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1 Introduction 

Corrective feedback, and the practices that go with it, have been a hot potato in teaching 

for quite some time. Some teachers and instructors believe in having a more rigid view 

on providing feedback while others feel that assessment and correcting students’ mistakes 

could be more flexible and encouraging.  

I have observed during my studies and in my work as a teacher that there are at least two 

types of teachers: those who correct all the mistakes in a student’s paper to help the 

student improve his/her language skills and those who regard correcting every single 

mistake as something that will decrease the student’s motivation and have a negative 

impact on the learning process. Even though teaching is not only about looking for errors 

and attempting to correct them, teachers are expected to help their EFL students write 

texts that are as authentic and error-free as possible. Knowing how to write correctly can 

be very important in EFL students’ future studies and careers. 

In my thesis, I look into corrective feedback practices used by lower-secondary school 

teachers in Helsinki, Finland. There are three research questions which I attempt to find 

answers to. The research questions are the following: 

 

1. What kinds of error correction strategies do EFL teachers use when 

giving feedback on written assignments? 

2. How do the teachers’ practices relate to their beliefs on corrective 

feedback? 

3. What differences are there between teachers in error correction 

practice? 

 

The focus in this study will be on written language and corrective feedback practices in 

EFL writing. Spoken language has received a relatively large amount of attention in the 

21st century due to the communicative approach (CLT – communicative language 

teaching) having gained ground, but written language has not been studied as extensively. 

This study is based on interviews with teachers as well as written assignments corrected 

by them. The aim is to find out how teachers look at corrective feedback and if they follow 
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their own thoughts and principles when making corrections. By combining various 

research methods, more reliable results will be achieved. The theoretical background of 

this study consists of previous research on error correction practices. Lee’s (2009) Ten 

mismatches between teachers’ beliefs and written feedback practice is one of the most 

important driving forces behind my research. Truscott and Ferris’ (1996 & 1999) debate 

on the usefulness of error correction will also be studied thoroughly. 

In my previous study (Van Erk-Koivisto, 2016) I looked into how Dutch students’ and 

Dutch professionals’ native language influenced their learning of written English. In the 

present study, rather than attempting to point out errors – forms not complying with the 

rules of the target language – I will take a more didactic and pedagogical perspective and 

look at corrective feedback from a teacher’s perspective: the main objective of this study 

is to find out how corrective feedback on written English is given and whether teachers 

feel it could be beneficial to consider other strategies instead of the ones they are currently 

using. The analysis of the data will show how teachers in Finland look at corrective 

feedback. 

Already in the 1980s, Chaudron claimed that emphasis on written production had led to 

“a lessening of concern among teachers for the formal end-product of writing, and a focus 

on the stages of the composing process, especially pre-writing [---] and revision” (1986: 

66), but my hypothesis is that the error correction strategies and techniques employed by 

EFL teachers are still very much concentrated on errors. For several decades, the aim has 

been to make teaching less concentrated on errors, but it is possible that there have not 

been any major developments yet since the 1980s when I started first grade – the big 

breakthrough is yet to come. 

In this research paper, I will first go through some relevant concepts and theories related 

to error correction and corrective feedback in EFL teaching, after which I will present the 

materials and methods used in the study. After having analysed the findings, I will discuss 

the results and make suggestions regarding corrective feedback strategies in EFL 

teaching. My overall aim is to contribute to gradual improvements in corrective feedback 

practices in EFL teaching by specifying issues that need more attention than they are 

getting in today’s school.  
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2 Background 

This chapter describes the theoretical framework of my study. Even though the emphasis 

in the study is not on errors, defining the word error is necessary for the understanding 

of the theoretical background and the analysis. After having defined the concepts of error 

and error correction, I will present the strategies that can be used in providing corrective 

feedback. Previous research will also be looked into. 

 

2.1 Error and error correction 
 

The word error has a negative sound to it, but making errors can prove to be beneficial as 

well if the learner is able to learn from the errors and correct them in his/her future 

compositions or other written tasks. An error can be defined as ”a form or structure in the 

learner’s production that is identifiable as being deviant, to a greater or lesser extent, in 

comparison to a native speaker of the target language attempting to say the same in an 

identical linguistic and communicative context” (MacDonald et al., 2013: 39). There are 

various definitions of error in language learning, but they all have one thing in common: 

an error is something that deviates in one way or another from the rules of the target 

language.  

Some of the errors learners make are due to the fact that the learner has not yet learned 

all aspects of the target language. A difference is being made between learner errors and 

learner mistakes: 

 
When the learner makes errors, his performance truly accords with his 
competence, which has developed characteristics different from those of L2 
norms. [---] Mistakes, on the other hand, occur in performance when a 
user/learner (as might be the case with a native speaker) does not bring his 
competences properly into action. (CEFR, 2011: 155) 

 

In other words, according to The Common European Framework of reference for 

language learning, teaching and assessment (CEFR), the word mistake is used in cases 

where students have the linguistic competence needed, but in which they do not succeed 

in applying the knowledge they already have. Based on the classification provided by the 

guideline, it is appropriate to use the word error in this study as the focus is on EFL 
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learners who are still in the process of becoming more proficient in the target language. 

According to the CEFR, errors can be looked at in several ways: 

 
• errors are evidence of failure to learn 
• errors are evidence of inefficient teaching 
• errors are evidence of the learner’s willingness to communicate 

despite risks 
• errors are an inevitable, transient product of the learner’s developing 

interlanguage  
(CEFR, 2011: 155) 

 

When teaching, it is useful to have clear thoughts on how one, as a teacher, wishes to 

approach errors made in the EFL classroom. Error correction is not always done by the 

teacher – sometimes it is done by the student himself/herself, sometimes it can be done 

by the student’s peers. However, over-correction or under-correction may prove to 

become an issue: 

The danger of over-correcting is that students will lose motivation and you 
may even destroy the flow of the class or the activity by [---] correcting 
every single mistake. The other extreme is to let the conversation flow and 
not to correct any mistakes. (Budden, 2008) 

 

Budden, however, adds that “most students do want to have some of their mistakes 

corrected as it gives them a basis for improvement” (2008). 

Brown (2012: 864–865) encourages teachers to have a pedagogically encouraging 

attitude towards errors. He also emphasises errors being necessary and inevitable in 

language learning (Brown, 2012: 865). Brown points out that “if students receive a grade 

based on the proportion of errors they produce, they may take a more conservative 

approach of error avoidance, relying on shorter sentences and taking fewer chances in 

syntax and grammar construction, limiting risk-taking and hypothesis testing” (2012: 

865).  

There are three main error correction techniques: teacher correction, peer correction, and 

self-correction (Ganji, 2009: 117). In addition to these three, for example tests can also 

be checked digitally – for instance when using various learning tools, such as Socrative. 

The disadvantage of digital tests and digital error correction is that the student gets to see 
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the correct answer but they do not get any explanation as to why their answer was 

incorrect – the explaining will still be the teacher’s responsibility. 

In the following sub-sections, I will go through the three main error correction strategies 

using the person making the corrections as a starting point. In addition to describing the 

strategies, I will go through some of the advantages and disadvantages related to each 

strategy. 

	
2.2 Teacher correction 
 

In teacher correction in EFL writing class, the teacher gives feedback on students’ errors. 

The feedback can be direct or indirect. In direct feedback the teacher writes down the 

correct answer whereas in indirect feedback the teacher only gives a hint as to where the 

error is in the text (Baleghizadeh & Dadashi, 2011: 132). In direct feedback, for instance, 

the teacher could point out that *I are at school ought to be I am at school. In indirect 

feedback the teacher might underline the incorrect word and let the student figure out 

what the correct answer is.  

Some teachers choose to use error codes in addition to underlining or circling the incorrect 

answer. McKay (2013) provides examples of error codes: VT (verb tense), SV (subject 

verb agreement), VF (verb form), WW (wrong word), ART (articles), FRAG (sentence 

fragment), WO (word order), ^ (insert word), and SP (spelling). These codes are just 

examples provided by McKay; teachers may come up with their own codes. The most 

important thing to remember is to explain the meaning of each code to the students. If the 

codes are not explained properly, they will only confuse the students further, and they 

will not facilitate the learning process. 

Teacher correction may well be the most widely used error correction technique. The 

person teaching EFL classes is usually an expert in his/her field, which suggests that the 

corrections provided are expected to be logical and to the point. However, it has been 

suggested that this is not always the case. It has been claimed that the written comments 

made by teachers can be “unspecific, incomprehensible, contradictory, inconsistent, 

inaccurate, meaningless to the student, vague, over-general, abstract, formulaic and 

idiosyncratic” (Rollinson, 2005: 25). 
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Rollinson’s view is at least partially shared by Kronholm-Cederberg. In her doctoral 

dissertation on error correction practices and their impact on upper-secondary school 

students, Kronholm-Cederberg states that there are two main problems: the weaker 

students are being given too much negative response, which further emphasises their 

poorer language skills, and the more skilled students are not being challenged enough 

(Kronholm-Cederberg, 2009: 106). Even though Kronholm-Cederberg studied Swedish-

speaking students’ compositions written in their first language, the main points of error 

correction are also valuable for the context studied here: 

 
it [teacher response] points to mistakes more than merits and it demonstrates 
[---] a student’s incapability, rather than capability [---] the local text levels 
such as orthographical, lexical, and syntactical text levels are noticed more 
than global text levels such as disposition, content, and genre (Kronholm-
Cederberg, 2009: 12) 

 

Kronholm-Cederberg may be right about teacher response being mostly about looking for 

errors. Traditionally, the emphasis has been on the teachers attempting to find what is 

wrong about a student’s text rather than trying to list everything the student has got better 

in since the previous time he/she completed a similar assignment.  

Rollinson (2005: 25) discusses the fact that teachers are very busy, and therefore it might 

take a long time for the students to receive feedback on their compositions or drafts. 

Teachers are encouraged to provide immediate feedback to their students (CEFR, 2011: 

155), but with large classes this is not always feasible. 

McKay emphasises that sticking to one error correction strategy is not wise: one may 

have to be flexible and use various strategies as no error or student is the same (2013). 

She summarises by stating that “every student is unique with special needs and the more 

written feedback can be suited to the student and the error, the more likely it will lead to 

greater writing proficiency for the student” (McKay, 2013). 

Ferris, who has done a lot of research into error correction, has said that pre-service 

teacher trainees are often daunted by error correction and its laborious nature (2007: 179). 

Comparing teacher trainees with teachers, Ferris explains that “while in-service teachers 

recognize (albeit grudgingly) that they probably cannot opt out of the responsibility to 
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provide feedback, they feel frustrated and resentful about the time it takes and uncertain 

as to whether, at the end of the day, they are really helping anyone” (2007: 179). 

In the 1980s, Sommers’ focus was on how teachers respond to student writing (Sommers, 

1982). Sommers conducted research on the topic together with Brannon and Knoblach, 

and they looked into “what messages teachers give their students through their 

comments” and “what determines which of these comments the students choose to use or 

to ignore when revising” (Sommers, 1982: 149). 

Sommers’ team studied the commenting styles of thirty-five university-level teachers 

(Sommers, 1982: 149). In addition to the “hostility” and “mean-spiritedness” of some 

comments, feedback was also found to be rather confusing (Sommers, 1982: 149–150). 

Sommers feels that the written feedback provided by the teachers confuses students and 

takes their attention away from the original message they were attempting to convey 

before reading the corrective feedback (Sommers, 1982: 151). Some of the vague 

comments in the student papers mentioned by Sommers included “awkward” and “be 

specific” (Sommers, 1982: 150). Sommers explains that students are told to "think more 

about [their] audience, avoid colloquial language, avoid the passive, avoid prepositions 

at the end of sentences or conjunctions at the beginning of sentences, be clear, be specific, 

be precise, but above all, think more about what [they] are thinking about" (Sommers, 

1982: 152). 

