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Introduction

Feedback is a method often used in L2 classrooms to help students develop 

their writing skills. It is “information provided by an agent (e.g., teacher, peer, 

book, parent, self, experience) regarding aspects of one’s performance or 

understanding” (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). The purpose of feedback is to help 

learners reduce the gaps between current performances and desired learner 

outcomes. Even though literature on the perceived usefulness and effectiveness 

of feedback in EFL writing has clearly demonstrated that EFL students still 

prefer teacher feedback to other types (Baierschmidt, 2012; Chang, 2016; Chen, 

2014; Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Otoshi, 2012), peer feedback and automated 

feedback provided by computers, are also beneficial for students’ learning and 

motivation, albeit serving different purposes. Peer feedback helps learners as 

they write for more authentic audiences, which in turn raises awareness of the 

communicative purpose of writing. According to Hyland and Hyland (2006), it 

also helps writers, especially beginners, to see how others understand their 

writing while, at the same time, they can negotiate meanings, practice language 

use against peer comments, and revise.

An area that has gained a considerable research interest in recent years is 

technology reinforced human feedback in EFL writing classes. One research 

avenue looks at the use of automated writing evaluation (AWE) with electronically 
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delivered peer feedback. Vojak, Kline, Cope, McCarthey & Kalantzis (2011) 

found some common issues inherent to these programs: feedback is formulaic 

and non-specific with some incorrect error flagging; there is overemphasis on 

surface-level text errors; the length of the text is more important than the 

quality. In other words, AWE fails to recognize writing as “socially-situated 

practice,” which is “functionally and formally diverse activity; and that it is 

increasingly multimodal” (Vojak et al., pg. 108). 

Many agree (e.g., see Chen & Cheng, 2008; Huang, 2014) that in order to 

address the shortcomings of computerized feedback, it is necessary to provide 

human feedback in computer-assisted learning environments as these often fail 

to recognize global errors in writing, namely, discourse context or rhetorical 

aspects of writing. In addition, if writing is conceptualized as a communicative, 

meaning-making process, to be meaningful, it needs human attention, or as 

Godwin-Jones (2018) noted, it involves negotiation with readers and awareness 

of appropriate writing approaches and strategies. 

The purpose of the current study is to explore how an AWE system, ETS 

Criterion®, and peer feedback could be used to support writing in an EFL 

classroom at a public university in Japan. Previous studies in Japanese 

educational context focused on comparing teacher and AWE feedback 

(Heffernan & Otoshi, 2015; Long, 2013; Otoshi, 2012), using an AWE classroom 

setting and its perceived usefulness (Ohta 2008; Tsuda 2014; Wakabayashi, 

2013), and examining the validity argument of using an AWE system in assessing 

writing (Koizumi et al., 2016). However, to the authors knowledge, little research 

has been done on electronically delivered peer feedback (e.g., one study, 

Heffernan and Otoshi, 2015). Besides, while studies among Japanese learners 

looked at writing improvements over time and from an assignment to assignment 

(Heffernan and Otoshi, 2015; Otoshi, 2012), less attention was paid to the 

potential use of an AWE system in relation to peer feedback for revision. In 

general, revision in the context of EFL academic writing is an under-researched 

topic, and this is addressed here through the study design. Thus, the following 

research questions guided the current study:

1.  What are students’ perceptions about the usefulness and effectiveness of 
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feedback provided by peers in combination with an AWE system for 

learning English writing?

2.  How can students use peer feedback effectively in combination with an 

AWE system? 

Literature Review

Peer Feedback 

Peer feedback is applied to facilitate the writing process as an instructional 

strategy. Authors use different terms to describe the same or similar processes 

and related activities, for example, ‘peer response’ (Hyland and Hyland, 2006), 

‘peer revision,’ ‘peer tutoring’ and ‘peer critiquing’ (examples in Hu, 2005, pg. 

321). The terminology might differ; however, these definitions have several 

points in common. First, peer feedback is a collaborative activity involving pairs 

or groups of learners who read and interact with each other in order to exchange 

spoken, written, or mixed comments in the process of writing. The interaction 

goes in both directions (Hyland & Hyland, 2006), and both sides are “helping to 

extend each other’s writing competence” (pg. 91). Second, learners take the 

role and responsibilities of a trained teacher or tutor (Yu & Lee, 2016), focusing 

on both global and local writing issues (Chang, 2016). The goal is to help other 

learners to make immediate changes and develop stronger writing competences 

over time (Hu, 2005). Finally, this is a process without grades or formal 

evaluations (e.g., see Chang, 2016). In this paper, the term ‘peer feedback’ 

denotes both the process and the product of this scaffolding activity (for a 

further distinction and terminology, see Yu & Lee, 2016).

Research on peer feedback in EFL has been steadily growing in the past 30 

years, as shown in systematic reviews (Chang, 2016; Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Yu 

& Li, 2016). These reviews suggest that peer feedback is effective as it provides 

students with opportunities to raise audience awareness (Hyland and Hyland, 

2006; Chang, 2016), and acquire a new language, good sentences, and organization 

by reading peers’ assignments (Hyland & Hyland, 2006). Findings consistently 

demonstrated that training played an important role in making the peer activity 
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useful as trained peer reviewers provided higher-quality feedback on both 

global and local issues (reviewed in Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Yu & Lee, 2016). 

Finally, feedback provided in L2 is more likely to focus on the form, while L1 

comments referred to both form and content of writing (Chang, 2016). 

