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Student-Led Feedback on Writing:
Requests Made and Feedback Received
Rachael Ruegg
Te Herenga Waka—Victoria University of Wellington
It has been suggested that students experience more autonomy in the feedback process
when they communicate feedback preferences to their teacher or peers. However, little
is known about what kinds of feedback students request when given this autonomy.
Furthermore, when student writers supply feedback requests, it is unknown to what
extent readers act in accordance with such feedback requests while providing feedback. In this study, Japanese university students made feedback requests to teacher and
peer reviewers, and I evaluated the feedback requests and the feedback subsequently
received. The findings indicate that the most common feedback requests were about
the content and successful communication of ideas. The next most common requests
concerned grammar and vocabulary, and the least prioritized requests involved organization and academic style. When students requested feedback on content, grammar,
and academic style, readers increased feedback on those areas; however, feedback on
other areas correlated weakly with the requests given.
Keywords: feedback on writing, feedback sheets, learner autonomy, student-centered learning
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Previous research has suggested that indirect feedback (i.e., the reader
indicates the location of issues but does not provide a correction) is more
effective than direct corrective feedback because the impetus is placed on
the writer to correct the problem (Ashwell, 2000; Lalande, 1982; Lee, 1997).
More recently, research has found that self-feedback can be more effective
than peer feedback (Mawlawi Diab, 2016; Wakabayashi, 2013) and even
more effective than teacher feedback (Mawlawi Diab, 2016) for improving
subsequent writing performance. Both of these trends suggest that a crucial step in fostering learning is the learner’s engagement with the feedback
process.
Focusing specifically on corrective feedback provided to second-language (L2) students on their language errors, Rummel and Bitchener (2015)
found that students who received feedback that matched their preferences
outperformed those who received feedback that did not match their preferences. This finding suggests that students are more likely to engage with
feedback when it aligns with their feedback preferences.
In relation to education more generally, educators have been gradually moving away from the teacher-as-expert model (Grasha, 1994) and
toward student-centered models of education (Tan, 2010). Encouraging
students to have control over what they study, when they study, and the
materials and methods they use to study increases their autonomy in
language learning and prepares them to be language users rather than language learners. Similarly, it has been suggested that students have more
autonomy in the feedback process when they communicate their feedback
preferences to the teacher (Charles, 1990; Ferris, 1997; Hyland, 2003; Lee,
2017; Reid, 1993; Shvidko, 2015) or peers (Hyland, 2003; Lee, 2017; Liu &
Hansen Edwards, 2002).
While it has been suggested that students communicate their feedback
preferences to the teacher or peers, little research evidence exists of teachers
adopting this practice. Previous research has investigated the focus of feedback, and the findings seem to suggest that the focus of feedback given and
received depends to a great extent on who provides the feedback (Chen,
2010; Xu & Liu, 2010; Yang et al., 2006), despite the recommendation in
the literature that the focus of feedback should be based on writers’ preferences (Charles, 1990; Hyland, 2003; Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2002; Reid,
Ruegg, R. (2020). Student-led feedback on writing: Requests made and feedback received. Journal
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1993; Shvidko, 2015). Since it is unclear the extent to which teachers have
employed student-led feedback, there is a need for research on this practice
to determine the differential effects it might have compared to teacher-led
feedback. Furthermore, little is known about what kinds of feedback students request when given this autonomy. It is also unknown to what extent
givers of feedback act in accordance with such feedback requests.
The purpose of the present study is to evaluate both the feedback re
quests made by Japanese university students to teacher and peer reviewers
and the feedback received in response to the requests. Three research questions guided this research:
1. When given freedom to request feedback on particular issues, what
kinds of feedback do students request?
2. Does the source of feedback (i.e., peer or teacher) affect the kinds of
feedback students request?
3. To what extent do teacher and peer readers provide feedback in accordance with requests made by writers?
Literature Review
Research looking at the focus of feedback has often found that the
focus varies depending on the preferences of readers (Chen, 2010; Xu &
Liu, 2010; Yang et al., 2006). It has frequently been suggested for the focus
of feedback to be determined by student writers themselves (Charles, 1990;
Hyland, 2003; Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2002; Reid, 1993; Shvidko, 2015).
However, little research evidence indicates that instructors have taken up
this suggestion. This review of previous research begins with a brief overview of research that looks at factors affecting the focus of feedback. I then
outline the main methods of eliciting feedback preferences from students