According to Sommers, students are expected to have very advanced skills in 

understanding what their teachers want them to do. As Sommers puts it: “this uniform 

code of commands, requests, and pleadings demonstrates that the teacher holds a license 

for vagueness while the student is commanded to be specific” (Sommers, 1982: 153). 

Sommers emphasises teachers’ responsibility in giving comments that will give students 

a reason to revise their texts: “we need [---] to show them [students] through our 

comments why new choices would positively change their texts, and [---] to show them 

the potential for development implicit in their own writing” (1982: 156). 

In 2007, Duncan conducted a study on feedback given to university students. He 

discovered that “there was a preponderance of positive and encouraging comments on 

feedback sheets at the expense of clear practical advice on how to improve the quality in 

subsequent work, or at least clarify issues in the students’ minds” (2007: 278). 
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Lee (2003: 156) points out that “one fundamental question teachers are faced with is 

whether to mark all student errors”. She adds that multiple studies have shown that it is 

not advantageous to mark all student errors (Lee, 2003: 156). The unfocused or 

comprehensive approach in error correction refers to all errors being corrected or marked 

for correction in student texts (Van Beuningen, 2011: 58–59). 

The focused or selective approach “targets a (number of) specific linguistic feature(s)  

[---] errors outside the focus domain are left uncorrected” (Van Beuningen, 2011: 59). In 

EFL teaching, the teacher could, for instance, choose to correct only errors relating to the 

topic of the class. If the group has been taught various verb forms in the lessons prior, the 

teacher may decide to mark only those errors that are verb-related and refrain from 

commenting on other types of errors.  

Every teacher must make a choice as to what kind of error correction feedback strategy 

to use in EFL teaching. Some teachers may have made conscious decisions prior to 

starting their teaching careers whereas other teachers may vary their strategies as they go, 

depending on the group or the individual they are teaching. In the following section I will 

take a closer look into teachers’ feedback practices and discuss a study that indicates there 

may be some discrepancy between the ideal and the practice. 

 
2.2.1 Mismatches between beliefs and practice 
 

It is not seldom that individuals’ beliefs do not match their actions. A person’s views or 

values could be very different from how they act in everyday life. As part of a large-scale 

study, Lee (2009) looked into teachers’ beliefs regarding error correction and their actual 

written feedback practice. “Research on teachers’ beliefs has demonstrated that beliefs 

have an important impact on teachers’ practice”, Lee states, and adds that ”in teacher 

feedback research, however, not much is known about teachers’ beliefs and the extent to 

which they influence practice” (2009: 13).  

The data in Lee’s (2009) study came from two sources: the first source consisted of 174 

student texts from 26 teachers, and the second source was a questionnaire that 206 

teachers filled in. There were follow-up interviews in both cases – 45 interviews in total. 

The students were young people aged 12–17 years. Some teachers had only three years 
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of experience in teaching whereas others had been teaching for as long as 15 years (Lee, 

2009: 14). 

Each of the 26 teachers representing the first source of information gave the researchers 

5–6 student texts, which represented various student ability levels (Lee, 2009: 14). The 

researchers counted feedback points: “a feedback point can be an error corrected/ 

underlined, or a written comment that constitutes a meaningful unit (a written comment 

comprising one sentence can consist of more than one feedback point, if it deals with 

more than one issue)” (Lee, 2009: 14). 

In her paper Ten mismatches between teachers’ beliefs and written feedback practice, Lee 

summed up the ten conclusions she was able to draw based on her study: 

1 
 

Teachers pay most attention to language form but they believe there’s more to 
good writing than accuracy 

 

2 Teachers mark error comprehensively although selective marking is preferred 

3 Teachers tend to correct and locate errors for students but believe that through 
teacher feedback students should learn to correct and locate their own errors 

4 
 

Teachers use error codes although they think students have a limited ability to 
decipher the codes 

 

5 Teachers award scores/grades to student writing although they are almost 
certain that marks/grades draw student attention away from teacher feedback 

6 Teachers respond mainly to weaknesses in student writing although they know 
that feedback should cover both strengths and weaknesses 

7 Teachers’ written feedback practice allows students little room to take control 
although teachers think students should learn to take greater responsibility for 

learning 

8 Teachers ask students to do one-shot writing although they think process 
writing is beneficial 
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9 Teachers continue to focus on student written errors although they know that 
mistakes will recur 

10 Teachers continue to mark student writing in the ways they do although they 
think their effort does not pay off 

 
Table 1: Ten mismatches between teachers’ beliefs and written feedback practice (Lee, 
2009: 15–18) 
 

Table 1 above suggests that some teachers opt to use strategies that they do not believe 

in. Even though they have not seen any significant benefits or improvement in student 

writing, they might continue to use the same error correction strategies they have used 

before.  

Lee points out that, during the study, teachers said that their error correction practices 

were related to various factors such as school policy or exam pressure (2009: 19). After 

having completed the research, Lee suggested that ”it would also be useful to provide 

opportunities for teachers to gather together in school-based professional development 

seminars, where they examine their current feedback practice, challenge their 

assumptions about feedback, and evaluate the effectiveness of their current practice” 

(2009: 19). 

 
2.2.2 Implementation of innovative feedback 
 

In 2014, Lee conducted a study on two Hong Kong teachers and their ideas on more 

innovative ways of giving feedback. In her paper Teachers’ reflection on implementation 

of innovative feedback approaches in EFL writing, Lee focuses on the teachers’ own 

thoughts on the consequences of the more innovative approaches (Lee, 2014: 23). The 

researcher provided the two teachers with information on alternative strategies (Lee, 

2014: 30). 

The two teachers pointed out that there were two challenges during the study: lack of 

collaboration, and time constraint (Lee, 2014: 33). One of them said that she felt isolated 

due to her innovative strategies being very different from those used by other teachers in 

the department and due to having only one colleague to implement the change with (Lee, 
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2014: 33). Also the students comparing her teaching with the other teachers’ teaching 

raised concerns: 

 
The students will be like “Oh, my teacher is doing something and then so 
how about your teacher?” Students compare and colleagues also compare. 
We have composition inspection and they (the colleagues) will question 
why I am marking in a different way, like using focused marking but why 
they have to spot out every mistake. (Lee, 2014: 33) 

 

Both teachers felt it was very time-consuming to inform the students about the new 

strategies and engage them in a new way of doing things (Lee, 2014: 33). One of the 

teachers noticed that some learners had their doubts regarding the new strategies – for 

instance regarding peer correction. One of the teachers felt the students might struggle 

seeing why they have to give feedback to each other (Lee, 2014: 34). 

Both teachers found that attempting to integrate various strategies increased their 

workload (Lee, 2014: 34). One of them stated the following:  

 
I need to collect all students’ work before doing peer evaluation in order to 
give them appropriate guidance. I also need to design feedback sheets and 
prepare more activities. Time is always a concern. (Lee, 2014: 34) 

 

However, the two teachers did not give in to the challenges: they tried to involve their 

work colleagues, introduce the new strategies to their own superiors as well as the 

students’ parents, and improve their communication and feedback strategies (Lee, 2014: 

34). Both teachers felt that the experiment had been successful; they “were empowered 

and felt encouraged to take charge of their professional development” (Lee, 2014: 36). 

After her small-scale study, Lee was of the opinion that ”English teachers could work 

together and re-visit their feedback practices with regard to the use of focused versus 

unfocused error feedback, the development of rubrics / feedback forms, peer evaluation 

training, etc.” (Lee, 2014: 37). In the following section, I will discuss one of the strategies 

implemented by the two teachers in Lee’s study: peer correction. 
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2.3 Peer correction 
 

Peer correction has become more and more popular recently. In peer correction, instead 

of the teacher making the corrections, EFL learners correct each other’s errors and 

provide feedback on each other’s texts. Similar to teacher correction, also peer correction 

has its advantages and disadvantages.  

There has been research into the role of peer correction in language tuition. Rollinson 

points out that, in multiple studies, it has been found that comments given by other 

students have been both valid and useful (Rollinson, 2005: 24). There are also other 

benefits, such as the high degree of interaction between the students. According to 

Rollinson, this encourages “a collaborative dialogue in which two-way feedback is 

established, and meaning is negotiated between the two parties” (2005: 25). He also adds 

that the interaction is not superficial in any way – instead, he argues that there are “highly 

complex socio-cognitive interactions involving arguing, explaining, clarifying, and 

justifying” (Rollinson, 2005: 25). 

Rollinson (2005: 24) states that peer audiences may be more sympathetic than the EFL 

teachers. He adds that peer correction is more informal than error correction provided by 

the teacher (Rollinson, 2005: 25). In teacher correction, “the student may end up making 

revisions without necessarily agreeing with or even understanding the teacher’s 

authoritative comments” (Rollinson, 2005: 25). Compared to teacher correction, it is most 

likely that peer correction has a more dialogue-like character: it is more of a discussion 

than a one-way street.  

Even though peer correction may ease the teacher’s workload, the process of preparing 

students for peer correction may take time (Rollinson, 2005: 25). It may also be 

challenging for the teacher “not to interfere by providing feedback in addition to that of 

the student readers, which might well reduce the students’ motivation and commitment 

to their own responding” (Rollinson, 2005: 26). In other words, once the students have 

been given the responsibility, the importance of the process must not be undermined. 

Teachers must learn to trust their students and to have faith in their ability to give 

feedback to their peers. 
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Some students may find it difficult to accept the process if they are used to teacher 

correction only: “they may not easily accept the idea that their peers are qualified to act 

as substitutes for the teacher, and critique their writing” (Rollinson, 2005: 26). Also, prior 

to embarking on the peer correction process, students will need to learn a lot of new 

things, such as social skills, debating, and expressing criticisms in a tactful way 

(Rollinson, 2005: 26). If these skills are lacking, peer correction will not be a beneficial 

strategy – instead, it will have a negative effect on group dynamics.  

Sultana, who studied peer correction in Bangladesh, discovered that 80% of the 43 

students that took part in the study did not find peer correction very useful (2009: 14). 

Surprisingly, adults were “more welcoming about peer correction” (Sultana, 2009: 15). 

Sultana summarised one of the main conclusions of the study:   

Peer correction was not so accepted mostly for the embarrassment that it 
might cause. But surprisingly enough, an adult student said that she liked 
peer correction because the insult would make her remember the correct 
answer, therefore better learning would take place. (2009: 15) 
 

As can be seen in the answer above, different learners have different opinions on what 

helps them to learn and to remember. One might think that peer correction in writing 

would be less embarrassing for the students, but there was no significant difference 

compared to students’ responses to peer correction in speaking (Sultana, 2009: 15). All 

participants agreed on one point: all of them wanted the teacher to give the final answer 

(Sultana, 2009: 16).  

Responses to a question like When your friend has corrected your error, do 
you think the teacher should again give the final answer regarding whether 
a response is correct or not? all the 43 students said that they wanted the 
final answer to come from the teacher. (Sultana, 2009: 16–17) 

 

Sultana, however, does want to point out that there are significant cultural differences 

between Asia and other parts of the world. 

 
Learners of most of the Asian countries are taught in traditional settings, 
where the teacher is considered to possess all the knowledge and students 
[---] only play the roles of receivers. [---] As long as such orientation of 
students’ is not altered, it is very unlikely that they would welcome 
contributions from their peers. (2009: 17) 
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Having discussed teacher correction and peer correction, the following section will be 

devoted to the third strategy: self-correction. 

 

2.4 Self-correction 

Teacher correction and peer correction are not the only strategies available; also self-

correction is being used in EFL learning. As the name suggests, instead of the teacher 

correcting the errors, the student attempts to correct his errors on his own.  

Makino explains: “In the process of language learning, learners sometimes notice some 

of their errors by themselves [---] and they can also correct some of their errors when 

other people [---] give them cues or hints about them” (1993: 338). In Makino’s study, 

the learner was given the opportunity to correct his own errors without further help from 

the teacher (Makino, 1993: 338). The assumption was that learners would be able to 

correct their own errors by using the knowledge they already have on language-related 

rules (Makino, 1993: 338).  