When compared to other types of feedback, according to Chang (2016), peer 

feedback was perceived as a more useful, specific, and higher quality than 

feedback provided by an AWE system. However, despite the perceived 

effectiveness of peer review, the reviews mentioned above affirmed that 

teacher’s feedback was preferred to and was more prominent in students’ 

revisions than peer feedback. Peers were perceived as lacking language and 

communicative skills in L2 to detect errors or focusing too much on local or 

surface-level errors, e.g., grammar (Chang, 2016; Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Yu & 

Li, 2016). 

Peer Feedback in Japanese Education 

Research on peer feedback in a Japanese context looked at the advantages 

and disadvantages of peer feedback as an instructional tool in writing classes. 

Learners had positive attitudes towards peer feedback as it led them to become 

more aware of their audiences; they took more time to plan for writing; and 

improved grammatical and organizational skills (Kohoro, 1995; Yoshikawa, 

2016; Baierschmidt, 2012; Wakabayashi, 2013; Fujii et al., 2016). In addition, 

students noticed that negotiating and feedback could contribute to language 

learning (Fujii et al., 2016; Yakame, 2005) as they needed to realize by themselves 

how to improve composition (Yakame, 2005). Several studies showed that 

learners perceived reading their peers’ writing as being particularly useful as it 

enabled learners to learn composition, compare their writing to that of their 

peers (Yoshikawa, 2016), and use peer’s texts as sources of information 

(Wakabayashi, 2013). In addition, reading was a mediation tool for increasing 

learning among lower proficiency writers (Allen and Mills, 2016).

Studies in Japan also looked at the relationship between proficiency levels, 

types, and the amount of feedback provided and received. Kohro (1995) found 

that one of the disadvantages of peer feedback is that highly proficient and 

motivated students benefit more from peer feedback, while lower proficiency 
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students can hardly improve. Others found that higher proficiency learners 

gave more suggestions, whereas lower-level learners used less meaning-related 

suggestions (Allen and Mills, 2016). Additionally, students with less confidence 

gave and used less feedback (Allen and Katayama, 2016). 

Even though feedback motivated students to include what they learned in 

their subsequent writing and to be more aware of not repeating similar mistakes 

when writing later (Yoshikawa, 2016), not all agree that peer feedback has more 

benefits than other types of feedback. For example, Suzuki (2008) found that 

students negotiated more during peer revisions, but more revisions were made 

during self-revision. Baierschmidt (2012) reported that students preferred 

teacher feedback to that provided by their peers and suggested that lack of 

confidence was one of the reasons why students did not include most of the peer 

suggestions in their reviews. Studies also demonstrated that students questioned 

whether their peers had linguistic and other competencies to provide meaningful 

and accurate feedback (e.g., in Yoshikawa, 2016).

Despite mixed findings in terms of the usefulness of the peer process, it may 

be said that peer feedback has its place in the Japanese EFL writing classroom. 

Basically, more training, especially metacognitive instruction training (Fujii et 

al., 2016) before a peer feedback activity, would benefit students as a lack of 

training might have affected their actions and attitudes (Bierschmidt, 2012). 

ETS Criterion® in Japanese Educational Context 

Automated writing evaluation or AWE, in literature also known as automated 

essay evaluation or AEE (e.g., in Elliot & Klobucar, 2013), automated essay 

scoring or AES (Burstein, Tetreault, & Madnani, 2013; Vojak et al., 2011), is the 

ability of a program to score and evaluate writing. In other words, it is “an 

attempt to model human essay scoring, with its assignment of scores or grades 

based upon a rubric” (Deane, 2013). However, it is important to note that if AWE 

programs are to be effectively used as instructional tools, they need to be used 

in a way to provide formative and not only summative assessment (e.g., in Yu, 

2015), meaning providing the feedback is more important than showing the 

score. 

In terms of automated writing evaluation in the Japanese context, ETS 
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Criterion® is one of the most often used AWE tools, and the current study also 

used this software. ETS Criterion® is a web-based AWE service that uses 

natural language processing to “identify construct-relevant linguistic properties 

in text” (Burstein et al., 2013). Previous research looked at validity argument 

and how this program can be used for assessing L2 writing proficiency (Koizumi 

et al., 2016), compared the effects of teacher feedback and ETS Criterion® 

(Heffernan and Otoshi, 2015; Long, 2013; Otoshi, 2012), surveyed classroom 

use and perceived usefulness (Ohta, 2008; Tsuda, 2014), explored ambiguities 

in the Criterion’s topic categorization method and how this affected its use 

(Taoka, 2015), and examined learner gains in writing skills (Ohta, 2008; Otoshi, 

2012). In Tsuda’s research (2014), Japanese EFL learners used this AWE tool to 

write at home. Their perceptions were positive as they appreciated having many 

opportunities to write essays; consequently, this led to improved writing, more 

writing as they got used to writing and more planning before writing. Ohta 

(2008) also found that students have positive perceptions of using ETS Criterion 

due to the program’s immediacy and availability. 

However, it is also reported that the progress made by students by using ETS 

Criterion® had some limitations. For example, improvements depended on 

student’s fluency and the time students spend on writing tasks (Ohta, 2008). 

