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Abstract

Peer feedback is a key to the quality of group work in foreign language classrooms. In
order to better understand the use of peer feedback in writing, a fifteen-week study
was conducted by combining peer feedback in group work with the internet-based
language laboratory (IBLL). 80 non-English-majored graduates from Yangtze Uni-
versity participated in this study. 40 non-English-majored graduates in EG were
randomly divided into 10 groups and one group member from every group was cho-
sen as the leader in a group. Based on Scaffolding Instruction of Constructivism, this
study chose three different tools-a checklist, a qualitative feedback sheet and a grad-
ing sheet, to guide peer feedback. Two tests and questionnaires were adopted to in-
vestigate the students’ views and attitude toward guided peer feedback in IBLL. We
found: 1) the method of peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL could
improve non-English-majored graduates’ writing ability; 2) there were significant
differences between males in CG and EG, and females in CG and EG; 3) students in
EG held the positive response for the combined writing instruction through the data
of questionnaires.
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1. Introduction

Writing ability is important for non-English-majored graduates in writing academic

papers to express their academic ideas to readers. However, it is difficult for Chinese
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non-English-majored graduates to write the academic papers in English to express their
academic ideas to foreign readers. To improve Chinese non-English-majored graduates’
writing ability is an important subject for studying. Suggestions and new ideas from
peers with support of the internet-based language laboratory (IBLL) would improve
non-English-majored graduates’ writing skills even writing ability. In the framework of
the task-based language learning, group work is regarded as a chief organizational form
of learning [1], because it enhance interaction and negotiation of meaning which can
lead to language acquisition. However, the quality of group work varies widely in prac-
tice, and research into the means of group work enhancement is required urgently.

Peer feedback is a key to the interaction and language learning in groups. Rollinson
[2] explains, “In recent years, the use of peer feedback in ESL writing classrooms has
been generally supported in the literature as a potentially valuable aid for its social,
cognitive, affective, and methodological benefits”. In fact, there are a lot of advantages
of peer feedback for students in writing. First of all, peer feedback is suggested as peda-
gogy of providing more self-control to language learners [3]. In additional, replying to
peer corrections and giving suggestions allow students to see similar problems and
weaknesses in their own writing [4]. The present work focuses on the means of guid-
ance in initiating effective peer feedback in group work for non-English-majored gra-
duates’ writing with support of IBLL.

2. Literature Review

2.1. The Role of Peer Feedback in Group Work
2.1.1. Definition of Peer Feedback

Peer feedback can be defined as “the use of learners as sources of information and inte-
ractants for each other in such a way that learners assume roles and responsibilities
normally taken on by a formally trained teacher, tutor, or editor in commenting on and
critiquing each other’s drafts in both written and oral formats in the process of writing”
[5]. Peer feedback is also regarded as a process in which students evaluate each other’s

work among themselves [6].

2.1.2. Functions of Peer Feedback in Group Work

Peer feedback can raise learners’ awareness of their strong points and weak points, in-
crease a sense of audience, encourage cooperative learning, and foster ownership [7].
According to Van den Berg, Admiraal, and Pilot [8] small group work is beneficial for
learning based on peer feedback if organized well. Many benefits of peer feedback have
been claimed: providing an authentic audience to students; increasing student motiva-
tion for speaking; enabling students to get different viewpoints; helping students learn
to listen critically; helping students gain confidence in their speaking and encouraging
students to use oral language skills [9]; and also helping students learn to evaluate their
own speaking better.

2.2. Implementation of Peer Feedback in Group Work

Yang, Richard and Yu [10] identify two main issues as a prerequisite for successful use
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of peer feedback when implementing it: the size of peer feedback group and the form of
training. In peer feedback research, the size of groups varies, while pairs and groups of
three and four are mainly adopted. Groups of three or four were used in some studies
[11] [12] and it was found that group dynamics could strongly affect peer feedback
groups’ functioning. Especially in large classes, groups of three or four could help in-
creasing class interaction.

