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Little research has been conducted on how student motivation is affected by teacher feedback
written in the students’ first (L1) or target (L2) language. Here we use student survey responses
to examine how teacher feedback written in students’ L1 and L2 affects student motivation and
perceptions of their written work over time. In the middle of the semester, students were allowed
to change the feedback language; the majority of them wished to continue to receive feedback
in the original language. We discuss some of the reasons why students did or did not decide to
change feedback languages and explore student comments about their writing experiences.
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Research on instructors’ written feedback in an EFL context has examined the

effects on student motivation to learn English and perceptions about their own
writing abilities (e.g., Chung, 2015; Hyland & Hyland, 2006; Li & He, 2017). According

to Mahfoodh and Pandian (2011), students view feedback as important for guiding their
writing development and also gain confidence knowing that someone with authority is
reviewing their work. Lee (2008) noted that L2 students, regardless of their proficiency
level, want written comments from instructors about their work. Saito (1994) found that
students prefer instructor feedback over other forms of noninstructor feedback, such as
from peers or self-reflection. However, little research exists on differences between using
the student’s L1 or L2 for feedback, with the exception of Leis, Misawa, Laskar, Durdana,
and Bakiyev (2015). Furthermore, to our knowledge, there is no research that specifically
examines how or if the language of written feedback affects EFL students’ perceptions

of their English abilities and motivation to continue to write in English. This paper
discusses how instructor feedback written in the L1 (Japanese) and in the L2 (English)
may affect student perceptions of improving and enjoying their English writing in weekly
homework writing assignments.

Context

The three authors conducted this study over one semester (15 weeks) at a mid-sized
public university in south-central Japan. Each author was the instructor for one or more
of six classes, with a total of 172 students. All students were enrolled in required English
communications classes. Entrance exam scores and fields of study determined 1st-year
student class assignments. TOEIC Bridge scores taken during this 1st year determined
the class assignments for 2nd year and above. Instructors assigned each student a
dialogue journal as a graded weekly homework assignment.

A dialogue journal can be described as a written conversation in which a learner or
teacher (or other writing partner) communicate regularly (Peyton, 2000). Rather than

ONLINE FULL SCREEN



on mechanics and grammar, students should focus on their ideas and knowledge while
writing in a nonthreatening environment. Students are encouraged to write as much as
they can, with no points deducted for errors. Dialogue journals also provide a platform
through which every student can communicate with the instructor directly.

Students completed voluntary surveys related to their weekly writing at the start,
middle, and end of the semester. The surveys asked about students’ perceptions of their
English writing development as well as their motivations towards English writing and
their desire to continue writing in English. Of the 172 students in these courses, 150
volunteered to complete all three surveys: 81 first-year students and 69 second- to 4th-
year students. We obtained consent to use their data in this study.

Methodology

During the first classes of the term, we detailed the criteria for a weekly journal

writing assignment focusing on sharing personal ideas and experiences in English. To
increase their time spent engaging with English, students would use English for written
communication outside of normal class times. At first, students wrote at least 50 words
per journal entry, and as they became accustomed to writing, the word limit rose by 10
to 20 words per week. Students wrote in English each week and were allowed to include
drawings or photos. Each journal entry counted as one point (out of 100) for end-of-term
grades, and students who completed at least 13 weeks of writing (out of 15) received an
additional bonus point. Topics changed each week with themes such as vacation, danger,
and free choice. The assigned themes often corresponded to current textbook subject
matter.

Each week, students submitted their journals for review by their instructors, who read
and provided feedback. We arranged for boxes in the university’s office so that students
could deliver their journals outside of classroom hours. After reading and responding to
an entry, we replaced the journals into these same boxes for retrieval. If a student forgot
to retrieve a journal, we would check the box and return any journals found during class.
We strived to return journals by the next class meeting, to allow students the longest
amount of time to write their next entries.

At first, instead of error correction, feedback focused on praise, questions, or
comments based on each entry’s content. However, some students expressed a desire
to have their work evaluated for grammatical and usage accuracy. For these students,
we began to give some corrective feedback in addition to responses to their writing,
although this did not affect the grading. The first author initially provided feedback in
Japanese to 71 students, and the other two authors initially provided feedback in English
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to 79 students. Although there was no formal agreement on what exactly to include in
this feedback, we occasionally met and read the journals together. At such times, we
shared ideas and information about what our students were writing and how we were
responding. Sometimes students read our comments and wrote follow-up remarks,
reinforcing the casual and conversational tone of the assignment. We encouraged these
additional remarks but did not require them.