Koizumi et al. (2016) found that students who used ETS Criterion® over 28 

weeks showed improvements but only in some aspects of writing, e.g., length 

and syntactic complexity.  Additionally, students who used ETS Criterion® also 

expected teachers to provide feedback on content and organization, as well as 

vocabulary (Otoshi, 2012). Heffernan and Otoshi (2015) demonstrated that 

rhetorical features of writing, e.g., thesis statement, showed no improvements 

when ETS Criterion® was used without the teacher’s feedback. Long (2013) 

found that the majority of feedback instances provided by ETS Criterion® 

focused on surface structures, whereas teachers focused on meaning. The same 

study showed minimal improvements in terms of usage and mechanics, while 

there was an increase in the number of errors for grammar and style.
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Methodology

Study Context and Participants

The study took place at a public women’s university in Japan. In total, 31 

students participated by signing a consent form previously approved by the 

university’s ethics committee and/or by giving their oral consent before the 

interviews. All students were either 18 or 19 years old at the time of the study, 

all were Japanese native speakers and were taking one of the compulsory 

writing classes: Academic Writing 1 for the first-year students and Academic 

Writing 3 for the second-year students. AW1 course taught the basic structure 

of a sentence and a paragraph, while AW3 taught writing multiple coherent 

paragraphs and essays. Both courses were taught by the first author and lasted 

16 weeks (divided into two quarters). At the beginning of the school year, all 

students were introduced to a process-oriented approach to writing (for an 

explanation of this approach to teaching writing, check Yu & Lee, 2016). These 

groups of students could be considered as having lower proficiency (TOEFL 

ITP between 400 and 450).

Table 1 presents demographic data for the participants in the study. Most of 

the participants studied English for up to ten years. 

Table 1　Participants’ Demographics
Measure Item Frequency Percentage

English language experience
5-10 years 28 90%
>10 years 3 10%

Year at the university 
1st 21 68%
2nd 10 32%

Did you use any online tool to help you 
with writing in English?

Yes 14 45%
No 17 55%

Did you use ETS Criterion® before?
Yes 10 32%
No 21 68%

What is peer feedback?
No answer 13 42%

I don’t know 10 32%
Answered 8 26%

Note. n =31.
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When asked to define peer feedback, most participants did not provide an 

answer or did not know what it was. Among those who answered (8), only three 

students provided acceptable answers: “check in pairs with classmate,” “to 

check what I wrote with a classmate,” “to write better essays by exchanging 

ideas with classmates.” Regardless of their answers being simple, it can be 

considered that these students understood the concept of peer feedback, up to 

some degree, prior to the commencement of the research. 

As shown in Table 1, the majority of students (55%) did not use ETS Criterion® 

before participating in the study. However, when asked which aspect of their 

writing ETS Criterion® can help them with, students had some ideas about 

what they needed to be helped with: grammar (16 answers), organization/logic 

(13), expressivity (9), writing speed (7), and content (6) (n=51, multiple choice 

answers). To capture students’ initial interest in academic writing and writing in 

English in general, we asked several questions before the study commenced 

(Table 2). 

Table 2　�Participant’s Perceptions about Writing in English in General and 
Academic Writing

Item* Strongly 
disagree Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree Agree Strongly 
agree

I read native English 
writing*** 5 (17%)** 11(37%) 11 (37%) 2 (7%) 1 (3%)

Academic writing 
skills are important 
in my current studies

2 (6%) 19(61%) 10 (32%)

Academic writing 
skills are important 
for my future career

4 (13%) 10(32%) 17 (55%)

I am interested in 
academic writing 2 (6%) 10 (32%) 11(35%) 8 (26%)

I like to write in 
English 4 (13%) 7 (23%) 8 (26%) 8 (26%) 4 (13%)

I’m good at writing in 
English 7 (23%) 16(52%) 5 (16%) 3 (10%)

Note. n=31. *Likert type question on a scale 1-5 (1- strongly disagree and 5 - strongly agree). 
** Frequencies (percentages). *** n=30, one answer was not valid
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Study Design

Figure 1. shows the research design. Training on peer feedback and how to 

use ETS Criterion® was provided during the first quarter (first seven weeks of 

the study) on three different occasions and was guided by the suggestions and 

findings outlined in previous research (e.g., Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Diab, 

2011). The main, combined feedback activity took place during the second 

quarter: weeks two, five, and seven. The first quarter was used for regular class 

teaching so that students, especially the first-year students, could learn about 

writing and get familiar with writing in English. 

In the study, we used ETS Criterion® as one of the AWE programs which can 

facilitate peer’s written feedback. This AWE is based on the e-rater® scoring 

engine and provides “both annotated diagnostic feedback and holistic scoring 

based on level-specific models built from essays pre-scored by ETS-trained 

readers” (ETS, n/d). It provides diagnostic feedback in four categories: 

grammar, usage, mechanics, and style. It also flags organization and development 

aspects of writing; however, it only provides formulaic, built-in comments, i.e., it 

does not ‘recognize’ the content/context of each essay. 

The holistic score ranges from 1 to 6, or 1 to 4. Essays used for writing were 

taken from ETS Criterion® topics’ library. When choosing the essay’s topics, we 

tried to use topics that were related to what has been taught in the classroom on 

the day when the homework (paragraph to be used in the study) was assigned. 

Each student had access to her account on this platform, which she could access 

at any time during quarters one and two. 