and discuss the few empirical studies that have investigated such practices.
Finally, I survey the methods of scaffolding a transition from teacher-led to
student-led feedback that have been elucidated through previous research.
Factors Affecting Feedback Given and Received
Perhaps the most frequently cited factor affecting the type of feedback
given and/or received is the feedback source. Previous research suggests that
teachers focus predominantly on surface-level issues when providing feedback, as found in two studies that were conducted more than 20 years ago
Ruegg, R. (2020). Student-led feedback on writing: Requests made and feedback received. Journal
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in the context of university-level ESL writing classes. Zamel (1985) found
that teachers’ comments mainly focused on surface-level issues. Connor
and Asenavage (1994) found that when students used teacher feedback to
revise, their revisions were predominantly changes to surface-level issues.
The results of these studies suggest that the feedback received and revisions
made by students are heavily influenced by what the teacher chooses to
focus on.
More recently, three studies carried out in Chinese universities compared peer and expert conditions, all resulting in similar findings. Yang et
al. (2006) found that peer feedback resulted in more meaning-level changes
(27%) than teacher feedback (5%). While teacher feedback resulted in
more changes overall, a higher percentage of the changes were surface-level
language changes. This finding suggests that a larger proportion of teacher
feedback may be focused on surface-level language issues when compared
with peer feedback. Chen’s (2010) study compared peer feedback with feedback from faculty writing consultants rather than from teachers. She found
that writing consultants focused more on surface-level language problems,
whereas peers focused on deeper rhetorical issues. Xu and Liu (2010) compared the feedback provided by peers and a teacher and found that students
provided comments at the whole-text level, while teachers commented at
the local level on features such as language and local-level content. The
results of these studies in the context of English as a foreign language (EFL)
also indicate that no matter whether the reviewer be a teacher or a peer
reader, the focus of feedback given and received and subsequent student
revisions are influenced by what the reader chooses to focus on when
reading student texts.
Ultimately, in both ESL and EFL contexts, the focus of feedback given
and received seems to reflect what the reader values, and writers’ preferences do not seem to have much effect on feedback provided. This focus
seems to occur despite the suggestions in the literature that writers’ preferences should be considered (Charles, 1990; Ferris, 1997; Hyland, 2003;
Lee, 2017; Reid, 1993; Shvidko, 2015). Similarly, Campbell and SchummFauster (2013) also found that the amount of feedback a student received
depended on the amount of time a teacher had to provide feedback rather
than the needs of the student.
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Two recent studies on peer feedback suggest that the feedback peers
provide is heavily influenced by the teacher feedback they have received
previously (Alnasser & Alyousef, 2015; Yu & Hu, 2017). Thus, teachers
may have a significant influence on not only the focus and amount of
teacher feedback but also the focus of peer feedback. Feedback plays a
central role in the process of learning to write. Thus, the feedback learners
receive should not be so heavily influenced by who is assigned to teach
their class.
Student-Led Written Feedback
It has often been suggested that students have more autonomy in the
feedback process by communicating their feedback preferences to the
teacher through a range of methods (Anson & Anson, 2017; Charles,
1990; Ferris, 1997; Hyland, 2003; Lee, 2017; Reid, 1993; Shvidko, 2015).
Charles (1990) and Reid (1993) introduced techniques in which students
annotated their preliminary drafts with comments or questions for the
teacher. The teacher then responded directly to these comments or questions when providing feedback on the draft. Charles (1990) stated that
this process had several advantages over teacher-led feedback for students, such as giving students more control over the types of feedback
they received and encouraging them to reflect on and critically evaluate their own drafts. Reid (1993) explained that providing feedback in
response to student annotations also had advantages for teachers because
it was less frustrating and less time-consuming.
Hyland (1996) and Lee (2017) both suggested that teachers prepare a
feedback sheet but allow some space for learners to add areas they would
like feedback on, thus customizing the teacher-produced feedback sheet
to a certain extent. Rather than asking students to communicate their
feedback preferences for each draft, Ferris (1997) suggested using a precourse questionnaire in which students outline what kind of feedback
they would like to receive on their writing. However, this information
would likely be less useful than if students communicated their preferences for a particular draft; as students encounter new assignments or
new aspects of writing, new areas of concern are likely to arise, necessitating feedback on issues that could not have been anticipated before the
Ruegg, R. (2020). Student-led feedback on writing: Requests made and feedback received. Journal
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course. Additionally, Bloxham and Campbell (2010) demonstrated that