The study among sixty-two freshman students showed that “learners have some ability to 

correct their own errors: that is, that they can activate their linguistic competence to do 

so, even without detailed cues” (Makino, 1993: 340). Makino adds that the more detailed 

the cues are, the better the results regarding self-correction (1993: 340). 

 
Makino explains that self-correction has two main advantages. He says that students have 

a chance to pay attention to the structural forms and to reflect on their own writing 

(Makino, 1993: 340). Makino further adds that by utilising self-correction students also 

have the chance to activate their linguistic competence, which will help them correct their 

own errors (1993: 340). 

In addition to the two advantages listed above, Makino believes that the technique will 

also make learners more linguistically creative (Makino, 1993: 340). Makino concludes: 

“Teachers should consider different kinds of cues, according to the level of student 

proficiency in the language classroom” (1993: 340). All students are individuals with 

different kinds of needs, requirements, and goals: the key is to cater for individual needs, 

when possible. Some students are able to self-correct almost without cues whereas others 

need more detailed cues and more support from the teacher. Even though self-correction 
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is done by the student and generally the noun is defined as “the process of correcting itself 

when things begin to go wrong, without outside help” (Cambridge Dictionary), in EFL 

learning self-correction is not an entirely “teacher-free” strategy.  

Makino admits that further research is needed in order “to understand and to explain how 

language learners learn knowledge in the EFL classroom” (Makino, 1993: 341). Makino 

suggests teachers “develop methods of correcting errors which will help students self-

discover, and provide methods in which students learn the language while they are self-

discovering” (Makino, 1993: 341). 

Tedick and De Gortari’s suggestion regarding self-correction is the following:  

 
If we allow time and provide appropriate cues for the learner to self-repair, 
more often than not the student will come through. The least effective 
technique for correcting a student’s incorrect language use is to simply give 
them the answer. (Tedick & De Gortari, 1998: 4) 

 

In the following section, I will attempt to tackle one of the most crucial questions of 

corrective feedback: to correct or not to correct. Truscott’s and Ferris’ ideas will serve 

as the basis for the discussion, but opinions of several other researchers will also be 

looked into.  

	
2.5 To correct or not to correct? 
 

Researchers disagree on whether or not to correct learner errors. In the 1990s, John 

Truscott took a very strong position against grammar correction and stated that grammar 

correction in L2 classes ought to be abandoned altogether (1996: 327). He explained that 

this should be done for the following reasons: 

• research evidence shows that grammar correction is ineffective 
• this lack of effectiveness is exactly what should be expected, given the 

nature of the correction process and the nature of language learning 
• grammar correction has significant harmful effects 
• the various arguments offered for continuing it all lack merit 
(Truscott, 1996: 328)  

 

Truscott criticised the fact that teachers tend to regard error correction as something that 



 20 

must and should be done, despite the lack of empirical evidence (1996: 327–328). He 

wishes to point out that he is in favour of accuracy in writing, but does not believe that 

error correction helps improve one’s ability to write in an error-free manner (1996: 329).  

In The case for grammar correction in L2 writing classes: a response to Truscott (1996), 

Dana Ferris discussed what was problematic about Truscott’s ideas. Ferris claimed that 

Truscott’s conclusions were premature (Ferris, 1999: 2). Ferris, however, also realised 

that some of the points made by Truscott were valid. Ferris said we could all hear “the 

ring of truth in the assertions that teachers are inconsistent in their ability and willingness 

to recognize and correct errors and to provide adequate grammar explanations to their 

students” (Ferris, 1999: 6). Even though Ferris found that Truscott had made some valid 

points, she criticised him for making hasty conclusions. She emphasised the importance 

of one’s intuition as well as the students’ opinions and needs when providing corrective 

feedback (Ferris, 1999: 10) 

It did not take Truscott long to respond to Ferris. In his own paper, he responded to Ferris’ 

criticisms. Truscott argued that the criticisms were “unfounded and highly selective, 

leaving large portions of my [his] case unchallenged and [---] even strengthening them” 

(Truscott, 1999: 111). Truscott emphasises that critics must be able to prove “beyond any 

doubt” that error correction is never useful while those being in favour of error correction 

“need only show that uncertainty remains” (Truscott, 1999: 111). According to Truscott, 

“the best we can hope for is that teachers will look seriously at the case against grammar 

correction, compare it to the case for correction, decide which is stronger, and then 

incorporate that decision in their teaching” (1999: 121). 

Truscott emphasises the issue of choice: he points out that it is the teachers who make the 

decisions – not the researchers who have studied the subject (Truscott, 1999: 121). He 

believes that teachers should learn all the facts and make “informed judgments of their 

own” (Truscott, 1999: 121). He concludes his response to Ferris by stating that his work 

on the topic “will have served its purpose if it gives teachers an opportunity to consider 

correction-free instruction as a serious option for their teaching” (Truscott, 1999: 121–

122). 

To make the decision easier, Budden suggests asking students how much and in which 

ways they would like to get feedback on their EFL writing (2008). Even though this 
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obviously may not work with younger students, older students might be able to tell their 

thoughts on error correction practice as they have more experience as to what works for 

them.  

Some researchers have already asked the students what kind of error correction strategy 

they would prefer. In 2004, Lee conducted a study on both teachers’ and students’ 

perceptions and preferences. According to Lee, the differences in opinions between the 

two groups were not significant (Lee, 2004: 302). In her study, she discovered that the 

majority of participants in both groups preferred comprehensive error feedback (Lee, 

2004: 302). She points out, however, that “student expectations and preferences may be 

easily influenced by teachers’ practices” (Lee, 2004: 302). 

Cohen and Cavalcanti (as cited in Lee, 2004: 302) maintain that “learners’ expectations 

and preferences may derive from previous instructional experiences, experiences that 

may not necessarily be beneficial for the development of writing”. In quoting Cohen and 

Cavalcanti, Lee admits that there is a possibility that students prefer the practices they are 

familiar with.  

If throughout students’ language learning experience their English 
teachers have marked their errors comprehensively and done the 
corrections for them, students may feel that these are the right things to do 
and that it is the teacher’s job to correct errors. (Lee, 2004: 302) 

 

Some researchers have studied changes in teachers’ attitudes towards error correction. At 

the beginning of her small-scale study, Cho discovered that most participants regarded 

feedback given by them “as a tool to correct grammatical errors and improve grammatical 

accuracy in student writing” (2015: 52). By the end of the semester, a significant 

turnaround had taken place: “the participants began considering the student writer’s 

emotions, motivation, and self-confidence; their purpose in giving teacher feedback was 

no longer merely to correct errors, but to motivate and encourage the student writer as 

well as to boost self-confidence” (Cho, 2015: 52). Cho adds that the participants became 

“aware of the existence of the writer” (2015: 52). 

Cho argues that the participating teachers had been “enlivened” during the semester. She 

defines the term as the teachers coming to “acknowledge the presence of the writer” and 

targeting their feedback “towards the writer rather than the writing” (Cho, 2015: 52). Cho 
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believes her findings prove that it is useful, or even necessary, to invest in teacher training 

(Cho, 2015: 52). 

A lot of the research into corrective feedback in writing classes has been done elsewhere 

in Asia as well. In an Iranian study by Salteh and Sadeghi, a teacher stated the following:  

 
All the students’ errors should be dealt with in depth, but features of the 
language [--] which impede the process of meaning negotiation should take 
precedence over other features such as spelling, punctuation and grammar. 
(Salteh and Sadeghi, 2015: 21)   
 

The teacher believed that “teachers may lose their credibility with the students if they do 

not correct all the errors” (Salteh & Sadeghi, 2015: 21). Another teacher, however, 

believed that content or idea development do not get enough attention if teachers 

concentrate on the mechanical side of the texts they correct (Salteh & Sadeghi, 2015: 21). 

The teacher concluded by saying that ”after all, writing is not a means to practice 

language” (Salteh & Sadeghi, 2015: 21). Salteh and Sadeghi found that the findings of 

their study ”back the common and universal contention that students appear to crave 

surface–level error correction from their teachers and think that such feedback is useful, 

research evidence albeit arguing otherwise” (2015: 28). 

Over a decade before Truscott and Ferris’ debate, in the 1980s, rather than focusing on 

the written end-product, Chaudron emphasised the importance of the revision stage – the 

process of writing (1986: 67). Chaudron, having investigated error correction practices, 

saw the revision stage as the most critical due to the students being “required to respond 

to their own or others' feedback about the communicative effectiveness of the draft, and 

in doing so they discover that good writing consists of an interaction between their ideas, 

the expression of the ideas, and their readers' perceptions and reactions to the expression” 

(Chaudron, 1986: 67).  

Even though approaches to corrective feedback may vary, it is of the utmost importance 

to make sure there is a balance between error correction and praise: “remember that 

complimenting students on successes and positive reinforcement of what they do well 

should be very much part and parcel of any approach to error correction” (Hughes, 2005). 

Hughes points out that “it may even have greater benefits than the tireless pursuit of what 
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went wrong” (2005). Chaudron finds it encouraging that, independent on the approach 

chosen, learners benefit, “both on immediate revision and over longer periods”, from the 

feedback they receive on their compositions and other written assignments (1986: 71). 

The challenge is to find the appropriate approach for each group and each individual. 

Students are not the only ones on whom error correction may have a negative impact. In 

the 1980s, Chaudron discussed the “time-consuming teacher correction and evaluation” 

(1986: 66). In the 2014 Workload Challenge, a British study that looked into teachers’ 

workload, “marking was identified as the single biggest contributor to teachers’ 

unsustainable workload” (Wilson, 2016).  

According to Robb et al., EFL teachers invest a lot of time in the mechanical aspects 

of student writing, but the researchers’ study did not support this kind of error 

correction practice (1986: 91). The results of their study suggest that “less time-

consuming methods of directing student attention to surface error may suffice”. While 

Robb et al. acknowledge the good intentions EFL teachers have when providing 

elaborate feedback, they do not believe this is the best possible way to invest one’s 

time (1986: 91). They suggest teachers respond to areas in student writing that are 

more important than mechanics (Robb et al., 1986: 91). 

In addition to regarding peer correction as a beneficial method in language learning, 

Chaudron believes it is beneficial for the teacher as well as it can “free up a portion of the 

teacher's time that would otherwise be devoted to lengthy comments and underlinings on 

students' papers” (1986: 73). Guénette (2012: 118) continues on the issue of workload: 

she believes a lot of the corrections done by language teachers are not always appreciated 

nor looked into. This is what she writes about “a morning in the life of an ESL teacher”:  

October 12, 8:45 a.m.: I hand back the essays my students wrote as practice 
for the upcoming exam. 
October 12, 9:05 a.m.: Two thirds of the essays that I spent the whole 
weekend commenting, praising, and correcting end up in the recycling bin. 
(Guénette, 2012: 118) 

 

Guénette is not alone with the frustration created by corrections being ignored by 

students: more often than not, papers end up in the bin right after having been given back 

to the students. Students usually want to get their errors marked or corrected, but some of 

them still do not take the time to investigate what they could have done differently. Even 
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though Guénette’s quotes indicate the feelings of an ESL (English as a Second Language) 

teacher, I believe students’ reactions to the feedback are very similar in the EFL 

classroom.  

Guénette feels that feedback on writing is not only about pinpointing errors and educating 

students on how to correct them: giving feedback has other functions as well (2012: 124). 

Guénette refers to feedback on writing as “the interactional strategy par excellence, a 

privileged moment in which each learner can benefit from the teacher’s full attention” 

(2012: 124). She believes the most important questions are not what to correct or how to 

correct errors. Instead, she agrees with a teacher trainee’s opinion on feedback on writing 

being a good way to “show students that you care” (Guénette, 2012: 124). 
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3 Research design 

In this chapter, I will present the data used for the study as well as the methodology chosen 

to find answers to my research questions.  

 
3.1 Data  
 

The material for this research consists of one-on-one interviews with EFL teachers as 

well as an English-language composition given to the respondents to be corrected using 

the error correction approaches they typically use with their own students as well. The 

research is thus empirical in nature. 