Data Analysis 

To answer both research questions, how students perceive combined peer 

and AWE feedback, and how they did peer review activity, we employed a survey 

and semi-structured interviews. The survey, administered at the end of the 

second quarter, consisted of closed and open-ended questions and Likert item 

type questions, which were used to learn about learner’s perceptions. Since we 

had a relatively small number of participants, we did not combine questions to 

create scales; thus, the data from the responses were treated as ordinal data 

(Lavrakas, 2008, pg. 429). 
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Beginning of Q1: initial survey – demographics, 
perceptions about writing, ETS Criterion®, peer 
feedback 

Q1/training (3x); homework: practicing commenting on ETS Criterion® in groups (3 or 4 students) 

Q2/Week 1 – homework assigned 
Topics 

- Career decisions (1st year) 
- Grades (2nd year) 

 
Q2/Week 2 - ETS Criterion® and peer feedback activity in class:  preparations/explanations (5 minutes) 
Using ETS Criterion® for providing feedback and reading comments (40 minutes); 3~4 students 
Revising based on ETS Criterion® and peer feedback (40 minutes) 
Reflection (instructor + students) (5 minutes) 

Q2/Week 5 - ETS Criterion® and peer feedback activity in class:  preparations/explanations (5 minutes);  
Using ETS Criterion® for providing feedback and reading comments (40 minutes); 3~4 students 
Revising based on ETS Criterion® and peer feedback (40 minutes) 
Reflection (instructor/researcher + students) (5 minutes) 

Q2/Week 7 - ETS Criterion® and peer feedback activity in class (3):  preparations/explanations (5 min) 
2 year students: no in-class activity; ETS Criterion® maintenance 
Using ETS Criterion® for providing feedback and reading comments (40 minutes); 3~4 students 
Revising based on ETS Criterion® and peer feedback (40 minutes) 
Reflection (instructor/researcher+ students) (5 minutes) 

Q2/Week 8– exit survey: perceptions on peer 
feedback, ETS Criterion®, this type of in-class 
activity; 
Refection  

Two weeks following the end of Q2 
Pilot interview (1x); interviews with volunteer 
students (5x); based on availability and time  

Q2/Week 6 – homework assigned  
Topics 

- Stay in Hometown or Move (1st year) 
- 2nd year: ETS Criterion® maintenance/no 

activity  

Q2/Week 4 – homework assigned 
Topics 

- Experience or Books (1st year) 
- Community Service (2nd year) 
-  

Figure 1. Study Design
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As we wanted to further probe responses collected by surveying the 

participants and get more detailed answers as well as to ‘maximize the quality of 

the data collected’ (Lavrakas, 2008, pg. 259), we used semi-structured interviews. 

We interviewed six students, whereas the first interview was used to pilot our 

questions (these answers were not included in the analysis). All the interviewees 

were volunteers, and we only talked to first-year students. All interviews were 

done within two weeks after the course in order to ensure that students still had 

fresh memories about the combined feedback activity. The interviews lasted 

between 30 and 45 minutes and were conducted by two interviewers. The 

questions were asked in English and were then translated to Japanese by the 

second author. Students answered mostly in Japanese, and sometimes in 

English. All the interviews were translated into English before analysis. The 

second author, who is a native Japanese speaker and an English language 

instructor, coded the interview transcript to identify the initial emerging themes. 

After that, the principal researcher coded the transcripts to ensure that both 

researchers agree on the constructs. 

Results

Perceptions of AWE and Peer Feedback

The students’ overall perceptions of ETS Criterion® and peer feedback can 

be summarized as follows:

Table 3　Perceptions of Usability of ETS Criterion® and Peer Feedback (n=31)
Strongly 
disagree 
(%) (n)

Disagree 
(%) (n)

Neutral 
(%) (n)

Agree 
(%) (n)

Strongly 
agree

 (%) (n)

Median 
(IQR)

Q1 I know how to revise my paragraph 
based on the feedback provided by 
ETS Criterion.

0% 23% 10% 52% 16% 4

(0) (7) (3) (16) (5) (0)

Q2 I know how to revise my writing 
(paragraph) based on the feedback 
provided by my peers

0% 6% 3% 71% 19% 4

(0) (2) (1) (22) (6) (0)

Q3 In my revised paragraph I used all 
ETS Criterion® feedback/ 
suggestions/ flagged errors.

0% 10% 23% 45% 23% 4

(0) (3) (7) (14) (7) (0)

Q4 In my revised paragraph, I used all 
peer’s suggestions

0% 3% 16% 61% 19% 4

(0) (1) (5) (19) (6) (0)
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Students viewed peer feedback as easier to understand than ETS Criterion® 

feedback. This means that the situation in which students did not know how to 

change their writings happened more often when writing based on ETS 

Criterion® comments, as evident from answers to Q1 and 2 in Table 3. This 

result was probably reflected in their answers to the amount of feedback used in 

revision: students used more peer suggestions (80% combined answers) than 

ETS Criterion® comments (68% combined answers). 

Table 4　Perceptions of Efficacy of ETS Criterion® and Peer Feedback (n=31)
Strongly 
disagree 
(%) (n)

Disagree 
(%) (n)

Neutral 
(%) (n)

Agree 
(%) (n)

Strongly 
agree 

(%) (n)

Median 
(IQR)

Q5* I think my English writing ability 
has improved after using Criterion.

0% 7% 27% 43% 23% 4
(0) (2) (8) (13) (7) (0)

Q6 Reading and evaluating peers’ 
paragraphs helped me to improve my 
own composition/writing.

0% 6% 3% 71% 19% 4

(0) (2) (1) (22) (6) (0)

Q7 I think that using ETS Criterion® 
feedback was a waste of time and it did 
not help me improve my writing.

13% 52% 26% 6% 3% 2

(4) (16) (8) (2) (1) (0)

Q8 I think that using peer feedback 
was a waste of time, and it did not help 
me improve my writing

23% 65% 13% 0% 0% 2

(7) (20) (4) (0) (0) (0)

Note. *n=30 (one answer to this question was not valid)

Peer feedback is accepted as not only more user-friendly, but also more 

effective than ETS Criterion® in the process of improving their English writing 

ability. In addition, three students (9%) answered that using ETS Criterion® had 

no influence on improving their English, whereas nobody answered that peer 

feedback is a waste of time, thus confirming positive perceptions of these two 

types of feedback. 