frequent engagement in similar tasks increased students’ understanding
of the expectations of the task. This finding suggests that learners are
likely to refine their requests for feedback over time.
Apart from students annotating their drafts, interactive cover sheets
have also been used to elicit students’ feedback preferences. Bloxham and
Campbell (2010) discussed the use of an interactive cover sheet for teacher
feedback. These interactive cover sheets involved students writing feedback requests on a separate sheet, whereas the earlier annotation method
involved students marking up their own draft and adding marginal questions and comments. Unlike the suggestions mentioned so far, which
focused exclusively on student-led teacher feedback, Shvidko (2015) used
a “letter to the reviewer” for both teacher and peer feedback.
In relation to peer feedback, scholars have suggested at times that students communicate the kinds of feedback they would like to receive. Both
Liu and Hansen Edwards (2002) and Lee (2017) suggested that peer response
sheets be task-based and learner-based and warned that if they are not, students may not take the peer-feedback task seriously. Liu and Hansen Edwards
(2002) suggested that students write their own peer response sheets in their
entirety to increase learner investment in the feedback process, whereas Lee
(2017) suggested a weaker version of student control, encouraging students
to make changes to a teacher-created peer-feedback sheet or using a feedback sheet that was partially created by the teacher and that included space
for students to add their own questions.
The suggestions mentioned above constitute pedagogical advice rather
than the results of empirical research. A limited number of related empirical studies have been conducted. Maas (2017a) conducted research in
which students were allowed to choose the format of the feedback rather
than the focus of the feedback. Students could request direct corrections
of their errors or coded indirect feedback. Additionally, they could request
written feedback either in handwritten form or digitally as an email attachment. Alternatively, students could request digital audio recordings of the
feedback as an MP3 file in an email attachment. Maas (2017b) identified
which form of feedback was preferred for each feedback focus. However,
she did not independently analyze the requests made in relation to focus
Ruegg, R. (2020). Student-led feedback on writing: Requests made and feedback received. Journal
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of feedback. Maas (2017a) concluded that “there is large scope for further
study on learner driven feedback, investigating how students deal with
autonomy, what factors affect the feedback they request and whether they
accurately identify their own weaknesses” (p. 136). The current study is
intended to contribute toward filling this gap in research.
Evaluation of Feedback Requests
Although the practice of students communicating their feedback preferences to the teacher or peers has been quite widely recommended in the
literature, and a range of methods to elicit student preferences have been
suggested, a great deal less is known about what kinds of feedback students
request when given this autonomy. The only study I found that evaluated
students’ feedback requests in the classroom context was published more
than 20 years ago. In that study, Storch and Tapper (1996) used an annotation system for feedback requests related to language use. Requests for
feedback on grammar were by far the largest in number (45%) followed by
blanket requests (23%). Requests for feedback on vocabulary were made
less often (3%). Although the annotations were intended to elicit feedback
on language use, some annotations were also made on deeper rhetorical
concerns. Content and organization each constituted 2% of the annotations. The study only investigated feedback requests made to the teacher
and did not consider the success of the annotations in terms of the feedback received in response to the requests.
Severino et al. (2009) compared the feedback requests of ESL students
with those of native English-speaking students, although the context of
their study was writing center tutorials rather than feedback in the classroom. They found that ESL students and native English-speaking students
made a wide range of requests for different types of feedback and that there
was no need for tutors to make a concerted effort to encourage students to
focus on global concerns over surface-level concerns.
To address the apparent teacher-led nature of feedback, Campbell and
Schumm-Fauster (2013) conducted a study in which students made feedback requests on their first drafts by formulating questions to which the
teacher responded. The students then revised their writing, and the teacher
gave more comprehensive feedback on the second draft, which was further
Ruegg, R. (2020). Student-led feedback on writing: Requests made and feedback received. Journal
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revised and submitted for grading. Their study was focused on perspectives
of the feedback practice. They found that both students and teachers had
positive perceptions of the practice. However, they did not analyze the feedback requests made or the feedback received in response to the requests.
Scaffolding the Feedback Process
A transition from teacher-led instruction to student-led instruction
needs to be scaffolded for students to become accustomed to leading
the feedback process, especially if they have considerable experience in
receiving teacher-led feedback. Suggestions about how best to scaffold