For the purpose of the research, I contacted 5 teachers. The goal was to focus on qualified 

English teachers with at least one year of experience in order to make the study as reliable 

as possible. 

The first step of the research entailed the teachers being asked to read and correct a 

composition. The composition writing prompt was This is me. After I had analysed the 

corrected compositions, each teacher filled in a background information form (Appendix 

2). After the first two steps I conducted the one-on-one interviews with each teacher. The 

interviews were recorded with the interviewees’ written permission.  

The respondents are teachers in various lower-secondary schools in the Helsinki 

metropolitan area, and all interviewees are qualified English teachers, which means that 

they have all completed a Master’s degree in English Philology or English Studies with 

pedagogical studies as one of their minor subjects. To make the research and its results 

as representative as possible, teachers with varying amounts of experience were contacted 

and interviewed: three of the teachers had 1–5 years of teaching experience whereas two 

informants had been teaching in lower secondary school for as long as 10–15 years, i.e. 

some were relatively new to teaching whereas others had been teaching for a very long 

time. I utilised my networks to find the five informants for the study. 

All informants have graduated from a Finnish university, graduations having taken place 

between 1999 and 2016. T1, T3, and T4 teach English in lower secondary school this 

school year. T2 does not teach in lower secondary school at the moment, but she has been 
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teaching young people aged 12–16 for over 10 years. T5  does not work in teaching at the 

moment, but she has recent teaching experience from lower secondary school. In addition 

to having taught English and other foreign languages in lower secondary school, all 

teachers had teaching experience from primary school as well. All teachers had taught in 

both lower and upper secondary school. Some teachers had also taught students studying 

in vocational education or adult education (see Table 3 on p. 28).  

The composition (Appendix 1) is written by a 13-year-old pupil who has studied English 

for six years – from the age of seven to his current age of thirteen. The writer is bilingual 

in Finnish and Dutch, and English is his first foreign language. The writer was given a 

topic and the word count to aim for, but he was not directed in any other way. In the 

composition, the writer’s age and city were changed in order to make the identification 

of the writer more difficult. The composition was written using pen and paper, but for 

reasons of clarity, I copied the composition into a Word file. The division into paragraphs 

was not altered.  

The writer made three clear errors only: *a 13 year old boy, *way on time, and *busses. 

To provide the teachers with enough material to give feedback on, some errors were 

added before the composition was given to the informants. Errors marked in bold in the 

artificial errors column in Table 2 are not genuine – they have been added for research 

purposes: 

 

    original text            artificial errors 

I’m a 13 year old boy Im a 14 year old boy 

it can be really annoying it can be really anoying 

I’m always way on time at school Im always way on time at school 

often 10 minutes before school starts often 10 minute’s before school starts 
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I have realized I have realize 

I don’t have much time after that at home I dont have much time after that at home 

I also like to cook a little bit I also like to cook a litle bit 

I like to travel too I like to travel to 

Especially America Especially england 

I’m saying especially so often i’m saying especially so often 

Table 2: Artificial errors in composition 

 

All teachers were given the same composition to give feedback on in order for the results 

to be comparable: being able to compare teachers’ reactions to the exact same errors can 

be expected to lead to a more reliable analysis. This choice will also highlight the 

differences between the teachers’ error correction practices, which is one of the most 

important goals of this study. The relevance of any additional feedback given to the writer 

will also be greater when comparing corrections on the same composition. 

I added errors that I have, in my teaching career, observed being among the most common 

ones in EFL compositions in lower secondary school, such as missing apostrophes or 

missing capitals. Choosing some of the most common errors was logical in order to keep 

the composition as authentic as possible. 

The interview questions (Appendix 2) ranged from general questions on the error 

correction methods used by the teachers to more detailed questions on how the 

respondents feel about various corrective feedback approaches. By combining the two 

types of questions, a more reliable picture on the current situation was expected to be 

achieved. The interviews were conducted in Finnish, which is the interviewees’ first 
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language, but the interviews were transcribed and relevant excerpts were translated into 

English. 

Each informant filled in a background information form (Appendix 2). Table 3 below 

summarises some background information provided by the teachers. In the thesis, the 

teachers will be referred to as T1, T2, T3, T4, and T5. The numbers refer to the order in 

which the interviews took place – T1 being the first informant and T5 the last one.

  

 

 
  

Age 
 

Year of 
graduation 

 

 
Teaching 

experience,  
full-time  

(≥ 16 lessons / week) 
years, months 

  

 
Teaching 

experience in 
educational 

stages 

 

Teacher 1 (T1) 

 

26 

 

2014 

 

2 yrs 2 m 

primary 
lower secondary 
upper secondary 

vocational 
 

Teacher 2 (T2) 

 

43 

 

2002 

 

11 yrs 

primary 
lower secondary 
upper secondary 
adult education 

 

Teacher 3 (T3) 

 

28 

 

2016 

 

1 yr 8 m 

primary 
lower secondary 
upper secondary 

 

Teacher 4 (T4) 

 

 

44 

 

1999 

 

12 yrs 

primary 
lower secondary 
upper secondary 

vocational 
higher 

adult education 
 

Teacher 5 (T5) 

 

 

35 

 

2015 

 

1 yr 2 m 

primary 
lower secondary 
upper secondary 

vocational 
higher 

 

Table 3: Information on participants 

 

As can be seen in Table 3 above, only the most relevant information on the informants 

has been listed: age, year of graduation, years of teaching experience, and the educational 
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stages in which the informants have worked. To protect the informants’ privacy, no 

further information will be given here. Full-time employment means that the weekly 

number of lessons given has been greater than or equal to 16. Only the nine months of 

the actual school year have been taken into account in the calculations. 

 
3.2 Methods 
 

The study is qualitative and hence requires qualitative research methods. The 

methodology used in the present study will be explained in this section. I will start with 

some general information on qualitative research followed by information on interviews 

as a research method. 

It can be said that the aim of qualitative research is “to understand better some aspect(s) 

of the lived world” (Richards, 2003: 10). This suggests that qualitative research is, in fact, 

a very hands-on approach: it aims at gaining a better understanding of our surroundings, 

and one of its goals is to improve upon our habitual actions. Richards explains that 

qualitative research represents the particular: it does not attempt to generalise the findings 

(2003: 10). He defines qualitative research by listing some characteristics of qualitative 

enquiry. According to him, qualitative enquiry 

 
• studies human actors in natural settings 
• seeks to understand the meanings and significance of these actions 
• usually focuses on a small number of individuals, groups or settings 
• employs a range of methods 
• bases its analysis on a wide range of features 
• can use quantification, but only when appropriate 
(Richards, 2003: 10) 

 

As opposed to quantitative research, qualitative research does not focus on large sample 

sizes. Instead, its objective is to gain a deeper understanding of why something happens. 

Eisner (2001: 137) explains that he has identified the reason for the increase in popularity 

of qualitative research: “one reason for change is that scholars have become attracted to 

the idea of getting close to practice, to getting a first-hand sense of what actually goes on 

in classrooms, schools [---] and communities” (2003: 8). Getting close to practice lies at 
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the heart of the present study. What is happening in the EFL classroom can be discovered 

with the help of qualitative research and interviews.  

Dörnyei explains that interviews can be divided into different categories (2007: 134). 

Typically, interviews are one-off events, but researchers may opt for multiple sessions as 

well (Dörnyei, 2007: 134). Dörnyei adds that interviews can be structured, unstructured 

or semi-structured (2007: 135–136).  

Dörnyei emphasises that the semi-structured interview is suitable for those cases in which 

the researcher is familiar with the domain (2007: 136). He states that familiarity with the 

phenomenon will allow the researcher to develop broad questions about the topic (2007: 

136). Having worked as an EFL teacher for several years, I am familiar with the domain 

in question, and due to the work experience and the reasons laid out by Dörnyei, the semi-

structured interview was the best choice for the research project. 

Preparing an interview guide is an essential part of the entire interview process. Having 

an interview guide is crucial for multiple reasons. According to Dörnyei, an interview 

guide, among other benefits, ensures that nothing important is left out, and it will also 

provide the interviewer with appropriate question wordings and probe questions (2007: 

137). Dörnyei further explains that there are some main rules with respect to proper 

formulation of interview questions. According to him, the main things to avoid are 

leading questions and words that are loaded or ambiguous in some ways. Dörnyei adds 

that avoiding jargon is equally important. He concludes by stating that “short and 

relatively simple questions that contain only one idea work best” (2007: 138). 

Similarly to other research methods, also interviewing has its strengths and weaknesses. 

Dörnyei explains that interviewing is “a natural and socially acceptable way of collecting 

information that most people feel comfortable with and which can be used in a variety of 

situations and focusing on diverse topics to yield in-depth data” (2007: 141). The 

interview, however, can be extremely time-consuming, and that is one of the main 

disadvantages of the research method (Dörnyei, 2007: 141). Also the following factors 

can cause challenges and problems in interviewing: 

• lack of good communication skills on the part of the interviewer 
• informants may display themselves “in a better than real light” due to 

lack of anonymity 
• informants may be shy 
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• informants may be too inarticulate or too verbose 
(Dörnyei, 2007: 143–144) 

 

For this study, the interview was a suitable method. None of the possible weaknesses 

were present in the interview process. The informants were talkative, articulate, and 

provided only information that was relevant to the topic. 

I used a semi-structured interview as my qualitative method of enquiry. I had prepared a 

list of questions prior to the interviews, but there was a lot of room for the interviewees 

to elaborate and discuss other issues as well. According to advice from Richards, I used 

various question types: 

 
• opening: inviting lengthy responses 
• check/reflect: making sure the answers were not misunderstood 
• follow-up: asking the informant to elaborate or encouraging the 

informant to continue discussing the topic  
• probe: direct invitation to be more specific; setting up contrasts, etc. 
• structuring: marking a shift of topic 
(Richards, 2003: 56–57) 

 

Whyte has also listed ways in which an interview can be looked at – specifically in 

terms of degrees of directiveness, from low to high: 

 

• “Uh-huh”, nodding, etc. 
• reflection 
• probing informant’s last remark 
• probing a remark preceding informant’s last remark 
• probing an earlier idea expressed in the interview 
• introducing a new topic 
(Whyte, 1984: 99–100) 

 

As can be seen in both the analysis section and Appendix 3, I started with asking a 

question that invited a lengthy response: “What are your thoughts on corrective 

feedback?”. Asking a broad question first gives the informant the opportunity to express 

his opinions freely. Open-ended questions and lengthy responses will also allow for a 

more in-depth analysis when going through the data provided.  
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Tiittula and Ruusuvuori emphasise that an interview is interaction between interviewer 

and interviewee (2005: 13). They continue by suggesting that an interview is an end-

product of the interaction and co-operation between the participants (2005: 13). 

Therefore, selecting the method and the questions for the purposes of the study are by no 

means insignificant measures. 

The interviews were recorded using a digital audio recorder. I did a partial transcription 

of the interviews: I transcribed the sections that were the most relevant for my study. Even 

though Dörnyei (2007: 249) points out that one has to make decisions relatively early in 

the research process when transcribing only parts of it, partial transcription was the best 

option in this study. As I had recorded the entire interviews, there was an opportunity to 

make ad hoc additions and to expand the transcription during the data analysis process. 

The transcription conventions used in this study were somewhere between basic 

transcription and exact transcription. I found it important to include short and long pauses, 

and it was also relevant to take note of any significant non-verbal communication. Table 

4 summarises the symbols used in this study. 

 

, short pause 

        - - - longer pause 

[sighs] clearly audible sigh 

[laughs] laugh 

 
Table 4: Transcription symbols 

 

In some cases I have added clarification for some words in order to clarify what the 

informant referred to, e.g. “concentrate on one [feature]” or “how sensitive they [students] 

are”.  
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In the thesis, some excerpts from the interviews will be looked into in detail. The 

interviews varied substantially in length: one interview took less than 10 minutes whereas 

another exceeded 30 minutes. In the following sections, I give as accurate a picture of the 

informants’ ideas as possible. All interviews were held in a quiet space, in order to be 

able to carry out the interviews without any interruptions. Four of the interviews were 

conducted on school premises, one in the informant’s home.  