Approaches to training students on how to provide feedback are also prone to varia-
tion. The students in the study of Tsui and Ng [7] were only given broad categories
when they needed to write comments. Zhu [12] reported that their students received

training through watching a video.

3. Methods
3.1. Subjects

In September 2012, 80 first-year non-English-majored Chinese graduates from Yangtze
University were volunteers in this study. Among the 80 subjects, they were 42 females
and 38 males, average age 23. Their majors were horticulture, agriculture, plant protec-
tion, biological technology. All 80 subjects were taught by the same instructor during
the whole academic term (September, 2012 to January, 2013). All 80 subjects who
passed the College English Test Band 4 were divided randomly into two groups. One
group of 40 subjects was regarded as the Control Group (CG) with the traditional
graduate English writing method in IBLL, and other 40 subjects were as the Experiment
Group (EG) with the method of guided peer feedback in group work with support of
IBLL. Both CG and EG, their level of education, family background, age, personality
and life experiences and other factors were same, that was to say, their overall learning
and cognitive abilities were almost equal. 40 subjects in EG were randomly divided into
10 groups, 4 subjects per group and one student chosen as the leader in every group to

organize group members to discuss the peer feedback related to their writing.

3.2. Research Design

The study was to investigate that 1) Compared with CG, did peer feedback in group
work with support of IBLL help non-English-majored graduate students improve their
English writing skills and writing ability? 2) Compared with CG, after the training of
peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL, was there the significant difference
on the writing scores between the two groups; 3) Was the method of peer feedback in
group work beneficial to all graduate students of EG in English writing in this study? A
comparative research method was used in this study.

3.3 Peer Feedback Design

3.3.1. The Measures of Peer Feedback
When organizing peer feedback, the following measures [13] were used:
1) Supplying purposeful and proper peer feedback sheets for a given task and pur-

pose.
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This depended on whether the focus of each task was on the organization, content, or
vocabulary.

2) Helping students to be familiar with peer feedback procedures.

Students were encouraged to ask questions related to peer feedback and teachers
provided students some examples of peer feedback such as video.

3) Instructing students to ask proper and right questions.

Unless they were guided to ask proper questions and look for problematic issues,
students may not make appropriate comments.

4) Monitoring groups and peer feedback.

The teacher took part in the activity as a peer or stayed in each group for some time

to remind students of proper expressions.

3.3.2. Instruments

The instruments used in this study were three tools, two tests (the English writing test
before the training of peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL, the English
writing test after the training of peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL) and
questionnaires.

Three tools: Three tools were used to assist peer feedback: checklists, grading sheets
and qualitative feedback sheets. They were adopted on the basis of the following con-
siderations.

First, they were based on Scaffolding Instruction of Constructivism. The students
needed specific guidance in how to provide feedback so that they could understand
what to focus on and how to make an evaluation. The three forms were chosen to
achieve this purpose.

Second, these forms of peer feedback are strongly operational. For example, a quan-
titative feedback sheet differs from a peer feedback checklist, which depends on wheth-
er the focus of the task is on the content, organization, or vocabulary.

Third, the three tools represent different forms of guidance. The evaluation standard
and what they focus on are different. Checklists focus on the content, grading sheets
focus on the organization while qualitative feedback sheets focus on details.

English writing applied ability pre-test: All the 80 non-English-majored graduates
were attended the English writing test (from College English Test 6 (CET 6) in June,
2011) to gain students’ writing level in CG and EG before the experiment.

English writing applied ability post-test: All the 80 non-English-majored graduates
were attended the English writing test (from College English Test 6 (CET 6) in June,
2012) to gain students’ changes in writing between CG and EG after the experiment.