Table 5　Preference of ETS Criterion® and Peer Feedback (n=31)
Strongly 
disagree 
(%) (n)

Disagree 
(%) (n)

Neutral 
(%) (n)

Agree 
(%) (n)

Strongly 
agree 

(%) (n)

Median 
(IQR)

Q9 I prefer peer feedback to ETS 
Criterion® feedback

3% 16% 61% 13% 6% 3
(1) (5) (19) (4) (2) (0)
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Although, as shown in Tables 3 and 4, peer feedback seems to be accepted 

comparatively more favorably in its utility and efficacy, most students could not 

decide which they prefer: the ratio of students who agreed (strongly agree + 

agree) and disagreed (strongly disagree + disagree) to the question was the 

same as shown in Table 5.

The Use of Peer Feedback

The second research focus of this paper is to see how students can use the 

peer review effectively in a class when this is combined with AWE. By focusing 

on this topic, we wanted to investigate unique roles or influences of peer 

feedback, and which, in nature, are different from those of AWE. 

Tables 6 and 7 show whether giving and receiving feedback had different 

impacts on learning.

Table 6　Perceptions of Efficacy of Giving and Receiving Peer Feedback (n=31)
Strongly 
disagree 
(%) (n)

Disagree 
(%) (n)

Neutral 
(%) (n)

Agree 
(%) (n)

Strongly 
agree 

(%) (n)

Median 
(IQR)

Q10 I learned most from writing and 
providing feedback

0% 6% 42% 45% 6% 4
(0) (2) (13) (14) (2) (1)

Q11 I learned most from receiving 
peer feedback

0% 6% 45% 39% 10% 3

(0) (2) (14) (12) (3) (1)

Table 7　Perceptions of Efficacy of Giving and Receiving Peer Feedback (n=31)
Q12 Which aspect of the peer review activity did you learn the most from? 
(Choose one answer only)

Answer Choice (%) (Number of Answers)
Giving feedback 10 % (3)
Receiving feedback 37 % (11)
Both giving and receiving peer feedback 53 % (16)
Neither giving nor receiving peer feedback 3 % (1)

It seems that students think they learned from both writing and receiving 

comments. However, in Q12, only three students answered they learned from 

giving feedback, compared to 11 students who thought receiving peer feedback 

was a fruitful learning experience. This small number may be connected to their 

confidence. In another question, 65 % of the students answered they did not feel 
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confident to provide comments, while only 9 % said they were confident (26 % 

was neutral). It can be said that students faced difficulties when making 

comments on peers’ paragraphs as they had no previous experience, or they still 

did not get used to this sort of activity.

Table 8 shows what students focused on when they provided feedback.

Table 8　Students’ Focus to Give Feedback
Q13 When giving feedback, what did you focus on? (Check all that applies)

Answer Choice Number
Grammar 22
Punctuation and spelling 11
Word usage 4
Topic sentence 13
Providing ideas/examples 3

Grammar gained the highest interest when writing peer feedback, and topic 

sentence and punctuation/spelling are chiefly focused on as the second and 

third interest respectively. When giving comments, the least attention is paid to 

the content, e.g., providing ideas/examples. 

This result can be compared with the types of feedback students were 

provided by AWE and were found to be useful when using ETS Criterion® 

feedback in revising.

Table 9　Students’ Responses of ETS Criterion
Q14 I think ETS Criterion® helped me with ... (check all that apply)

Answer Choice Number
Grammar 27
Punctuation, spelling, capitalization 7
Word usage 25
Organization (topic sentence and supporting 
sentence) 29

Ideas 9

Students thought that ETS Criterion® was useful especially in terms of grammar 

and organization. Word usage also gained a high ratio as ETS Criterion® 

highlights the repeatedly used words and encourages writers to use synonyms 

(Table 9). 
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Interview Excerpts

Perceptions of ETS Criterion. Questions asked during the interview were 

similar to those asked via the survey as we wanted to get a more detailed 

explanation about some aspects of this combined feedback process.  As we used 

semi-structured interviews, some of the questions were not as same as those 

asked in the survey because these were guided by students’ responses. For 

some probe questions, check Appendix B. Students sometimes made comments 

on both ETS Criterion® and peer feedback in one answer, so such students’ 

answers were divided into different categories. Answers in Japanese or unclear 

English comments were translated or edited by the co-author whose native 

language is Japanese.

 Table 10 shows the excerpts of students’ answers on the uptake of ETS 

Criterion® feedback during revision.

Table 10　How Much of the ETS Criterion® Feedback Did You Use to Revise?
Student Interview excerpts

[Student A] I used all the feedback except the comments on repetition. 

[Student B] I used most. When I used the same words many times, such as ‘I’, I didn’t change them 
because I didn’t know how. I used all other comments.

[Student C] To get a higher score, I used all the comments from Criterion. However, if my peers did 
not understand my English, I changed that part even though my score got worse.

[Student D] I used it 60 to 70%. As for the rest, 30-40%, I didn’t know how to revise. It’s not because I 
wasn’t convinced, but just I didn’t know how to revise my essay.

[Student E] I tried to revise every part that Criterion pointed out as much as possible.

Similar to the result of the survey (see Table 3), it can be observed that students 

tried to use ETS Criterion® comments as far as they understood how to rewrite. 