When conducting the interviews, I followed the interview outline created for the purposes 

of this research. However, as an interview is multifaceted interaction between two people, 

the interviewer and the interviewee, the outline served as a help only. In some cases, the 

interview followed the outline rather rigidly whereas in others the discussion flowed back 

and forth between the various questions. Two informants contacted me after the 

interviews to elaborate on the topics we had discussed. When conducting the interviews, 

I had already emphasised that the informants could get back to me if they realised they 

wanted to add something to what they had said during the interview.  
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4 Analysis 
 
In this section, I will go through the corrective feedback the teachers gave on the 

composition as well as the knowledge gained from the interviews. Relevant excerpts from 

the composition and the interviews will also be looked into. 

	 
4.1 Corrective feedback on the written assignment 
 

The corrective feedback on the composition (Appendix 1) varied. The informants were 

asked to correct the errors and give feedback in exactly the same ways they usually 

provide feedback in lower secondary school. Some teachers marked errors only whereas 

others gave more detailed feedback on various aspects of the composition. None of the 

teachers used error codes (see section 2.2 for more information on the use of error codes). 

All informants used the red ink. There have been debates in some countries about red 

being a “very negative” or even aggressive colour (Chumley, 2014). Some schools in the 

UK have even banned red ink altogether as it is regarded as something that “hurts 

students’ self-esteem” (Chumley, 2014). Two of the informants, however, had observed 

that students notice the corrections and the suggestions more easily if the comments are 

in red ink. The informants had experimented with other colours as well, but it had been 

very hard for the students to notice the markings. Due to reasons of clarity, T5 uses a red 

pen when giving written feedback on hand-written texts. She said she uses another colour 

when she gives feedback on compositions that have been written on a computer and 

printed out as in those cases lack of clarity will not be an issue. 

All informants provided unfocused feedback, i.e. corrected all the errors they were able 

to find, and provided feedback on stylistic  issues. During the interviews one of the 

informants realised she had not marked all errors: this, however, was not a conscious 

choice – she simply had not noticed all the grammatical errors before the interview. This 

was the only case of under-correction.  

Four out of five informants provided both direct and indirect feedback. Most of the 

corrective feedback provided by T4 was indirect, i.e. she had only marked the location of 

the error, whereas T5 provided only direct feedback, i.e. she had written down the 

suggested corrections.  
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All informants had marked, or attempted to mark, all errors related to grammatical 

features: missing apostrophes, missing capitals, incorrect sentence structures, and so on. 

Four of the five informants had provided feedback on other features as well. The depth 

of the additional feedback varied from “good!” to a list of suggestions for the writer to go 

through and learn from. T1 did not provide any extra feedback to the writer whereas 

informants T2–T5 gave more detailed feedback.  

T2, T4, and T5 commented on the colloquial language used by the writer. For some 

informants it was hard to understand what the writer had meant by e.g. “seeing when the 

*busses go and so on”. Others understood what the writer had meant but they commented 

on the colloquial language used by the writer, for example in phrases such as “you know”. 

T5 had commented on the following words and phrases: 

 

 
Example 1: “colloquial language”       Example 2: “colloquial language” 
 

 

Some informants used the dotted line when marking things that could have been said 

differently. T4 (examples 3 and 4) had marked the following words: 

 
 

 
Example 3   
 

 
Example 4 
 

 

These phrases are not erroneous, but the choice of words was too colloquial to be used in 

written language, and hence a poor choice style-wise, T2 points out when being 

interviewed.  
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The lack of initial capitals was commented on by T5. She stressed the importance of 

capital letters in the English language by adding exclamation marks:  

 

 
Example 5 

 

Here are some of the suggestions the writer was given regarding vocabulary (examples 6 

and 7):  

         
Example 6: “not needed”                 Example 7 

 

 

The writer was also given praise by some teachers at the end of the composition 

(examples 8, 9 and 10): 

 

 
Example 8    Example 9: “good +, nice piece of writing, 
    good language” 

 

 
Example 10: “flowing story, casual and colloquial” 
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There were also additional suggestions for improvement at the end of the composition 

(examples 11, 12, 13 and 14): 

 

 
Example 11: “at times difficult to understand due to unclear sentences (do not stop  
your train of thought); check commas, capitals and sentences one at a time” 
 
 
 

 
Example 12: “avoid repetition (‘especially’)” 
 

 
Example 13: ”pay attention to initial capitals and apostrophes” 
 
 

 
Example 14 
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To summarise, the writer was provided with suggestions, praise, and feedback on errors. 

There were both similarities and differences between the teachers’ error correction 

techniques: all of them paid attention to grammatical structures, but only some of them 

gave additional, style- and content-related feedback. The above examples were chosen 

for presentation as they give a good idea of the various types of feedback the teachers 

provided. 

 
4.2 Interviews  
 

This section is about the answers and information given by the informants during the 

interviews. Not all of the subsections are exact questions from the interviews – instead, 

the results have been divided into logical categories. 

	
4.2.1 Thoughts on corrective feedback 
 
 
 “What are your thoughts on corrective feedback?” was the first question in all five 

interviews. All informants had clear ideas as to how they look at feedback in written 

English. The first thought that came to T5’s mind was the following: 

 

(1) T5: well the first thing that comes to my mind is how sensitive they 
[students] are to criticism, and how important it is for them to - - - use 
the language, and have the courage to use it later on as well, after my 
lesson 

 
 
T5 elaborated on her thoughts:  
 

 
(2) T5: so I prefer being overly positive to too strict - - - and I try to like tell 

what the hang-up is, if there is a hang-up, and if it’s really good then it 
is really good - - - that is not [laughs] a problem  

 
 

T5 explained that one of the most important goals is to give grades that are fair. She 

emphasised fairness being a sensitive topic as the grades given by her should be 

comparable to those given by her colleagues. T5 also regarded fairness as being a 

complicated subject as some students are less sensitive to criticism than others. She 
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admitted that achieving a balance between being an encouraging teacher and providing 

the students with all the information they are entitled to remains difficult.  

T1, on the other hand, focused on the content of the student text as she provided feedback. 

Even though T1’s initial thoughts on corrective feedback were very different from those 

of T5, the challenging nature of providing feedback can be seen in T1’s answer as well: 

 
 

(3) T1: Well yeah, it’s important. Probably the hardest thing is [sighs] how 
you give the feedback. Correcting mistakes is, on one hand, easy, but 
commenting on the style and things like that may be the most 
challenging part. 

 

T1 said that another crucial question is how one wishes to approach giving feedback – 

whether the teacher decides to correct all the errors or asks the students to do the 

correcting themselves. T2 pointed out that she feels the students expect to get corrected 

feedback: they do want to see what they could have done differently. T3 emphasised that 

she does not concentrate on errors when going through the compositions and providing 

feedback to her students: 

(4) T3: looking at the positive - - - that’s what I try to - - - I am not like 
error, error, error - - - absolutely not 

 
 
T3 tells her students that her correction and feedback are suggestions only. As long as the 

content is according to task description, and as long as the message gets delivered to the 

reader, she is satisfied. 

 

(5) T3: I feel that as long as the thing, if they tell about their day, that’s it, 
it is there, well that’s good 

 
 

It is safe to say that T3 follows the communicative approach: delivering the message is 

in the centre of the process and language learning – not the errors students may make as 

they are still in the process of learning a foreign language. T3 experiences some 

frustration due to the fact that some students do not bother going through the corrections 

she has made or the feedback she has provided. T3 feels some students may be interested 

in the grade only. In most interviews, it became evident that teachers may spend a long 
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time giving feedback, and seeing the student’s disinterest relating to going through the 

feedback and trying to learn from the errors, can lead to the teacher feeling the feedback 

and the time invested in the work is not appreciated. T3 is certain that there are students 

who do value the feedback, but she feels the general lack of interest amongst lower 

secondary school students prevails. 

Using a digital platform has started to gain ground. Some of the informants confirmed 

that they only allow handing in compositions via a digital platform, such as Google 

Classroom or Moodle. Some informants said they print out the compositions before 

correcting them, others provide feedback digitally. 

T4 mentioned using oral feedback whenever possible timewise. Especially with smaller 

groups she prefers having one-on-one feedback sessions with her students: 

 

(6) T4: yeah - - - I noticed when I corrected ninth-graders’ compositions in 
Classroom [Google Classroom], and then last Friday I held assessment 
discussions with the ninth-graders, we went through the compositions 
at the same time, and I noticed that like oral feedback when returning 
the compositions, well at least for myself it’s a very good thing and 
hopefully also for the pupil or the student - - - if there’s a possibility and 
time for that, but now there was, so I really enjoyed the fact that I was 
able to provide oral feedback and show the markings, the written ones 

 

T4 explains that she gives both general comments and error-related comments on the 

writing tasks. This supports the idea that EFL teachers in Finland feel that there is a lot 

more to corrective feedback than giving feedback on errors. 

 
4.2.2 Workload caused by providing corrective feedback	 	
 
 

“How would you assess the workload caused by tasks related to giving feedback to your 

students?” was the second question I asked the informants. Even though this was not one 

of the main research questions, it was crucial to find out how much time the informants 

invest in providing corrective feedback. The answers to the question about workload 

caused by giving students corrective feedback were rather similar among the informants. 
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(7) T1: Well a lot of work – way too much [laughs] 
 

(8) T3: I feel it takes a lot of time 
 

(9) T5: it is enormous 
 
 
T5 elaborated on her answer by stating the following: 
 
 

(10) T5: it is - - - there is never enough time for that and one could of   course 
always do more, one could correct the text in a perfect wat - - - the way it 
goes is that like when one knows that the student wants a lot of help, 
criticism or comments, then one takes the trouble to write more [comments] 
and one knows that they appreciate that and that they want it - - - and then 
- - - there are students who don’t even glance at the paper after it has been 
handed to them, so then one prefers giving the feedback orally - - - to writing 
it on the paper, so it varies, there is not just one approach 

 
 
T3 felt that, even though it does not take that many minutes to give feedback on a 

composition, the more compositions you have to correct in a row, the slower the process 

gets. 

T1 admitted to not giving detailed feedback on everything: sometimes she chooses to 

only correct the errors she finds in the compositions. She may skip giving the feedback 

altogether or give oral feedback instead of providing feedback in writing. T2 had a strong 

opinion on the workload issue: 

 
(11) T2: It [the workload] is even bigger compared to correcting exams  
- - - [laughs] the most laborious part of teaching 
 
 
 

T2 explained that giving feedback on compositions is more time-consuming than 

correcting and giving feedback on written exams. She added that even though 

compositions in lower secondary school are shorter than the ones in upper secondary 

school, the workload issue remains: younger students usually make more mistakes, which 

leads to a heavy workload also in lower secondary school. T2 also pointed out that the 

workload is higher when feedback is given digitally – giving feedback on paper is not as 

time-consuming as giving feedback via a digital platform. She, however, mentioned that 

when the corrections and the feedback are given on paper, the students do not necessarily 
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look at the suggestions – the paper might end up in the bin instead. T2 also emphasised 

that the workload issue affects the number of assignments the teacher is prepared to give 

to the students. If each student writes several compositions during a course, the workload 

will be immense: 

 

  (12) T2: then you correct them all the time; that’s all you have time for 
 

 

Sometimes T2 would like to give more feedback than she has time for. Lack of time 

sometimes leads to less detailed feedback being given to students.  