Questionnaires: The model of the questionnaire from Grace Hui Chin Lin and Paul
Shih Chieh Chien [14] was adopted in this study (see Appendix). There were ten ques-
tions with levels of three different degrees: 1 for Strongly Agree, 2 for Agree, 3 for Not
Agree and 4 for Strongly Disagree. Before the experiment, the questionnaire was tested,
the reliability was 0.78. The questionnaires in this study were used to collect the data on
guided peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL from non-English-major

graduate students.
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3.4. Research Schemas

The experiment for EG in this study lasted for 16 weeks and was divided into4 sessions.

1) Session 1 (the first four weeks), the power point files about writing strategies had
to be introduced to the non-English-majored graduates in EG.

2) Session 2 (the second four weeks), non-English-majored graduates in EG were
guided to write their draft related to the course in class and peer feedback about their
drafts in group work with support of IBLL .was executed.

3) Session 3 (the third four weeks), researcher cooperators would be suggested to
find a positions toward peer feedback pedagogies. At the same time, non-English ma-
jored graduates in EG learned writing strategies with their trainer and their drafts were
revised by their peers to provide peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL.

4) Session 4 (the last four weeks), data through survey provided by all the 40 gra-
duates in EG would be transcribed, analyzed and reported.

3.5. Data Collection and Analyses

Before the research experiment (September 2012) and after the experiment (January,
2013), two tests on English writing applied ability were conducted to compare changes
between the two groups of students in English writing ability. In this study, social
scientific software SPSS 15.0 was used for statistical analysis to the collected data. In
order to find out the method of peer feedback in group work in English writing proved
superior to the conventional teaching (such as students writing-teachers correcting)
method, comparison of Means was adopted to compare two groups of non-English-
majored graduate students’ average scores of their pretest and after the experiment on
the basis of samples. And the independent sample T-test was adopted to exanimate if
there were significances between CG and EG before the experiment and after the expe-
riment. Data of questionnaires for 20 volunteers out of the 40 subjects in EG were ana-
lyzed.

4. Results

The results in this study included three parts. The first part was writing test results of
pre-test and post-test between the control group (CG) and the experiment group (EG).
The second part was that whether there were significant differences between males and
females, as a teacher-dominated approach with CG was compared with peer feedback
in group work in writing class of EG. The last part was that responses to the question-

naire on the peer feedback in group work in writing class were from subjects in EG

4.1. Peer Feedback in Group Work and Writing

From Table 1, the results showed writing tests’ (CET 6) scores between CG and EG
taught by different writing methods in the pre-and post-tests. In the pre-tests, no sig-
nificant difference (P = 0.359) was found between CG (M = 112.85, S = 12.41) and EG
(M =79.18, S = 8.13) in their writing tests. However, in the post-tests, there was a sig-
nificant difference between CG (M = 80.80, S = 9.31) and EG (M = 86.13, S = —=9.270) in
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the writing test, P = 0.005. After the training of peer feedback in group work in an EFL
writing class, the writing scores of subjects in EG (M = 120.88, S = 13.52) were im-
proved than that of subjects in CG (M = 116.18, S = 1 3.01).

4.2. Results of the T-Test about Males and Females in CG and EG

From Table 2, we could see that significant differences were found between males and
females in the two groups: CG and EG. Males (P = 0.04) suggested that there was the
significant difference between CG and EG in their writing ability after the training of
peer feedback in group work in an EFL writing class, and females (P = 0.03) suggested
that there was the significant difference between CG and EG in their writing ability af-

ter the training of peer feedback in group work in an EFL writing class.

4.3. Results of the Questionnaires of Instructing Writing through Peer
Feedback in Group Work with Support in Writing Class from
Non-English-Major Graduates in EG

The questionnaires from non-English-majored graduates in EG on the instruction me-
thod of peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL in class was administered to
20 volunteers out of the 40 subjects in EG at the end of the semester (January, 2013) to
gain their responses for this integrated teaching method and to identify the possible
benefits and problems of this method.