At the beginning of the term students were given a 4-point Likert scale survey with
12 items written in both English and Japanese. The surveys taken in the middle and
at the end of the term contained four questions plus four free-response questions
prompting students to reflect on their English writing development and motivations.
(See Appendix.)

Our two main points of inquiry were (a) Did the language of written feedback affect
students’ enjoyment of writing English? and (b) Did the language of written feedback
influence their perceptions of any improvement to their English writing? Two survey
items were particularly helpful. Answers to the survey question “My English writing
has improved” helped gauge if students perceived any benefits from the journals to
their writing abilities over the course of the study. Student responses to the question
“l enjoyed writing in my journal” helped examine their feelings towards their English
writing experiences.

About halfway through the semester and after students had written at least seven entries
in their dialogue journals, those who wanted to change the language of their feedback
comments could do so. If a student was receiving comments in Japanese (L1), they! would
then get comments in English (L2), and vice versa. Of the 71 students who began with
Japanese comments, 14 opted to change to English (about 20%). Of the 79 students who
began with English comments, eight decided to change to Japanese (about 8%).

Findings
Perceptions of Improved English Writing

Results shown in Table 1 indicate that students felt their writing improved over time,
regardless of whether they received comments in their L1 or L2. At the middle of

the research project, 60% of students who began with English comments and 67% of
students who began with Japanese comments indicated they agreed that their English
writing had improved since beginning their journals. By the end of the project, 82%
of students who began with English comments and 83% of students who began with
Japanese comments indicated their English writing had improved over the semester.
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Table 1. Student Responses to the Statement “My English Writing Has

Improved”
n  Strongly agree Agree Disagree  Strongly disagree
Midterm L2 start 79 7 40 32 0
Midterm L1 start 66 5 39 20 2
End-term L2 start 56 6 40 10 0
End-term L1 start 62 14 37 10 1

Journal Writing Enjoyment

The results in Table 2 show that the majority of students in both the L1 and L2 comment
groups enjoyed writing in their journals. At the middle of the term, 81% of students who
began with English comments and 92% of those who began with Japanese comments
reported they enjoyed writing in their journals. At the end of the term, the percentages
slightly increased to 87% of students who began with English comments and 94% of
those who began with Japanese comments. In neither group were there any large changes
in enjoyment over time.

Table 2. Student Responses to the Statement “I Enjoyed Writing in My

Journal”
n  Strongly agree Agree Disagree  Strongly disagree
Midterm L2 start 79 18 46 12 3
Midterm L1 start 66 31 30 0
End-term 1.2 start 56 9 40 6 1
End-term L1 start 62 24 34 2

Discussion

The first point we wanted to investigate was if the language of written feedback affected
students’ enjoyment of writing English. According to the survey results, most students in
both feedback language groups agreed that they enjoyed writing in their journals during
the semester, both at the middle and end of the semester. This lack of change indicates
that the feedback language did not have an effect on how much students enjoyed writing
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their journals and furthermore, that students generally enjoyed writing in English. We
were pleased to find that even students who were not enrolled in a culture or English
major enjoyed their dialogue journal assignments.

Student comments from this study were originally written in either Japanese or
English. English comments are recorded as they were written; we translated the Japanese
comments with the utmost care so as to maintain their original meaning.

In the end-of-term survey, some students wrote opinions about what language they
preferred their comments to be written in. There are 73 comments in all. The most
common response (38%) related to students desiring to study English (e.g., “Because 1
can learn to write in English”). Students who received feedback in Japanese as well as
in English reported they enjoyed bonding with their instructors through their dialogue
journals (e.g., “It makes us friendly”). Ten percent of students commented they preferred
Japanese over English feedback because it was easier to understand. Some students
admitted that although the Japanese feedback was easy to understand, they might
have strengthened their reading skills with English feedback (e.g., “Japanese is easier to
understand, but I want to improve my ability to read English”). Finally, 2% of responders
felt the English comments provided more chances to read natural English (e.g., “We can
touch real English”). We were surprised to find only a small number of students preferred
Japanese feedback, because many of them were not English majors. It is possible that the
low-risk journal-writing environment allowed students to relax while writing, or perhaps
students appreciated the chance to regularly practice their English writing skills.