 

 
(13) T2: yeah all the different things build up so you don’t have time to 

give as much as feedback as you would like even if you wanted to do            
that and think closely 

 

T3 was of the opinion that interacting with the students is the most time-consuming part 

of the profession, lesson planning coming second. She discussed the time that is needed 

to get to learn the new materials used in class. The informant also points out that teachers 

have the possibility to reduce their workload by creating tests that are less time-

consuming for the teacher to correct. Based on this, it could be said that teachers can 

influence the distribution of workload in some situations. This, obviously, depends on the 

educational stage and the group one is teaching: sometimes attempting to re-distribute 

one’s workload will be more complicated – or even impossible in some situations.  

T4 gave the following answer when she was asked about the workload caused by 

corrective feedback: 

 

(14) T4: [laughs] it is heavy 

 

She did not, however, consider the workload caused by error correction and corrective 

feedback to be the heaviest of all of her teaching-related tasks – at least not in lower 

secondary school. T4 regards correcting exams and vocabulary tests as the most time-

consuming task in her job. 
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4.2.3 Focused vs. unfocused feedback 

 

In the theoretical background section of the thesis, I discussed the two main approaches 

of feedback: focused feedback and unfocused feedback. As the words suggest, focused 

feedback focuses on some parts of writing whereas users of unfocused feedback look at 

the assignment, including the errors, in its entirety.  

The informants were asked: “Do you use focused error correction (correct only some 

errors) or unfocused error correction (give feedback on all errors)? How did you end up 

using this strategy?” All informants in this study said they preferred unfocused feedback.  

T2 explained that the choice between focused and unfocused feedback depends on the 

assignment. She said that if the students are not given any detailed instructions or 

information on what the teacher will be looking at, she will correct all the errors she can 

find in the text. If, on the other hand, the students are for instance told that the emphasis 

will be on verb forms, she might concentrate on the verbs only. She points out that giving 

feedback on all mistakes makes it clear for the students: the student does not have to 

wonder if all errors have been marked. According to her, all errors ought to be marked 

for reasons of clarity and consistency. 

T1 and T3 also prefer correcting all errors. When the idea of correcting only some errors, 

for example only errors related to verb forms, came up during the interview, T3 realised 

she could try the focused approach as well. If the group has been studying the simple past 

tense, feedback could be given on the use of the simple past tense only – not every single 

grammatical feature: 

 
(15) T3: in fact, I could try that some time, that was a good one that like                 
one would only concentrate on one [feature] 

 

T5, who has a very encouraging view on providing feedback to her students, preferred 

unfocused feedback, but she also pointed out that if the composition is full of errors, she 

might decide not to mark all errors. She was concerned that marking all errors in such 

cases might discourage the student from trying altogether.  
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T4 made a valid point. She pointed out that if a teacher constantly changes from one 

method to another, the students might get confused. It may be safe to say that choosing 

one of the approaches and sticking to it sounds like the safest option. It is important for 

the students to know what to expect – also in terms of error correction and corrective 

feedback. It is also crucial to keep in mind the group’s and the individual’s needs when 

giving feedback: unfocused feedback may be very discouraging for those whose language 

skills are not at an advanced level. 

 
4.2.4 Learning from corrective feedback 
 

The informants were asked whether they feel their students have learned from the 

corrective feedback provided to them: “Do you feel students learn from the feedback and 

the corrected errors? Do you have any concrete examples?” 

The opinions varied: some teachers felt their feedback did not lead to better language 

skills whereas others had seen some improvement. T2 felt that at least the more advanced 

students do seem to learn from the feedback given to them. She, however, admitted that 

she cannot be certain that their improved skills are due to the feedback she has given to 

them: 

(16) T2: but I don’t know if it has happened purely due to the feedback I    
have given or whether they have learned it from somewhere else 

 

T2 has noticed that some students do learn from the feedback after having made the same 

error several times. The weaker students, on the other hand, do not seem to learn from the 

feedback, she adds. T2 explained that, because she asks the students to hand in the 

assignments digitally, each student has a chance to look at all the assignments they have 

completed previously – including the corrective feedback provided by the teacher. At the 

end of the ninth grade, her students have a digital record of their completed assignments: 

a record spanning three years including all the errors, the received feedback and the 

corrections. In the interview, T2 explained that she asks her students to go through their 

previous compositions and other assignments before writing a new composition. 

Hopefully some errors can be avoided in this way. 
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T3 points out that the students are expected to learn from the feedback and the errors they 

have made: 

 
(17) T3: I believe one always learns - - - and that’s the way it should go, 
definitely - - - but I’m not quite sure that… 

 

In the excerpt we can see that T3 wants her students to learn from the corrective feedback 

and the corrected errors. She, however, mentions that she does not have any concrete 

examples of improved language skills amongst her students.  

When I asked T1 about the progress her students make as a result of the feedback she 

gives to them, she becomes very sceptical: 

 
(18) T1: maybe not [laughs] mostly because I don’t really know if they      
really go through them - - - so one could say that often it’s pretty useless to 
correct them because - - - they don’t necessarily, most students’ papers 
might end up in the bin right away and like [laughs] - - - so if you think 
about how much they actually look at them, that’s a whole different story - 
- - that I can’t really say that I would notice [laughs] any kind of 
improvement in certain things or anything like that 

 

As can be seen in the answer given by T1, she had not noticed any improvement in 

students’ language skills. T5’s experience was very different from that of T1: 

 
(19) T5: they [students] have been very interested in what is being said to           
them 
 

T1 mentioned that it is not often one notices any improvement in student writing based 

on corrective feedback: 

 
(20) T1: It is not often that there are situations that you would notice [a 
student having learned from corrective feedback] 

 

T1 added that sometimes ninth-graders, when studying for entrance exams, are interested 

in hearing the teacher’s opinion on which aspects of their written English they could work 
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on. In other words, when the student makes the initiative and wishes to achieve a goal, he 

may find the feedback more valuable. In weekly classes, such interest might not be 

observable. 

 

4.2.5 Teacher correction vs. other strategies 
 

When asking about various correction strategies, all informants favoured teacher 

correction. Teacher correction may present itself in the form of ready suggestions, but the 

teacher may choose to only indicate the errors to the students, for example by underlining 

the errors and let the students figure out the problem and make the corrections themselves: 

 

(21) T1: well, I correct pretty often almost everything I can find - - - but 
then there are times that - - - that I for example only underline and then the 
student gets to - - - correct  

 

It is important to note that favouring teacher correction does not suggest the students do 

not need to do anything with the corrective feedback they are given. T5 points out the 

following: 

 
(22) T5: if the students have been writing texts, then we talk about grammar-
related issues which are usually - - - usually there is something that a lot of 
them have had wrong, or if there have been difficulties, we’ll go through 
that together 

 

Some of the informants had experimented with peer correction, but all of them found peer 

correction to be a sensitive, tricky subject. T2 explained that sometimes she lists some of 

the most common errors and writes them on the whiteboard. Although none of the 

students know whose errors they are, some students find it difficult to see their errors on 

the whiteboard and to hear them being discussed. This would suggest that showing their 

compositions and, thus, their errors to their peers, might be too much to ask. T5 shared 

T2’s view: 

(23) T5: I haven’t, I haven’t dared do that, but I have done in such a way 
that like from some old - - - there have been some sentences as examples - 
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- - so I haven’t used any close examples [i.e. examples from the students 
that belong to the group, for instance] 

 

T2 added the following to the list of reasons that shows peer correction might prove to 

become an issue: 

 

(24) T2: they are not that good at giving feedback - - - independent on the 
age 

 

T2 explained that some students may have the necessary skills to correct the grammatical 

errors in a classmate’s composition, but they do not necessarily know how to give 

feedback related to content. She also added that students may be afraid of making 

mistakes. To prevent making mistakes when correcting, they will turn to the teacher when 

unsure. When using the method of peer correction, T2 attempts to have students 

representing different skill levels in each group: she believes in mixing different skill 

levels in order for the students to be able to help each other. 

T2 remembered having used self-correction as well. If a student tends to make the same 

mistakes multiple times, she sometimes asks the student to read the composition again 

before handing it in. As a result, some students may be able to spot the errors, or at least 

some of them, on their own. 

Another informant, T3, uses mostly teacher correction. She explained that after she has 

given feedback on the compositions, there is sometimes an opportunity for the students 

to show or read their compositions to their peers in class. She has never used peer 

correction as the first stage in the corrective feedback process: 

 
(25) T3: but no, I have not like, I have not done it in such a way that I would 
have given it [composition] without me checking it first 

 

T3 also pointed out that even when the students are given the chance to read their 

composition to others, they usually do not want to do that. 
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T5 said she lets students comment on each other’s texts, but the entire process is based 

on asking questions and discussing the content rather than comparing or giving feedback 

on errors and possible improvements. T5 refers to it as peer feedback rather than peer 

correction. 

None of the informants uses error codes (see section 2.2). Even though T2 has been 

advised by elder teachers to use error codes, she has not started using them. She believes 

the use of error codes to be too complex especially in lower secondary school. The less 

advanced students in particular would have great difficulty interpreting the codes, she 

believes. She also points out that she remembers having disliked the coding system 

already when she was in her school years: even then she did not find it a very beneficial 

system. She concludes: 

 

(26) T2: I try to do in a way that is best for the students 

 

She is open to new ideas, and if she gets told by her students that her approach does not 

work, she is willing to consider other feedback strategies. T5 believes in a functional 

approach: she is prepared to try new approaches if they benefit the learners.  

The amount of feedback given is affected by the workload as well: sometimes one simply 

does not have enough time to give detailed feedback in writing, T2 explains. Despite the 

heavy workload, T2 has used the web interface Wilma to add feedback on assignments 

for the student and the guardian(s) to see. 

The informants do not necessarily give numerical grades for student compositions. T3 

said she uses a three-step grading scale: pass, good, and excellent. Another informant 

(T2) also said she tends to use a five-step grading scale in which the grade is given in 

words rather than numerical values. T2 also pointed out that the grade is not based on the 

number of errors: a composition that is an interesting read can get higher points than 

compositions that are error-free but simple in style: 

 
(27) T2: one can get full points even if there are a few errors if it [the 
composition] otherwise is very - - - and that it’s an interesting read so that’s 
when it’s good 
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T2 wants to list some good things about the composition as well as those things in which 

there is room for improvement. She feels one should not list all of the problematic issues 

if there are too many as that may be discouraging to the student. Despite usually marking 

all errors, T2 does not deduct points for all error types: missing or abundant commas are 

examples of these kinds of errors. 

T1 explains that she has not come up with any new ways of giving feedback, but she does 

think every now and then whether the current strategy is the best: 

 
(28) T1: well no, no ways per se, but one does think every now and then 
whether it is the most useful way and - - - and like how much they learn 
from it when one knows that they don’t necessarily look at the compositions 
afterwards 
 

 
Even though teacher correction was by far the most common strategy used by the 

informants, the interviews proved that other strategies had been experimented with as 

well.  

 
4.2.6 Students’ preferences 
 

The next question was about EFL students’ preferences: “Which strategy/strategies do 

you believe your students prefer? Have you asked them about their preferences?” 

None of the teachers had asked the students about their preferences. During the interview, 

T2 realised she had never thought of it. When I asked one of the informants if she had 

asked her students about their preferences regarding corrective feedback, the informant 

answered: 

 

(29) T3: I haven’t asked, that is a [laughs] hell of a good one 

 

The informants were open to listening to their students’ views on corrective feedback, but 

it seems the idea of asking their students simply had not felt that relevant. T4 shared the 

other informants’ experience: 
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(30) T4: I haven’t asked, nor have they said [anything] 

 

Even though none of the informants had asked their students about their preferences, the 

informants’ answers suggested that they would be prepared to make changes should their 

students feel the need for that. 

 
(31) T2: but if it becomes evident that something else works better but I 
have not thought of that, or if a student comes to me and says that this is 
awful 

 

It must be noted that asking students’ opinions may be difficult in lower secondary school: 

the students are still learning more about themselves and their learning styles, which 

suggests that it may well be extremely challenging for them to tell the teacher what works 

for them personally. Later on, for instance in upper secondary school, these kinds of skills 

are probably more advanced, which facilitates the process of feedback and 

communication with the teacher. Younger students may also be more insecure or timid, 

which makes it all the more difficult for them to seek contact and share their suggestions 

and ideas with their teachers.  