Table 11　Do You Think Criterion Is Useful to Improve Your Writing?
Student Interview excerpts

[Student A] In my first writing, I didn’t know how to write a topic sentence, and while I was writing 
the supporting sentences and the details, I became able to plan [the paragraph]. 

[Student B] I practiced a lot, and Criterion pointed out my errors, [so] I became able to rewrite by 
myself when I thought I made mistakes.

[Student C]
... it was helpful that Criterion pointed out my mistakes about the topic sentence and 
supporting sentences. I couldn’t realize such mistakes by myself.  ...so Criterion was 
more useful for this (i.e., organization).
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[Student D]
Criterion told me to write more than 3 sentences to support the main ideas. It was 
helpful. ... Criterion pointed out that I repeated words ... so I came to use synonyms 
carefully.

[Student E]
In the comments, by Criterion, I was sometimes pointed out that I have a subject-verb-
agreement mistake. So when I make the same mistakes in google classroom, I tried to 
check by myself. And editing, finding mistakes became easier for myself.

From the excerpts above, in summary, we can see that ETS Criterion® helped 

them with (1) organization (topic sentence and supporting sentence), (2) using 

synonyms, and (3) finding errors by themselves.

Perceptions of Peer Feedback. Table 12 shows excerpts from the interviews 

related to the uptake of peer feedback during rewriting. 

Table 12　How Much of the Peer Feedback Did You Use?
Student Interview excerpts

[Student A] I rewrote every part if I got comments from peer editing.

[Student C]
My friends sometimes pointed out that they did not understand my essay when they 
read it. So I thought it was better to rewrite and use easier words to understand. So I 
used my friends’ comments 100% percent.

[Student D] As for the comments which indicated that I should rewrite, I rewrote almost every part 
based on peer comments.

[Student E]

As for peer feedback, I read comments by my classmates, and I rewrote when I thought 
I was wrong. If I couldn’t understand their comments, I asked them, and checked the 
dictionary, and then tried to write. So I used about 80% comments by peers. The other 
20% was almost comments about the content.

One student did not give any estimates on how much of peer feedback she took 

and used during the revision. All other students accepted almost all of the peer 

comments in subsequent revisions. In addition, as Student E mentioned, unlike 

the ETS Criterion®, if students did not understand how to rewrite, they were 

able to ask the peers directly. This may be one of the reasons why students used 

peer feedback more than ETS Criterion® (see Table 3).

The following excerpts provide valuable insight into the students’ responses 

to the utility of peer feedback.



（89）Perceptions and Use of AWE Facilitated Peer Feedback for Improving Writing

　54

Table 13　Do You Think Peer Feedback Is Useful to Improve Your Writing?
Student Interview excerpts

[Student A]

I don’t think it was helpful that much. The classmates checked only word mistakes, I 
thought I was able to find such mistakes by myself [emphasis added by the authors]. ... The 
class activity (i.e., teacher feedback) helped more to improve my writing, not the 
feedback.

[Student B] It became easier to think of an idea than before...Because I read my classmates’ ideas, and 
it affected me…

[Student C]

I think peer feedback was useful because ... I was able to understand what my classmates 
didn’t understand about my writing. So I was able to realize my mistakes. And I learned 
something from my classmates’ essays. ... I came to think what my friends think when they 
read my writings, so I was able to reduce word mistakes. And I came to think what the best 
way to convey the idea is. So, I came to be more careful when I write...

[Student D]

There were some expressions I wanted to use. Comments from classmates were not so useful. 
I thought, I didn’t have enough to write to give feedback to my classmates. And I couldn’t 
receive enough comments. ... I could learn from reading other people’s essays, but not from 
reading their comments. I am not good at giving comments, and I am not used to it. And 
comments from my classmates were not so substantial.

[Student E]

I tried to remember the good expressions. So the peer feedback activity was interesting. ... 
Essays written by other classmates were intriguing for me. They motivated me to use better 
expressions ... Peer review was helpful to check my organization so I could add more 
ideas.

In the survey (see Table 6 and 7), students thought that both receiving peer 

feedback and giving feedback were effective, but receiving was perceived as 

slightly more effective compared to giving feedback.  The interview answers 

above, however, depicted a different picture. Students A and E answered that 

peer comments were not useful for them to learn writing as they did not get 

enough comments; also, they expected these comments to be more substantial 

both in quality and quantity. What can be observed from the interviews with 

Students B, D, and E is that one of the most important aspects for the students 

in this activity was to read others’ ‘good’ examples or ideas. In addition, Students 

B and C ’s answers show that they were aware of their role of readers in this 

process. 

Finally, the excerpts in Table 14 reveals what aspects students focused on as 

reviewers.
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Table 14　When Giving Feedback, What Did You Focus on?
Student Interview excerpts

[Student A]
Only spelling and punctuation. I was not so confident to point out the connection between 
the topic sentence and supporting sentences.  So I indicated only the part where I was sure 
of mistakes.

[Student B] Grammar. It was difficult to comment on other aspects as I was not confident if I was 
right.

[Student C]
I was not confident to point out about topic sentence or supporting sentences to my 
classmates’ essays, but it was easier to realize grammar mistakes. So when I commented 
on my friend’s essay, I focused on grammar mistakes.

[Student D] Topic sentence and paraphrasing*. As for topic sentence, I only commented ‘good’ as I 
thought it was the writers’ idea.

[Student E]

Giving ideas. It was difficult for me to point out grammar mistakes. So I focused on 
commenting the content. When the flow of the story was difficult to understand because 
the writer didn’t give enough examples, I commented that it’s better to insert some 
explanations.