the process of student-led feedback also emerged from the literature.
Storch and Tapper (1996) asked students for feedback on the annotation system they used through a short questionnaire. Responses to the
questionnaire revealed that although the students appreciated being able
to lead the feedback process, they suggested that the teacher offer additional language feedback and respond to the annotations because students sometimes made mistakes they were not aware of.
In relation to peer feedback, Liu and Hansen Edwards (2002) suggested
that peer response sheets should be guided more by the teacher when students are first introduced to peer response and guided more by the students
once they have become familiar with the peer response process. Shvidko
(2015) applied this suggestion by asking her students to focus on higher-order concerns in their first “letter to the reviewer.” She provided the
students with a list of possible questions, which served as suggested foci
for the first round of feedback. Both these methods of scaffolding—providing reader-led feedback in addition to writer-led feedback and guiding
the process more at the beginning of the course—were employed in the
current study.
Methods
Context
This study was conducted at a university in central Japan in which
all students major in foreign languages. Students were surrounded by
Japanese language except for while engaging in their studies, thus representing an EFL context. However, the university had a strict English-only
Ruegg, R. (2020). Student-led feedback on writing: Requests made and feedback received. Journal
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approach to English-language education, with all English-language classes
being monolingual English contexts. Although students at the university
majored in various foreign languages, they did not all use the language
skills they had learned after graduation. In this sense, the context of this
study sits clearly within the EFL domain.
Participants
Before conducting this research, I obtained ethical approval. All students participated in the pedagogical treatment, but I did not collect data
from those who did not consent to participating in the research. The participants in this study were 53 second-year students majoring in English.
Forty-three of the participants were female (81%), and 10 participants
were male (19%). They were in the lowest of three English-language proficiency streams, and their TOEFL Institutional Testing Program scores
were between 370 and 500. Their English proficiency level could be
roughly classified as A2 to B2 on the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages. The students were randomly assigned to classes
within each proficiency stream, and consenting students in four of the
classes in the lowest stream were included in this study. Two classes constituted the teacher-feedback group (36 students), while the other two
made up the peer-feedback group (17 students).
The students had taken classes in reading, writing, and Basic English—a
class emphasizing oral and aural skills—during their first year of study.
During that year, they had been introduced to the writing process and had
written multiple drafts on the basis of peer and/or teacher feedback. While
many of the students had experienced giving and receiving peer feedback
during their first year, not all had. However, all students had experienced
receiving teacher feedback. In the second year of study, they were enrolled
in classes in reading, writing, and Media English—a class emphasizing oral
and aural skills. Each class met for 90 minutes twice a week for a period of
one academic year (i.e., 30 weeks). This study was conducted during the
writing class, and the teacher of the writing class was also the researcher.
Teaching and Feedback Methods
Students were required to write eight essays and three drafts of each
assignment over the one-year period. Students in two intact classes received
Ruegg, R. (2020). Student-led feedback on writing: Requests made and feedback received. Journal
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teacher feedback on every preliminary draft of every assignment while students in the other two gave and received peer feedback on every preliminary
draft of every assignment. Therefore, the teacher-feedback group received
feedback 16 times over the one-year course, and the peer-feedback group
gave and received peer feedback 16 times. The teacher-feedback group did
not give or receive any peer feedback as a part of their classroom activities,
though they may have done so informally. The peer-feedback group did not
receive any teacher feedback as a part of their classroom activities, though
they were free to ask the teacher specific questions during class time. Each
student in the peer-feedback group was matched with a different partner for
dyadic peer review of each draft, so they could experience feedback from as
many readers as possible over the one-year period. All four classes followed
the overall feedback procedure outlined in Figure 1. Students participated
in this procedure eight times over the academic year, and they received their
grade for one assignment early in the process of writing the subsequent
assignment.
Some students failed either to write or to submit all three drafts for some
assignments. Only assignments for which all three drafts were received were
included in the study to ensure that an equal number of feedback sheets
from the first draft and the second draft were included in the analysis.
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Figure 1
Overall Feedback Procedure