 
4.2.7 Feedback-related co-operation with colleagues 
 

“Do you have co-operation related to feedback with your colleagues?” I asked the 

informants. None of the teachers really had any co-operation with their colleagues as far 

as corrective feedback was concerned. When in doubt, they said they might consult with 

their colleagues. The feedback-related decisions lie with the individual teacher – they do 

not get advice nor instructions from their superiors. Colleagues’ help is at hand when 

needed, but each teacher has the possibility to make their own decisions regarding error 

correction and feedback practice. 

 
(32) T2: yes in such a way that if you do not understand what he is trying 
to say or how you would correct this, because this is like this - - - so at the 
table [in teachers’ lounge], the one that happens to be around, then one asks 
that can this be said like this, or what would be the best way of going about 
or which possibil- I have come up with two ways - - - which other ways are 
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there to say the same thing - - - so these kinds of things, but yeah - - - or 
“look at this composition, which grade would you give” - - - but otherwise 
no, not in lower secondary school, as there one does not have anything 
similar to the matriculation exams which we all read and grade - - - so in 
lower secondary school one did not have anything like that 

 

T1 admits she would welcome co-operation among teachers, but she also realises there 

are factors that do not encourage co-operation: 

 
(33) T1: everybody has a limited amount of time, and in this job one has a 
limited amount of time as it is so - - - I do not know if some people are able 
to make time, there is some co-operation here among the language teachers 
but maybe not in error correction in lower secondary school - - - more for 
example in upper secondary school with the matriculation exams and such 
which teachers correct together but - - - or at least partly together - - - but 
yeah, it is challenging  

 

The informants are open to co-operation in the questions of corrective feedback, but most 

teachers are presumably under a tight time constraint and hence do not necessarily have 

the time and resources needed for co-operation. 

T5, when asked about co-operation with her colleagues, had a very clear answer on the 

matter: 

 (34) T5: no - - - none whatsoever [laughs] 

 

T5 mentioned that she has asked her colleagues about their feedback strategies, but that 

is as far as co-operation on corrective feedback had gone at her workplace.  
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5 Discussion and conclusions 

 

My aim was to find out what kinds of corrective feedback techniques teachers use and 

whether there was something that could possibly be changed or improved. While doing 

the research, it was intriguing to notice that most research on feedback related to written 

English as foreign language has been conducted in Asia. It is possible that EFL teaching 

in Asia is more concerned with written language than oral skills. 

In this study, my aim was to find answers to the following research questions: 
 
 

1. What kinds of error correction strategies do EFL teachers use when 

giving feedback on written assignments? 

2. How do the teachers’ practices relate to their beliefs on corrective 

feedback? 

3. What differences are there between teachers in error correction 

practice? 

 

It became evident that the most widely used strategy is unfocused teacher correction. The 

other strategies, namely peer correction and self-correction, were used as well, but they 

were used significantly less than teacher correction.  

In chapter 2, I discussed Rollinson’s views regarding peer correction. Even though 

Rollinson is very much in favour of peer correction, teachers must bear in mind that EFL 

classes are by no means homogenous groups: some students may not be able to correct 

other students’ texts, and peer correction may increase their anxiety and emphasise the 

skills they are lacking. Some students may also find it difficult to receive feedback from 

their peers: the process may be a face-threatening act to some, especially the weakest, 

students. These worries were recognised and discussed by some informants in my study. 

The teachers’ ideas on error correction and corrective feedback were clear: all teachers 

found corrective feedback to be an important, inevitable part of a teacher’s job. Their 

beliefs translated into practice better than those of Lee’s informants: there were not that 
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many mismatches between beliefs and practice as there were in the study explained in 

section 2.2.1 (Table 1) of this thesis.  

Even though some of the mismatches were not present, others were. “Teachers continue 

to mark student writing in the ways they do although they think their effort does not pay 

off” is the only mismatch that was clearly present in this study as well. It must be added, 

though, that all teachers were aware of the problem of students not paying attention to 

their comments, and some of them had discovered ways which might help tackle the 

problem, e.g. giving oral feedback. 

Another mismatch that was present, at least to some extent, was “teachers mark error 

comprehensively although selective marking is preferred”. I would like to add, though, 

that, unlike in Lee’s study, none of the teachers in this study said that they prefer selective 

marking: based on both the compositions and the interviews it became evident that all 

teachers preferred unfocused feedback. In other words, they were aware of the techniques 

and strategies they used, and therefore this mismatch does not quite meet the criteria. The 

remaining eight mismatches were not confirmed in this study. 

The teachers that participated in my study were able to focus on learners’ needs rather 

than only correcting errors for the errors themselves. As could be seen in the analysis 

section of the thesis, feedback provided by the teachers was both constructive and 

comprehensive. Over- or under-correction was not an issue, and the written feedback 

given by the informants was clear and concise.  

During the interviews, however, some differences between the five informants emerged: 

two informants concentrated on errors and content whereas two of the informants had a 

communicative and pedagogical view of the feedback process. One informant showed 

concern for both content and student satisfaction. Not all differences were significant, but 

they were, nonetheless, clearly observable. The differences in corrective feedback 

practices were not related to the age or the amount of work experience of the informant. 

The feedback provided by the teachers that participated in the study was not only about 

errors: the informants attempted to provide feedback that would help the learners further 

improve their EFL writing skills. There were comments regarding the style as well – not 

just feedback related to the errors the teachers had spotted. It was intriguing to notice that 

errors and error correction did not play as big a part as I had expected. 
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Based on Brown’s (2012) ideas presented in chapter 2, it can be said that if students limit 

their risk-taking by playing safe and avoiding complex structures in EFL writing, their 

learning will most likely suffer. I believe the teachers that participated in my study have 

the ability to encourage their students to take risks as none of them put emphasis on errors 

only. 

I do not attempt to claim that the study does not have any limitations. The number of 

informants could have been higher, but due to the study having been qualitative in nature, 

the answers provided by the teachers were extensive enough to get an insight into how 

error correction and corrective feedback are being treated in Finland. Also, the study has 

been conducted following the principles of good research practice, which include 

honouring the respondents’ anonymity and maintaining a high degree of confidentiality. 

The study may not be extensive, but it is still a useful addition to research that has been 

done in the field of language teaching since the turn of the millennium. As mentioned in 

the introduction, corrective feedback on written language has been studied significantly 

less than that on spoken language, and therefore even smaller-scale studies concentrating 

on written language can be considered important in improving teacher education and 

achieving a greater degree of student satisfaction.  

It must be noted that some of the facts and answers given by the teachers may be coloured 

as they knew they were participating in a study. They were, however, not given too much 

information on the topic before the interviews. To me, having worked as a language 

teacher for many years, the process of studying other teachers’ corrective feedback 

practices was very beneficial. Even though there is some co-operation amongst 

colleagues, error correction or feedback practices do not get discussed very often. In 

addition to contributing to the study as a whole, the five teachers’ views gave me food 

for thought on my professional path. Reading the articles and other literature on corrective 

feedback also made me realise I could do some things differently when teaching and 

correcting students’ errors. 

Despite the limitations mentioned earlier, this study has succeeded in giving an idea as to 

what are some of the most popular corrective feedback approaches used by Finnish 

teachers in Finnish schools. In addition to the themes in the three research questions, it 

became, unfortunately, very clear that providing corrective feedback is one of the major 

contributors to workload. 
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Based on the results, it is possible to draw the conclusion that English teachers in Finland 

work quite independently, and they are the ones making the choices regarding the 

strategies they wish to use in EFL teaching. Corrective feedback can be time-consuming, 

but the teachers who participated in this study were aware of the limited time and the 

limited resources. They were also open to students’ ideas. 

Looking at the results of this study, it seems clear that students’ interests serve as a 

starting point for the choices the informants make. None of the informants believe that 

corrective feedback equals error correction. All teachers interviewed for the study feel it 

is their responsibility to provide feedback to the EFL learners, but they attempt to give 

feedback in such a way that their students do not get discouraged. In addition to feedback 

on errors, teachers provide their students with feedback on other aspects of writing as 

well. Furthermore, the feedback is not only about shortcomings in the written text: the 

professionals look at the text in its entirety, i.e. they also list the strengths and give 

suggestions for improvement. 

 
5.1 Implications for teaching and future research 
 

Based on the results, there are a few suggestions that could improve EFL students’ 

learning. Some informants already use some of these approaches, but it would be useful 

to employ these more widely. An explanation will follow after each suggestion. 

 

1. finding new ways in which to provide feedback in order to ensure 

learners go through the feedback given to them 

 

Instead of providing the feedback in the same way, it would be useful to vary the ways in 

which teachers give feedback to their students. As written feedback is very time-

consuming, in some situations feedback could be given orally.  

 

2. more flexibility in corrective feedback methods: one does not have to 

provide feedback to each individual in the same way 
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Even though students expect their teachers to treat them and their peers equally, there 

could be some flexibility in how feedback is given: what works for one student, may not 

work for another. Some students may benefit from peer feedback while teacher correction 

is the best solution to others. 

 

3. sometimes the focus could be on process writing and enhancing 

student’s creativity and vocabulary 

 

In EFL teaching, the focus is still very much on writing being a one-off performance. 

Especially the more advanced EFL learners could benefit from process writing. All 

students would benefit from the emphasis being on e.g. expanding vocabulary from time 

to time. 

In addition to the above points, I would also like to emphasise and encourage co-operation 

between EFL teachers. Even though teachers in Finland seem to manage their work 

independently, co-operation and open discussion between teachers could improve the 

quality of teaching. I believe effective collaboration between EFL teachers is a key to 

developing innovative feedback practices and improving EFL teaching.  

I would suggest that teachers use their judgment in using an appropriate strategy. Peer 

correction can be useful in some cases, but it all depends on the students and the group 

dynamics. If there is bullying in class, peer correction may not be the right path to choose 

– unless the teacher controls who will work with whom. Moreover, some individuals are 

very competitive and overly ambitious, which might lead to a disorganised atmosphere 

in class. The teachers that participated in my study were already conscious of these issues. 

In the future, it would be beneficial to conduct similar research with a higher number of 

informants. A longitudinal study into error correction practices and their impact on EFL 

learning would also be beneficial as it would give an insight into which practices are more 

useful than others. Even comparisons between different countries could be considered as 

comparing teachers from different backgrounds and degree programmes would give a 

better picture of the current state of corrective feedback practices in EFL teaching. In 

some countries, such as the Netherlands, teachers are required to complete a bachelor’s 

degree whereas other countries, such as Finland, requires teachers to complete a master’s 
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degree. The highest degree received by the teacher may have an impact on the choice of 

strategy, but research into such broad topics would have to be a longitudinal study with a 

high number of informants. 
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Appendices 
 
 
Appendix 1 
Composition read and corrected by teachers  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Me 
 

 
Hello! Im a 14 year old boy. I live in Järvenpää/Tuusula. I have two homes, you know. 

Sometimes it can be really anoying to go to school by bus. It can be stressful 

sometimes. Seeing when the busses go and so on.  

 

Im always way on time at school. Often 10 minute’s before school starts. I have realize 

that school days are way longer. Let’s say 4 pm. I dont have much time after that at 

home, especially when I go to Tuusula by bus. 

 

I like to play games and read Donald Duck books. I also like to cook a litle bit. 

Especially mixing, It’s so satisfying… 

 

I like to travel to. Especially england. Wait…i’m saying especially so often. I like to 

travel with airplanes. 

Bye! 
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Appendix 2 
Background information form 
 
 
 
 
 
Background data 
 
 
Age:  _____ 
 
Year of graduation: __________ 
 
Teaching experience: _____ years _____ months  

(only full-time employment, > 16 lessons per week) 
 
 

Experience / educational stages: ___ preschool 

   ___ primary school 

   ___ lower secondary 

   ___ upper secondary 

   ___ vocational education 

   ___ higher education 

   ___ other, please specify:  ________________ 

       __________________________________ 

          __________________________________ 

 
 
Please list your teaching experience: 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________  
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Appendix 3 
Interview guide 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. What are your thoughts on (corrective) feedback in EFL written English?  
Which steps are there in your corrective feedback practice? 