The second point we wanted to investigate was if the language of written feedback
affected students’ perceptions of their English writing improvement. A majority of
students in both language groups indicated they felt their English writing abilities
improved over the course of the term, regardless of the language instructors used for
feedback. The regularity of the journal assignment may have contributed to students’
feelings of improvement.

When we planned this study, we did not originally think about giving students a
chance to change their feedback languages. After 2 or 3 weeks of the study, one author
suggested the idea because it would allow us to gather opinions from students who
had experienced both feedback types. As a result, we were pleased to find that 16 of 66
students who began the semester with feedback written in Japanese requested a change
to English. Seven of those students gave reasons about why they wanted to change, and
all of them indicated they wanted to practice their English reading and writing skills. For
example, one student wrote, “I1 think if teacher’s comments is [sic] English, I'll get more
English reading skill.” Another wrote, “l want to train my English power.”
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Of the 78 students who began with English feedback, only eight requested a change to
Japanese. These results encourage the idea that our students have some desire to practice
English in English class. Three of these students wrote comments about having trouble
understanding the English feedback (e.g., “I can’t understand comments frequently”).
Except for one of these students, all agreed or strongly agreed that they enjoyed writing
in their journals, so it is unlikely that these students who changed the feedback language
did so because they had no interest in English.

At the end of the semester, students who had requested to change their feedback
language had the chance to comment on how their journal writing experiences changed.
Ten students who changed from Japanese to English feedback wrote comments. Three
students stated they could practice English with the English comments (e.g., “It was
English reading practice”). Two students reported enjoying their instructors’ English
comments (e.g., “1 can enjoy reading and writing English”). Two students also reported
that it was easier to understand a closer meaning of what the instructor wanted to
communicate (e.g., “It was useful for me to understand your comment”). Two students
reported no change (e.g., “It was same”) and one student felt they did not know how their
experience changed (e.g., “I don’t know”).

Students who switched from English to Japanese feedback gave only three comments.
Two comments did not indicate any change (e.g., “Comment language doesn’t change”),
but one comment indicated that they recognized the instructor’s efforts to write in
Japanese: “I thought you try hard, so I must write a [sic] good things.” Although this is
only one remark, it shows that at least one student recognized that the teacher was also
trying to write in an L2 language, and this encouraged the student to put effort into their
own assignments.

Interestingly, some students who received feedback entirely in Japanese indicated that
they recognized or appreciated their instructors’ efforts in trying to write in a foreign
language. Nine out of 50 students who kept Japanese feedback wrote about the chance
to bond with their instructor through mutual study (e.g., “It feels like we’re both studying
together”). The others indicated that Japanese feedback was easier to understand than
English feedback (e.g., “It is easy to understand it”).

No students that remained with English feedback commented that reading English
was easier than reading Japanese. Instead, 27 of 36 students who gave comments wrote
about English feedback being good for practicing or studying their L2 (e.g., “We can learn
more English,” “We can learn correct English”). The other six students wrote that they
preferred English feedback because the assignment itself was in English (e.g., “Because it
is English diary [sic]”).
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Considering these comments and how many students changed their feedback
language, we felt that students generally have no strong opinion about their feedback
language. Although it is true that many students expressed a desire to practice their
English reading abilities, we concluded that they appeared to enjoy receiving any
feedback, regardless of the language. Students became accustomed to their instructors’
feedback (in English or Japanese), and so perhaps they did not feel a change in language
was necessary. As a result, we decided to start with English feedback in our future classes.

At the conclusion of this research, we felt that dialogue journals were useful not only
as extended English writing practice outside of classroom hours, but also as practical
supplements to general English education. Other teachers sometimes commented that
students who were keeping dialogue journals seemed to have much more advanced
writing than students who were not, although these may just have been words of
encouragement from friendly colleagues.