For Question 1, only 5 (25%) volunteers still needed the teacher’s correcting their es-
says and other 15 (75%) volunteers agreed that their peers also could review and correct
their essays as good as the writing teacher if they could discuss peer feedbacks and cor-
rections in group work with support of IBLL in learning writing.

For Question 3, all the 20 volunteers agreed that they preferred peer feedback to
teacher’s feedback.

For Question 4, only 2 (10%) volunteers strongly agreed that they could learn more
from peers than that of the trainer. Only 4 (20%) volunteers agreed that they could
learn more from peers than the trainer. 14 (70%) volunteers thought that they could

learn more from the trainer than the peers.

Table 1. Results of the peer feedback in group work on non-English-major graduates’ writing
scores of pre-test and post-test.
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Tests CG (N = 40) EG (N = 40)
t P
Groups M S M S
Pre-test 79.18 8.15 80.80 9.31 0.929 0.359
Post-test 78.10 8.86 86.13 8.16 -9.270 0.000**
M stands for Mean; S stands for standard deviation; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01.
Table 2. Results of the t-test about males and females in CG and EG.
T T (two-tailed
(WO ailed) Males Females
Gender —
Probability 0.04 0.03
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For Question 5, 16 (80%) volunteers agreed or strongly agreed that through the
combined writing activity, they felt more confident and supportive because the Process
of cognitive interaction among the peers in group work was created.

For Question 6, all the 20 (100%) volunteers felt more comfortable because they
found the access from peer feedbacks and peer corrections to know their peer’s writing
proficiency.

For Question 7, all the 20 (100%) volunteers agreed that they felt social interaction
among their peers in group work through writing and peer feedbacks provided them
more new ideas and motivations in writing.

For Question 8, 12 (60%) volunteers strongly agreed that their writing skills were
improved because of the peer feedback activity in their writing training; 6 (30%) volun-
teers agreed that their writing skills were improved because of the peer feedback activity
in their writing training. Only 2 (10%) volunteers did not agree that their writing skills
were improved because of the peer feedback activity in their training.

For Question 9, 16 (80%) out of 20 volunteers agreed that they hoped their articles
could be revised and proofread again by their peers.

For Question 10, 16 (80%) out of 20 volunteers believed that this peer feedback pe-
dagogy should be applied in English classes.

5. Discussion

This study wants to look for the answers to the three questions. One of the purposes in
this study is to know if the writing instruction through peer feedback in group work
with support of IBLL in class can improve non-English-majored graduates’ writing
skills and writing ability. Subjects’ improvement in writing ability shows the important
role of peer feedback in group work played in their writings.

Through results in Table 1, we could know that after the writing training, both writ-
ing scores in CG and EG were improved, but the writing scores in EG were higher than
that in CG, it means that the combined writing method of peer feedback in group work
with support of IBLL can improve non-English-majored graduates’ writing skills and
writing ability in EG after they were trained by the combined writing method. The re-
sults in this study agrees with the results in some research has shown that peer feedback
improves learning [15]-[18] The method of peer feedback in group work with support
of IBLL encourages students to discuss, analyze and correct their essays from new ideas
and good suggestion for improving their drafts from peers, and their writing ability can
be improved by the training of peer feedbacks in group work and revision methods for
essays applied in revising their essays. Linn [19] writes, “Encouraging students to ana-
lyze and build on ideas from peers can introduce new perspectives and motivate stu-
dents to reconsider their own ideas”.

After instruction and training by the model of peer feedback in group work with
support of IBLL, male and female non-English-major graduate students in EG success-
fully learn to provide the proper feedbacks for their peers’ essays and revise their essays

according to peer feedbacks about their essays, they show better in writing ability,
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compared with male and female non-English-major graduates in CG. And there are
significant differences between Males and Females in CG and EG. The results could be
explained by the research, for example, Hovardas et al [20] cite research suggesting
that “sharing a frame of understanding” about a problem with one’s peers might make
peer suggestions more accessible and more readily actionable than suggestions from a
teacher [21] [22]. Male and female non-English-major graduate students in EG could
have the opportunity to discuss the problems in their essay, which would provide
chances for them to improve their writing ability.