Both peer and teacher feedback were given using a student-created
feedback sheet. The feedback sheet consisted of four blank lines on which
students were to write four questions for the peer or teacher to provide
feedback on. In addition, each sheet had one additional instruction:
“Please provide one piece of constructive feedback.” The final instruction on this feedback sheet was added in response to feedback provided
by Storch and Tapper’s (1996) students, who wanted other feedback in
addition to responses to their specific concerns. Two completed feedback
Ruegg, R. (2020). Student-led feedback on writing: Requests made and feedback received. Journal
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sheets can be found in the appendix. All feedback was requested and
provided in handwritten form.
I limited the number of questions because of the time available; I
considered that the readers could respond in detail to four questions and
the additional request for constructive feedback in the available time. The
students in the peer-feedback group took about one hour on average to
provide detailed feedback in relation to the four questions and one additional piece of constructive feedback. The teacher spent about 15 to 20
minutes to provide feedback on each draft. Thus, with two classes of 27
students each, the teacher spent about 16 hours providing feedback for
each assignment draft. With two preliminary drafts for each of the eight
assignments, the teacher provided about 300 hours of feedback over
the year. Teachers may feel that providing feedback on only five specific aspects of writing is not enough for developing writers; however,
when taking into consideration the other tasks required of instructors,
it would be difficult for an instructor to provide more feedback given
the amount of time it already requires. Furthermore, if teachers provide
too much feedback, it may discourage students from reflection on and
self-revision of their writing (Connor & Asenavage, 1994; Nichol, 2010),
which would be a step backward in terms of fostering learner autonomy.
Students received training on how to use the feedback system for
one 90-minute class at the beginning of the academic year. During this
training session, students were encouraged to examine the assessment
rubric used for grading their written assignments. The rubric included
four general categories: grammar, vocabulary, organization, and content.
Students were encouraged to come up with possible feedback request
questions that could be asked in relation to each of those four categories.
Some previous researchers (e.g., Hyland, 2000) have suggested that
while teachers’ intentions in using feedback sheets are good, they turn
peer feedback away from real communication and into yet another way
to please the writing teacher. It is important to note that this criticism
was directed at teacher-created feedback sheets. Student-created feedback sheets could be seen as the addition of real communication to an
otherwise inauthentic task.
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The reader provided feedback by responding with either yes or no to
each question. In addition to this, when the answer indicated a possible
weakness in the writing, the teacher gave indirect feedback on the draft
using a color-coding system: Marks and/or short comments related to each
question were written in the same color as was used to answer the question
on the feedback sheet. Peer readers were taught to use the same process.
Responses to the final question were also a combination of marks and/or
short comments on the draft and/or the feedback sheet.
The secondary education system in Japan often places a heavy emphasis
on morphology and syntax, and the instructor was concerned that the students would consider a writing class to be synonymous with a grammar
class, as is often the case in secondary schools. Therefore, the teacher put
scaffolding in place to encourage the students to focus on issues beyond
the sentence level, such as organization and content. On the first feedback
sheet at the beginning of the academic year, all the questions were provided
by the teacher. From this first teacher-led feedback sheet, the number of
blank lines slowly increased from Assignments 1 to 3 to enable the students to increasingly lead the process. From Assignment 4 and onward, the
feedback process was completely led by the students. In total, out of the 64
requests for feedback made on the feedback sheets, 11 were predetermined
by the teacher, and the remaining 53 were student-led feedback requests.
The arrangement of the teacher-led and student-led feedback requests can
be seen in Table 1.
Table 1
Arrangement of Teacher-Led (TL) and Student-Led (SL) Feedback Requests
Assignment
Draft