Note. *The student mistakenly used the word ‘paraphrasing’ in the interview and the word she 
intended to use was ‘synonym’ as the interview context shows.

Overall, students showed less confidence in giving comments. Therefore, 

they were prone to give feedback on what was easier for them to correct, such 

as spelling/punctuation, grammar, topic sentence or content. In the survey (see 

Table 8), many students focused on comments related to the organization (topic 

sentence) when giving comments, but in the interview, only Student D stated 

that she focused on the topic sentence. However, the comments of Students A 

and C reveal that they might have paid attention to a topic sentence, but they 

could not make any comments as they felt unconfident in their writing ability.

Discussion and Conclusion

To answer our first research question about the perceptions of usefulness and 

effectiveness of peer feedback provided by peers in combination with AWE for 

learning English writing, we used survey results and interviews with five 

students. As for the usability, according to the result of the survey, although 

there were no significant differences between ETS Criterion® and peer 

feedback (see Table 3), comments from peers were accepted more favorably 

compared to those provided by AWE. This is consistent with previous research 

where students perceived humans as a more preferred source of feedback. 
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Studies comparing teacher feedback and AWE feedback (Chang, 2016; Hyland 

& Hyland, 2006; Yu & Lee, 2016; Baierschmidt, 2012), as well as studies 

comparing AWE and peer feedback (examples in Chang, 2016) provided similar 

results. 

As the interview excerpts indicate (see Table 10), one possible explanation 

for this may be that students faced difficulties in understanding the AWE 

feedback. Similar results were reported in previous studies, e.g., Huang (2014), 

Chen and Cheng (2008). Learners in our study did not know how to use the 

AWE feedback; consequently, they did not know how to make revisions. It can 

be speculated that this is due to the nature of ETS Criterion® feedback, which 

is pre-determined and formulaic, especially in terms of organization or rhetorical 

aspects of writing. Also, ETS Criterion® uses metalinguistic explanations and 

terminology that students might not be able to understand due to their 

proficiency levels and/or previous English language education. Since we did not 

look at the relation between the types of feedback which students could 

understand and use, or the type of feedback students could give and proficiency 

levels, this should be examined in a new research project.

On the other hand, when engaging in peer review aspect of this combined 

feedback activity, students were able to interact and orally exchange the ideas. 

This may explain why peer feedback was comparatively easier to understand 

and use for revising. Furthermore, after discussion, as Student E said in the 

interview (see Table 12), if the writer thought rewriting was unnecessary, she 

could retain that part and made no changes to her text. This is an important 

finding, as this indicates that these students understood the underlying premise 

of the writing process: it’s a communicative practice intended for an audience, 

and negotiation of meaning is an integral part of it. Additionally, it may be 

interpreted that this kind of activity had some positive effects on learner 

autonomy: students were in control, up to a certain degree, of what they changed 

or not. Moreover, they reflected on the language they had to use and how this 

can be used later. For example, at least one of the students, Student E, indicated 

that this careful language consideration and checking for mistakes by herself 

was something she started to use in assignments she completes on Google 
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Classroom for other AEP classes (see Table 11). 

To conclude, although the comments both from ETS Criterion® and peers 

were not sometimes accepted, the reason seems to be different: in the case of 

ETS Criterion®, students did not know how to change it, but for peer comments, 

students intentionally decided not to change. 

Students felt that both ETS Criterion® and peer feedback have an effective 

influence on learning writing, but as shown in the questionnaire (see Table 4), 

peer feedback has a more favorable reception than AWE, though the difference 

is not remarkable. The survey (see Table 9) and interview excerpts (see Table 

11) clarify that by using ETS Criterion®, students felt that they improved in 

terms of writing skills, especially in organization, vocabulary, and grammar. 

This is somewhat different from previous studies; for example, in Ohta (2008), 

students also perceived ETS Criterion® positively, but they said they expected 

more explicit rhetorical feedback. Also, learners who participated in Otoshi’s 

study (2012) acknowledged possible effects of ETS Criterion® on their writing, 

but still perceived teachers as responsible for providing feedback on content 

and organization, as well as vocabulary. As our findings differ from the previous 

studies, it would be interesting to see why this happened. One way to do so is to 

look at students’ paragraphs and accompanying revisions they submitted after 

the feedback, and see if there was any improvement in organization of their 

paragraphs, for example, topic sentences and supporting ideas, and how much 

was due to peer feedback and how much can be attributed to the use of AWE. 

Concerning the efficacy and utility of peer feedback, results are mixed. The 

main issues are that students believed that feedback received from their peers 

was not substantial both in quantity and quality, and their classmates seemed to 

focus on surface-level mistakes and not global writing issues such as rhetorical 

aspects of writing. Students A and D’s responses (see Table 13) indicate that for 

students who felt peer comments were not substantial enough, receiving peer 

feedback was not helpful. This finding is consistent with previous research, which 

states that student reviewers whose skills are lower tend to provide less feedback 

(e.g., in Allen and Katayama, 2016). It is interesting to note that some students felt 

not only that comments they received were not sufficient, but they also 
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acknowledge they did not give enough comments either, e.g., Student D, Table 13. 