Considerations for Future Research

Dialogue journals have many educational benefits (e.g., Peyton, 2000), especially as
learning tools for second language learners (Linnell, 2010). In our study, having a control
group would have allowed us to gather more data about our feedback, but we felt that

as instructors, foregoing feedback to some of our students would unfairly impact their
classroom experiences. Studies (e.g., Baleghizadeh & Mortazavi, 2014) have found that
denying feedback to students from their instructors can significantly affect student
perceptions of improvement and enjoyment with writing.

Regarding our feedback, we endeavored to focus on the content each student
produced, while tailoring our language use to the level of our students. However, we
did not analyze each instructor’s personal feedback style. Further studies on such style
choices may yield useful data with relation to motivation towards or improvement in
writing.

This paper’s data were taken only from students who volunteered to complete written
surveys. Although the surveys were anonymous, students may have responded in what
they felt would be viewed favorably by the instructors, in an effort to please them.
Responses from students who did not volunteer were not counted, so it is possible that
students who were less motivated in the first place were absent from the data.

Finally, although we were mostly satisfied with the implementation and execution of
this dialogue journal research, we feel follow-up interviews at the end of the term would
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provide even more data that could significantly enhance our understanding of dialogue
journals, feedback, and how they can benefit both teachers and students.

Conclusion

Based on survey responses, it appears the language of written feedback on students’
dialogue journal writing does not have an effect on whether or not those students

enjoy writing in English. Choice of language feedback also does not seem to affect
students’ perceptions of improvement in their writing. A minority of students preferred
Japanese comments due to ease of comprehension, but more students preferred English
comments in an English environment because of the extra language practice reading
such comments provides. Regardless of feedback comment language, students generally
felt their writing skills improved during the course of one semester. It is unclear,
however, whether the feedback itself is cause for these feelings of improvement or if
some other factor had an influence. Further research, in which a no-comment control
group is included, could clarify this uncertainty. In general, our students were usually
content with comments in either language, and so feedback should be given in the
language the instructor is more comfortable with.

Note

1. In this paper, we have chosen to use the pronouns they and their as singular
pronouns of indeterminate gender.
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Appendix 8. WA MO, HENHDET,

Journal-Writing Study—Pre-Survey 1 feel confident when I use English. 1 2 3 4
Gender % & 9. JEENHETT
Age __ % I like English. 1 2 3 4
ZOROEM., BEAEVEDRALT, OBLTIEIN, 10. TEEDO N & LRIV ENEBENET (o720, FNZD),
—JHR T, FEEEO A AR <SSV LETM? 1 want to improve my English abilities (speaking, writing, 1 2 3 4
How many hours a week do you study English by yourself? 0 1-2 34 56 7+ etc.).
AN EE I O T A MR L ET N ZOEDHLIIEATT , BIFEDZDIME>THEALNTY  yes no
Do you study English at a juku or eikaiwa? yes no e

Your journal for this class is anonymous. Is it okay to use

For the following questions, please circle 1 - 4 for your answer. your work for research purposes?

COTOHM, 1 - 42BAT, OELTIES N, *Your journal is part of your class participation grade regardless of whether or not you

1 =F->7<T58 RN 2=pF0E58D7n participate in the study.

3=DLoES 4=LTHTOES ZOHRIIMRZETOWES DOERS TY, FRESMUBENIENTHHELZ T 50NN E T,

1 BABETHRESCTFHRELEHLIILNBHDET,

1 keep a journal or write letters in Japanese. 1 2 3 4 Journal-Writing Study—Mid-Term Survey

2. HAFGE CTHRSPFRALEEEZHDOIENEBBNET, Please read the questions below. Check the circle which

I want to start writing a journal or letters in Japanese. 1 2 3 4 reflects your answer.

3. WETHIROFMR R E 2B ENHVET, Then, give reasons why you chose the answers you did.

1 keep a journal or write letters in English. 1 2 3 4 ZOTOHM, HAZVEDBEAT, OlvEL TSN,

4 WFETHRER T RS2 REBDENEBLNET, TLT TOEADHBEFE TSN,

I want to start writing a journal or letters in English. 1 2 3 4

5. =% )V AT 47 (facebook, twitter, LINE&E DY) IZHegE TN 1. How often do you read your teacher’s comments in your Always TRl 2

ESg journal? EX)

1 use social media (facebook, twitter, LINE etc.) in English. 1 2 3 4 FEAEDIAL I ENSHVFEAX TN Sometimes W% @i