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

1

4 TL
0 SL

2 TL
2 SL

1 TL
3 SL

0 TL
4 SL

0 TL
4 SL

0 TL
4 SL

0 TL
4 SL

0 TL
4 SL

2

2 TL
2 SL

1 TL
3 SL

1 TL
3 SL

0 TL
4 SL

0 TL
4 SL

0 TL
4 SL

0 TL
4 SL

0 TL
4 SL
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Table 2 shows the pre-determined questions for feedback that were
included on the first six feedback sheets. As can be seen, the predetermined questions for feedback related predominantly to the organizational
and stylistic features required for each assignment.
Table 2
Predetermined Feedback Questions
Assignment, Draft

Predetermined questions

Assignment 1, Draft 1

Is the first paragraph free from personal opinion?
Does the second paragraph give the writer’s opinion?
Is the reference written using APA style?
Do you understand everything clearly?

Assignment 1, Draft 2

Does the first sentence include the newspaper name and
article title?
Does the writer take a position?

Assignment 2, Draft 1

Does the thesis statement state what two things are being
compared, the purpose and the three subtopics?
Does each body paragraph deal with a different subtopic?

Assignment 2, Draft 2

Does each body paragraph include one similarity and one
difference?

Assignment 3, Draft 1

Do the “cause” body paragraphs each outline a different
reason for the problem?

Assignment 3, Draft 2

Do the “effect” body paragraphs each outline a different
result of the problem?

The main purpose of this research was to analyze the kinds of feedback requests made by students to peers and the teacher. In addition to the
feedback requests, the types of feedback received on 308 individual drafts
of 154 assignments written by the 53 students were analyzed to determine
to what extent the feedback provided by readers was in accordance with
requests for feedback made by writers. These drafts were taken from all
eight assignments. They included 79 assignments written by students in
the teacher-feedback group and 75 assignments written by students in the
peer-feedback group.
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Coding
Initially, I created four categories to code the feedback requests. These
four categories related directly to the four aspects on which students were
assessed: grammar, vocabulary, organization, and content. However, once
the coding process began, it became clear that I needed to use six separate categories to code the requests for feedback; I added communicative
aspects and academic style as additional categories. The student-led re
quests for feedback and the feedback provided by the teacher and peers
on the 308 individual drafts of 154 assignments were analyzed using the
same six categories, which will be described and exemplified. The coding
categories and corresponding examples of feedback request questions are
arranged in Table 3.
Table 3
Coding System
Code

Example questions

Communicative

Is my thesis statement clear?
Do you understand my point in paragraph 4?

Discrete grammar

Are my verb tenses correct?
Are prepositions used correctly?

Vocabulary

How can I say a company which sells TV, computer etc?
Are there any spelling mistakes?
Please suggest more academic vocabulary.

Academic style

Are my references correct?
Did I use quotation marks correctly?

Organization

Is each body paragraph summarized in the conclusion?
Is the organization of ideas clear?

Content

Do I need more support?
Is there anything else I should add?