Non-English-major graduates in EG generally holding positive response for the peer
feedback in group work with support of IBLL training program suggest that the com-
bination of peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL into regular EFL curri-
culum is a worthy try. Non-English-majored graduate students need practice writing
and revising more academic-style papers related to their majors, the method of peer
feedback in group work with support of IBLL is practical method for them to learn how
to write and how to revise their essays with the help of peer feedback in group work
with support of IBLL in class and apply the writing skills and revising skills they learned
into practicing writing essays and academic-style papers. Although subjects in EG could
learn the peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL, they also need the guid-
ance from teaches. A teacher in the writing class could guide or organize the students in
class and provide the guidance for students such as having difficulties in providing peer
feedbacks and proper corrections in essays. It is common that some students could be
shy even tense about the face-to-face peer feedbacks, which might be related to the cul-
tural factor (most Chinese students valuing the concept of face). Some students think
that students would lose their faces during face-to-face peer feedbacks if they receive
the negative peer feedbacks about their essays about their essays in group work. For
Chinese students, research has found that the traditional Chinese cultural issues, such
as collectivism and group harmony, the concept of “face”, and power distance could
exert negative influence on students’ engagement with or participation in peer feedback
[11] [23]-[25].

6. Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research

This research is in small scale (only 80 subjects) and the time (only 16 weeks) does not
last long. Because of the large size of a class, the researcher has difficulties in observing
all the groups. Future investigation should be made about the bigger scale and the
long-term impact of peer feedback in an EFL writing class.

Guided peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL in an EFL writing class
applied in first-year non-English-majored graduate students can improve their English
writing ability, but Guided peer feedback in group work with support of IBLL in an EFL
writing class also works for other subjects such as high school students, we need further
research.

We need further research on how to train students experience peer editing firsthand

in order to become proficient reviewers and assist their peers in creating a better final
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product, defined as one that contained fewer grammatical and organizational errors

and whose ideas were clear to the reader [26].
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Appendix

Survey Sheet of Peer Feedback
Major Age

You are a non-English -majored graduate in Yangtze University. Please answer the
following questions based on your perceptions and feelings in learning writing during
the past sixteen weeks. In order to ensure the confidentiality of this study, your name
both in English and Chinese will be done anonymously. All of the information you gave
me will be treated as completely confidential and it will not be possible for people to
recognize the information you gave me when I report the results of this study.

Please give answers honestly and freely to all of the 10 questions.

When answering the questions, please fill in the following number 1. 2. 3. according
to your true perceptions in learning writing through peer feedback.

1. Strongly Agree

2. Agree

3. Not Agree

Q1. () T usually feel that my teachers’ corrections for my paper influence my emotion
and motivation in learning writing. I feel not confident and am nervous after reading
my teachers’ negative comments.

Q2. () I feel more relax to read my classmate’s feedback for my writings.

Q3. () I prefer peer feedback to teacher’s feedback.

Q4. () I feel that peer feedback makes me learn more in a relaxing way.

Q5. () Through cooperation and cognitive interaction with my peers, I am able to
write more confidently and more supportively.

Q6. () Through exchanging ideas and knowing my peer’s writing proficiency, I feel
much more comfortable in the writing class.

Q7. () Social interaction through writing and peer feedback, provided me more in-
spiration (ideas) and motivations in writing.

Q8. () Generally speaking, sixteen weeks, I feel that I have improved my writing
skills because of the peer feedback activity in my Advanced (Writing III) English Writ-
ing course.

Q9. () Hopefully, my essay and thesis can be revised and proofread by my classmates
again because I can learn more.

Q10. () I think peer feedback pedagogy should be applied in English classes if I will

work as an English teacher in my future career.
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