6. RO T L EBAEMLIENBOET i;@/u
? B

I listen to music or watch TV shows in English. 1 2 3 4 Why? ) ) Never "

T K BRFIER A E LSRR O EABOET, 2. Do you enjoy reading the comments? Veryh ‘Ef_%gg'

muc S
1 use English with my family, friends, classmates, or 1 2 3 4 AR R E BB O N TN Alittle  EHEHHH
coworkers. e
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Why? Notatall —ZAMEF<
BNTT

3. Would you like to change the language in which comments ~ Change =~ Z®L&W

are given? <Y

IALROFHEELEELIZNTTN?  (AAE<>HERE) Dont  ZHELAS
change BNTY

Why?

4. How much time do you spend per week writing the journal?

R, v — I EELDIIENS SN ZMILE TN 43

For the following questions, please circle 1 - 4 for your answer.

COTOEM, 1 —42EAT, O2LTIZEN,

1 =F-57<EEbRN 2=HFDE5EbN

3=DL2ES 4=LTHESES

5. Do you enjoy writing in your journal? 1 2 3 4

Tr—FINEHLDONHENTEN?

6. Do you feel that your English writing has improved since 1 2 3 4

you began?

IFCONSEGET, HiE THLDIF EFITRDERL,

7. Does writing in English feel easier than when you began this 1 2 3 4
project?
BCOMSAET, HRETEHLDIIMHICIZDELL.

8.1s writing in English less stressful than when you began this 1 2 3 4
project?

BCOMSEET, HRETEHLDIIEITRDELIZN?

ZOBEDOHRIZELTT . WD H>THIALNTI D, yes no

Your journal for this class is anonymous. Is it okay to use your

work for research purposes?
*Your journal is part of your class participation grade regardless of whether or not you
participate in the study.

ZOHRIZIMZETOIES O T, HFRESMLBVIENTHHLZ T 50N E T,
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Journal-Writing Study—End of Term Survey
Please read the questions below. Check the circle which reflects your answer.
COTOEM, EAZVEDREAT, OllvZ L TIZEWN,

1. How often did you read your teacher’s comments in your Always e
journal? £7

FAEDIAAME, ENSENFEIAELIZN? Sometimes IR & Ze
ESC)
Why? Never  wAHEEA
2. Did you enjoy reading the comments? Very LTHEH
much Wty

OAY PEFHOONE AN SIZTIMN? Alittle ~ FHIDMH
HWTTY

Why? Notatall 2AEHA<
BNTY

3. About how much time did you spend per week writing the

journal?

A, v —F I EELDIIENS SN ZMI U ELn? 73

The next question is for students who did NOT change their comment language.
ROERIZ, IALPEREIZ T LR UEHETESELEOEMTY,
4. What language would you prefer your comments to be
written in? Why?

TAZ N TaE GEERN AARER) THRWZIZODNNEBNETN?
T CTITM?

The next questions are for students who DID change their comment language.
ROEMNE, A PO EFETERPEODELZOEM T,

5. After your comment language changed, how did your writing experience change?
IAVRERBIZEDSLHEIT, Pr—FIVDRRIZESEDORL7ZN?

6. Which language did you prefer? Why? English
EBDIAAPDEFERENSTZTI NP RATTT N? Japanese

For the following questions, please circle 1 - 4 for your answer.

English  %%f

Japanese

B
AAGE
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COTOEM, 1 —42EAT, O2LTIZEWN,

1 =F-7<E5EbRN 2=HFDE5EbAn

3="DLE5ES 4=LTHEIES

7.1 enjoyed writing in my journal. 1 2 3 4
Pr—FH NI DNHEANSZTY,

8.1 feel that my English writing has improved since 1 began. 1 2 3 4
FCONLGET, HETHELDIF LFITao/zEBbNET,

9. Writing in English is less stressful now than when I began 1 2 3 4

this project.

IECOMEGET, HFETELDIIZITRDELE?

10. I want to continue writing in my journal even after this 1 2 3 4
class ends.

ZOREDHEDOTZ5, Dy —FT I EELORHEE N T,

Why or why not?

BATTTM?

*Your journal is part of your class participation grade regardless of whether or not you
participate in the study.

ZOHRIIIZETORE O T, FEESIMLUIZNIENTHHRLEZTH2O0NNETT,
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