 
2. How would you assess the workload caused by tasks related to giving feedback 

to your students? 
 

3. Do you use focused error correction (correct only some errors) or unfocused 
error correction (give feedback on all errors)? How did you end up using this 
strategy? 

 
4. Do you feel students learn from the feedback and the corrected errors? Do you 

have any concrete examples? 
 

5. Which strategy/strategies do you believe your students prefer? Have you asked 
them about their preferences? 

 
6. Have you tried other strategies? Do you feel they worked? Why/why not? 

 
7. Who has chosen the strategy you currently use? You or your superiors? Do you 

discuss feedback practice in your work community? 
 

8. Which of the following strategies do you use at the moment? 
 

a. teacher correction 
b. peer correction 
c. self-correction 

 
9. Are you thinking about or planning on developing new strategies? 

 
10. Do you have co-operation related to feedback with your colleagues? 
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Appendix 4 
Consent form 

 
Tutkimuslupalomake 

Tutkimusprojektin nimi: a study in corrective feedback practices used in Finnish 
EFL writing classes	
Tutkimuksen tavoite 

Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on selvittää, millä tavoilla englanninopettajat antavat 
palautetta kirjoitetusta kielestä englantia vieraana kieltä opiskeleville. Tavoitteena 
on myös saada selville, onko opettajien valitsemissa strategioissa ja 
palautteenantotavoissa merkittäviä eroa. 

Osallistuminen 

Osallistuminen tutkimukseen on vapaaehtoista. Haastattelu nauhoitetaan ja osia siitä 
litteroidaan. Otteita haastatteluista saatetaan siteerata tutkimuksen pohjalta 
laadittavissa kirjallisissa raporteissa. Osia tutkimukseen liittyvästä kirjallisesta 
materiaalista saatetaan kopioida kirjalliseen raporttiin. Haastateltavia ei ole 
mahdollista tunnistaa sitaateista, sillä aineisto anonymisoidaan poistamalla kaikki 
tunnisteet (esim. henkilönimet, paikannimet). Haastatteluaineistoa käytetään 
ainoastaan tutkimustarkoituksiin eikä anneta ulkopuolisille. Aineisto tuhotaan 
tutkimuksen päätyttyä. 

 

Tutkimuslupa 

Annan luvan nauhoitettavan haastattelun käyttöön tutkimustarkoitukseen. 

Päivämäärä _____________    Allekirjoitus _____________________________ 

Nimenselvennys ___________________________________________________ 

 

Jos sinulla on kysyttävää tutkimuksesta, voit ottaa yhteyttä sähköpostitse: 

Tutkijan nimi: Sanna van Erk-Koivisto 

Sähköpostiosoite: sanna.m.vanerk-koivisto@helsinki.fi 

Nykykielten laitos, Helsingin yliopisto 
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Appendix 5 
Original quotes from interviews 

 

(1)  
T5: no ensimmäisenä tulee mieleen se et miten herkkiä ne [oppilaat] on kritiikille, ja 
kuinka tärkeetä on se että ne pystyy - - - käyttämään kieltä, ja uskaltaa käyttää sitä 
myöhemminkin sen mun tuntini jälkeen 

 
(2)  
T5: joten mä mieluummin oon ylipositiivinen kuin liian ankara - - - ja pyrin sit 
enemmän niinku kertomaan että mikä tyyli siinä niiden tekstissä on, miksi se mättää, 
jos se mättää, ja jos se on tosi hyvä niin sitte se [nauraa] on vaan tosi hyvä - - - se ei 
haittaa [nauraa] yhtään 

 
(3)  
T1: no onhan se tärkeetä ehkä niinku vaikeinta on [huokaisee] on se niinku tavallaan 
et millä tavalla sen palautteen antaa et just ne niinku virheiden korjaaminen on toisaalt 
helppoo mut just se et sit se esimerkiks tyylin kommentointi tai muun tämmösen ni - 
- - ni se on ehkä se niinku haastavin - - - siinä 
 
(4)  
T3: positiivisen kautta - - - se on niinku se mitä mä yritän [- - -] et mä en todellakaan 
oo mikään semmonen et niinku error, error, error - - - en todella 

 
(5)  
T3: mä koen et kuhan se tulee se juttu et okei, se kertoo omasta päivästään, that’s it, 
se on tullu, niin hienoo, niin 
 
(6)  
T4: joo - - - huomasin just kun ysiluokan aineet korjasin siellä Classroomissa ja sitten 
viime perjantaina oli arviointikeskustelut ysiluokkalaisten kanssa samalla käytiin 
aineet läpi, niin huomasin että niinku suullinen palaute siinä aineidenpalautuksessa 
niin niin ainakin itselle niinkun on tosi hyvä asia ja toivon mukaan myös oppilaalle 
tai opiskelijalle - - - jos siihen on mahdollisuus ja aikaa, mutta että nyt oli niin must 
oli todella kiva että pystyi peruskoululaisille antamaan sen suullisen palautteen ja 
näyttämään samalla ne merkinnät, ne kirjalliset 
 
(7)  
T1: no siis paljon - - töitä - - ihan liikaa [nauraa] 

 
(8)  
T3: siihen menee mun mielest tosi paljon aikaa 
 
(9) 
T5: se on tosi valtava 
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(10) 
T5: se on - - - siihen ei oo koskaan tarpeeks aikaa ja aina vois tietysti tehdä 
enemmän, vois korjata tekstin täydellisesti - - - sit se menee vähän niin et kun tuntee 
et tämä oppilas haluu paljon apua, kritiikkiä tai tota kommentteja, niin semmoselle 
viittii sit kirjottaakin enemmän ja tietää et se sitä arvostaa ja se haluu sen - - - ja 
sitten - - - on semmosii jotka on taas niitä jotka ei vilkasekaan paperia sen jälkeen 
ku se on sille käteen annettu, niin sit mieluummin sanoo sille sitte suullisesti 
[nauraa] kuin kirjottaa siihen, et se vaihtelee, et ei ole yhtenäistä linjaa siinä 

 
(11) 
T2: se on jopa suurempi kuin kokeen korjaamisessa - - [nauraa] kaikkein työllistävin 
osa opetusta on tuo 

 
(12) 
T2: sit sitä korjaa niitä koko ajan. Mitään muuta ei ehdi tekeen kuin korjaan niitä 

 
(13) 
T2: niin ne kasaantuu monenlaiset hommat niin sit ei ehdi kirjoittaa niin paljon 
sinne palautetta vaikka haluaisikin ja miettiä kauheen tarkkaan 

 
(14) 
T4: [nauraa] iso se on  

 
(15) 
T3: itse asias vois ottaaki joskus, toi oli  hyvä et niinku vaan keskittys yhteen 

 
(16) 
T2: mut en mä tiedä, onk se nyt ollu puhtaasti mun [nauraa] palautteen ansiota vai 
onko ne oppinu sen jostakin muualta 
 
(17) 
T3: mä koen et aina oppii - - - ja niinhän se pitäs mennä et ehdottomasti - - - mut mä 
en niinku oo ihan varma et  
 
(18) 
T1: ei ehkä [nauraa] siis lähinnä siit syystä et en mä oikeen tiedä kuinka paljon ne 
käy niit läpi - - - et vähän niinku vois ajatella et ehkä se on usein aika tyhjän kanssa 
myös niinku korjata niitä koska - - - koska sitte, ei ne välttämät, se paperi saattaa 
mennä heti roskiin useimmilla ja niinku [nauraa] - - - et sit et kuinka paljon ne niit 
kattoo ni se on ihan eri asia - - - et, et en sinänsä niinku voi sanoo huomaavani 
[nauraa] mitään - - - mitään niinku kehityst tietyis asioissa tai muuta 
 
(19) 
T5: he on ollut hyvin kiinnostuneita siitä mitä heille sanotaan 
 
(20) 
T1: aika harvoin tulee niit tilanteita, että niinku varsinaisesti huomais 
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(21) 
T1: kyl mä nyt aika usein korjaan lähes kaikki mitä siält löytää - - - et sit on niit 
kertoja ku - - - kun jättää sit jotain vaan niinku alleviivaa esimerkiks ja sitte oppilas 
saa - - - saa korjata ite 
 
(22) 
T5: jos on ollu vaikka tekstinkirjottamista ni sitten käsitellään jotain kielioppiasioita 
mitkä yleensä jollain [---] yleensä löytyy joku asia mikä monella on ollu väärin, tai 
jos on ollu vaikeuksia ni sitä, sitä käydään yhes läpi 

(23) 
T5: en oo, en oo uskaltanu sitä ottaa, mutta oon tehny niin et sit niinku jostain 
vanhoista [---] on ollut jotain esimerkkilauseita [---] ei oo ollu ihan lähipiirin tekstejä 
siis käytössä 

(24) 
T2: ne ei hirveen hyvin osaa antaa palautetta - - - ei niinku minkään ikäiset 
 
(25) 
T3: mut et en oo niinkun, en oo antanu sil taval et mä oisin antanu et et ihan ilman et 
mä olisin kattonu 
 
(26) 
T2: kun yritän tehdä sillai et mikä olis mun mielestä oppilaille paras 

 
(27) 
T2: voi saada ihan täydet pisteet vaikka siellä olis muutama virhe jos se muuten on 
tosi - - - ja että se on kiinnostava lukea niin silloin se on hyvä 
 
(28)  
T1: no ei oo varsinaisesti tapoi tullu mut kyl sitä aina välil miettii et onks se just 
niinku kaikist hyödyllisin tapa ja - - - ja niinku et paljonks ne siitä nimenomaan 
oppii kun tietää että ei ne välttämät kauheesti niit kattele niitä aineita jälkeenpäin 
 
(29) 
T3: en oo kysyny, toi on muuten kyl aika [nauraa] heelvetin hyvä 
 
(30) 
T4: en oo kysyny eikä oo sanonu 

 
(31) 
T2: mut jos käy ilmi että joku on parempi ja mä en oo tullu ajatelleeksi niin korjaan 
tai jos joku oppilas tulee sanomaan että ku tää on ihan kauheeta  

 
(32) 
T2: kyllä sillai et jos ei ymmärrä mitäs tää nyt yrittää sanoo tai miten sä tän korjaisit 
kun tämä on nyt tällänen - - - niin kyllähän tossa nyt just siinä pöydässä aina kuka 
sattuu olemaan paikalla tai missä niinku sit tulee kysyttyä että niinku että mitenkä, tai 
voiko näin sanoa, tai miten tää olis nyt paras korjata tai mitä kaikkia mahollis- mä 
oon nyt keksinyt kaks tapaa - - - mitä muita tapoja on sanoa tää asia - - - niin tälläsiä, 
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mutta se että - - - joo - - - tai sitte näitä että kato tätä ainetta että mitä sä antasit tästä - 
- - mut muuten ei yläkoulussa, ku siell ei oo sellasta niinku yo-kokeet jotka me kaikki 
luetaan, pisteytetään yhdessä - - - niin yläkoulussa nyt ei sellasta ollutkaan 
 
(33)  
T1: kaikil on rajallinen aika, ja muutenkin täs työssä on rajallinen aika niin tota - - - 
en mä tiedä pystyyks jotkut sitä järjestään et kylhän tääl jonku verran tehdään 
yhteistyötä nimenomaan kielissä mut ei ehkä yläkoulun puolella just siin 
korjaamisessa - - - enemmän esimerkiks tos lukiossa näyttäs olevan noi ylppärit ja 
tommoset mitkä sitte niinku korjataan yhessä mutta - - - tai osittain ainakin yhessä - - 
- mut että haastavaa 
 
(34) 
T5: ei - - - ei minkäänlaista [nauraa] 

 


