing evaluation. Computers in Human
Behavior, 70, 207-221. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.12.076

Rummel, S. & Bitchener, J. (2015). The effectiveness of written corrective feedback and the impact
Lao learners’ beliefs have on uptake. Australian Review of Applied Linguistics, 38(1), 66-84.
https://doi.org/10.1075/aral.38.1.04rum

Sawalmeh, M. (2013). Error analysis of written English essays: the case of students of the
preparatory year program in Saudi Arabia. English for Specific Purposes World. 14(40).

Sheen, Y. (2007). The effect of focused written corrective feedback and language aptitude on ESL
learners’ acquisition of articles. TESOL Quarterly, 41(2), 255-283. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1545-
7249.2007.tb00059.x

Stevenson, M. (2016). A critical interpretative synthesis: the integration of automated writing
evaluation into classroom writing instruction. Computers and Composition, 42, 1-16.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compcom.2016.05.001

Wali, F. & Huijser, H. (2018). Write to improve: exploring the impact of an online feedback tool on Bahraini
learners of English. Learning and Teaching in Higher Education: Gulf Perspectives, 15(1).
https://doi.org/10.18538/Ithe.v15.n1.293 33



Stevenson, M. & Phakiti, A. (2014). The effects of computer-generated feedback on the quality of
writing. Assessing Writing, 19, 51-65. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.asw.2013.11.007

University of Cambridge. (2011, October). Using the CEFR: Principles of good practice.
http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/images/126011-using-cefr-principles-of-good-practice.pdf

Wang, Y., Shang, H., & Briody, P. (2013). Exploring the impact of using automated writing evaluation
in English as a foreign language university students' writing. Computer Assisted Language Learning,
26(3), 234-257. https://doi.org/10.1080/09588221.2012.655300

Ware, P. & Warschauer, M. (2006). Electronic feedback and second language writing. In K. Hyland &
F. Hyland (Eds.). Feedback in second language writing: contexts and issues (pp. 105-122). New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Wilson, J. & Andrada, G. (2016). Using automated feedback to improve writing quality: opportunities
and challenges. In Y. Rosen, S. Ferrara, & M. Mosharraf (Eds.). Handbook of research on technology
for real-world skill development (pp. 679-704). Hershey, PA: IGI Global.

Winstone, N., Nash, R., Parker, M., & Rowntree, J. (2017). Supporting learners’ agentic engagement
with feedback: a systematic review and a taxonomy of recipience processes. Educational
Psychologist, 52, 17-37. https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2016.1207538

1 Bahrain Polytechnic runs a one-year foundation programme with two core English courses. Students are
enrolled in these two courses based on their results in the entry test. Upon completion of the foundation
requirements, students are eligible to take degree English courses. Some students’ entry results qualify them to
be direct entry students to degree programmes. The degree programmes at Bahrain Polytechnic include four
mandatory English language courses. The first two courses are English communication courses which are
normally enrolled in in Degree Year 1. The other two courses are English for specific purposes’ courses in which
students are enrolledin in Degree Year 2. Not all students get registered on the specific degree years stated for
class capacity reasons.
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