However, participants did find usefulness in the peer feedback aspect of this 

combined activity. Both giving and receiving comments were useful to improve 

writing competence (see Table 6 and 7). What can be claimed from the interviews 

is that reading the paragraphs written by classmates was a meaningful 

experience for most students. Perceived benefits are expanding expressivity, 

generating more, or deepening the existing ideas. Other studies also found that 

the act of reviewing or reading peer’s writing was potentially more helpful as 

learners could learn a new language, sentence structure, and organization, and 

then compare their writing to that of their peers (Yoshikawa, 2016; Hyland & 

Hyland, 2006). It can be speculated that reading was prominent for our 

participants because they just started to write in English and their level of 

proficiency was relatively low. This is in line with what Allen and Mills (2016) 

suggested about reading as a mediation tool for lower proficiency writers. 

Reading English compositions written by other students, which is an initial part 

of the peer-review procedure, can stimulate learners’ thoughts and provide 

profound insight, even if they cannot give any tangible feedback. These effects 

cannot be brought about by the activity using only AWE, and this means that 

peer feedback can be utilized effectively in combination with AWE in the way it 

supplements the shortcoming of AWE.  

The interviewees’ answers in Table 14 reveal that when students tried to give 

feedback, they made comments on what they were comparatively confident in. 

On the whole, as Table 8 shows, their chief interest was drawn to grammar, topic 

sentence and punctuation/spelling. On the other hand, few students tried to 

make suggestions on content, which is an area where AWE is the least helpful 

according to the previous research as machines cannot understand the context. 

What is noteworthy here is that these two aspects (grammar and topic 

sentence) are the same aspects that students thought they learned the most 

from the ETS Criterion® feedback (see Table 9). This might be the result of 

students’ using ETS Criterion® feedback as a model of peer feedback with or 

without intention. That is, as students probably were constantly getting 

comments on these points from ETS Criterion®, they ‘mirrored’ this when they 
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were giving feedback. As a natural learning process, it became easier for them 

to pay attention to and find errors about the same aspects of writing as pointed 

by AWE and not others as they were exposed to these aspects more. In this 

respect, one implication is that, when peer feedback is conducted together with 

AWE, to be beneficial, the difference between these two methods in its 

characteristics and roles should be emphasized. For example, in the early 

phases of the course, instructors should explicitly explain and teach students 

about the limitations of an AWE system to enable learners to become aware of 

and alleviate those shortcomings. Students need to be trained to focus on the 

points which AWE does not comment on, such as coherence, logic or content. 

Other studies also highlighted the importance of training (e.g., in Hyland and 

Hyland, 2006; Diab, 2011) in order to prepare learners for giving feedback, as 

this potentially can lead to more high-quality feedback, better revision and more 

learning from this process. 

To conclude, students perceive both AWE and peer feedback useful and 

effective when it comes to learning how to write. Thus, combined feedback is 

beneficial as an instructional tool for writing and can help lower proficiency 

students. Unfortunately, against our expectations, students did not pay attention 

to the rhetorical aspects of writing during peer review activity.  Therefore, in 

order to use this combined feedback effectively, learners need to be taught how 

to recognize the different advantages and limitations which both AWE and peer 

feedback have. 

There are several limitations to this study. The number of participants was 

relatively small, so it is difficult to apply conclusions beyond the given context. 

However, the results could apply to Japanese learners of English in a similar 

educational background, such as proficiency levels and approaches to teaching 

writing. Also, results and conclusions presented here are part of a larger study, 

which looks at the type of comments given by the students and received from 

AWE, and how that affected revision. It is important to look at this as it will go 

beyond students’ perceptions and we will be able to see changes made in texts. 

This, in turn, will help instructors to tailor more precise training and have a 

more successful use of the AWE and peer review activity in the classroom. 
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Exit Survey (End of Q2)

On a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) decide about yourself: 

1 = strongly disagree, 2 =disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, 5= 

strongly agree

Q1   I know how to revise my paragraph based on the feedback provided by 

ETS Criterion®.  

1   2   3   4   5

Q2   I know how to revise my writing (paragraph) based on the feedback 

provided by my peers

1   2   3   4   5

Q3   In my revised paragraph, I used all ETS Criterion® feedback/ 

suggestions/ flagged errors.

1   2   3   4   5

Q4   In my revised paragraph, I used all peer’s suggestions.

1   2   3   4   5

Q5   I think my English writing ability has improved after using ETS 

Criterion®.

1   2   3   4   5

Q6   Reading and evaluating peers’ paragraphs helped me to improve my own 

composition/writing.

1   2   3   4   5

Q7   I think that using ETS Criterion® feedback was a waste of time, and it 

does not help me improve my writing.

1   2   3   4   5

Q8   I think that using peer feedback is a waste of time and it does not help me 

improve my writing.

1   2   3   4   5 
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Q9  I prefer peer feedback to ETS Criterion® feedback

1   2   3   4   5

Q10  I learned most from writing and providing feedback

1   2   3   4   5

Q11  I learned most from receiving peer feedback

1   2   3   4   5

Q12   Which aspect of the peer review activity did you learn the most from? 

(Choose one answer only)

Giving feedback

Receiving feedback

Both giving and receiving peer feedback

Neither giving nor receiving peer feedback

Q13  When giving feedback, what did you focus on? (Check all that applies)

Grammar

Punctuation and spelling

Word usage

Topic sentence

Providing ideas/examples

Q14  I think ETS Criterion® helped me with ... (check all that applies)

Grammar

Punctuation, spelling, capitalization

Word usage

Organization (topic sentence and supporting sentence)

Ideas
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Appendix B: Interview Questions/Prompts (End of Q2)

How much of the ETS Criterion® feedback did you use to revise?

Do you think ETS Criterion® is useful to improve your writing?

How much of the peer feedback did you use?

Do you think peer feedback is useful to improve your writing?

When giving feedback, what did you focus on?