Communicative requests constituted any requests that asked about
clarity or comprehensibility of the whole or any part of the writing. Dis
crete grammar requests involved more specific requests, which related to
accuracy of discrete grammatical items. The implication of such requests
was that although the message was clear and comprehensible to the reader,
Ruegg, R. (2020). Student-led feedback on writing: Requests made and feedback received. Journal
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the writer was still concerned about grammatical accuracy. Vocabulary
requests included any requests related to word formation or word choice.
Academic-style requests consisted of any requests that related to academic
issues, such as source use, in-text citations, and referencing, as well as any
relating to formatting and transition use. These can be distinguished from
organization requests in that they are not specific to the particular rhetorical mode but rather apply to academic style more generally; they could
thus be applied to any formal academic writing assignment in the course.
Organization requests comprise those relating to the order of ideas or the
organization of writing as a whole, as well as any requests that related
directly to producing the particular rhetorical mode specified by the as
signment. Content requests included any requests relating to the ideas
expressed in the writing. Over 50% of the data (162 drafts) was recoded
six months after the initial coding to establish intra-rater reliability. A
Spearman’s correlation coefficient of 0.96 was found, and the coding was
determined to be sufficiently reliable.
Statistical Analysis
Initially, I conducted an exploratory analysis to determine whether
any significant differences existed among the questions asked or feedback
received between the first and second drafts of assignments. I conducted
another exploratory analysis to determine whether there were any changes
in the feedback requests or feedback received through time. I did not
find any significant differences in feedback requests or feedback received
between first and second drafts nor any changes through time. Therefore,
I grouped all the data together for further analysis.
I calculated the proportions of questions that fell into each of the six
categories and the descriptive statistics to provide an overall image of the
kinds of feedback requests the students made over the one-year period.
Following this, the results of the peer-feedback group and the teacher-feedback group were compared using the Kruskal–Wallis test, a nonparametric
equivalent to the one-way ANOVA, to determine whether there were any
significant differences in the kinds of requests made to the teacher and to
peers. I utilized the Kruskal–Wallis test because the data did not meet the
assumption of normal distribution. Finally, I ran Spearman’s correlations
Ruegg, R. (2020). Student-led feedback on writing: Requests made and feedback received. Journal
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between the proportion of questions asked about each kind of writing
problem and the feedback received on each kind of writing problem on
each draft to determine the extent to which the readers provided feedback
in response to the given feedback requests.
Results
Preliminary Observations
My first observation was that not all students provided all four questions on all feedback sheets. On 27 of the completed feedback sheets,
students wrote fewer than four questions. Of those feedback sheets, 21
sheets displayed three questions and one blank line, and six sheets included
two questions and two blank lines. The former type occurred eight times
on first drafts and 13 times on second drafts. The latter type occurred three
times on first drafts and three times on second drafts. Forty-one students
(77%) always asked the maximum number of questions allowed: 26 in the
teacher-feedback group (72%) and 15 in the peer-feedback group (88%).
The remaining 12 students (23%) sometimes did not ask the maximum
number of questions allowed: 10 in the teacher-feedback group (28%) and
two in the peer-feedback group (12%).
Feedback Requests Made
To determine whether there were any differences between the questions
asked by students in the peer-feedback group and those in the teacher-feedback group, the data were separated into two groups, which were then
compared using the Kruskal–Wallis test. The descriptive statistics for the
158 feedback sheets submitted by students in the teacher-feedback group
and the 150 feedback sheets submitted by the students in the peer-feedback
group as well as the descriptive statistics for all 308 feedback sheets are displayed in Table 4. These data show that content was the aspect of writing
focused on the most by students in their feedback requests. To a relatively
large extent, students also focused on communicative aspects and discrete
grammar aspects. On the other hand, students focused comparatively less
on vocabulary, organization, and academic style.
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Table 4
Descriptive Statistics for Feedback Requests by Group
Group
Request type

Teacher feedback

Peer feedback

All students

Mean

(SD)

Mean

(SD)

Mean

(SD)

Content

25.61%

(19.30)

25.28%

(19.41)

25.45%

(19.29)

Communicative

22.26%

(15.12)

23.58%

(12.70)

22.90%

(13.97)

Discrete grammar

21.84%

(20.57)

22.28%

(16.83)

22.05%

(18.78)

Vocabulary

12.85%

(15.26)

10.35%

(11.80)

11.63%

(13.70)

Organization

9.61%

(16.70)

11.82%

(14.53)

10.69%

(15.67)

Academic style

7.84%

(12.83)

6.69%

(11.16)

7.28%

(12.02)

The Kruskal–Wallis analysis between the feedback requests of the
teacher-feedback group and the peer-feedback group revealed no significant differences (i.e., at the 0.05 level) relating to content (p = 0.871),
communicative issues (p = 0.440), vocabulary (p = 0.286), or organization (p = 0.668). However, significant differences were revealed between
the proportion of requests relating to academic style (p = 0.025) and
discrete grammar (p = 0.021). A higher proportion of feedback requests
for academic style were made on the feedback sheets of the teacher-feedback group than on those of the peer-feedback group, whereas a higher
proportion of feedback requests for discrete grammar were made in the
peer-feedback group than in the teacher-feedback group.
Feedback Received
To determine whether any differences existed between the extent to
which the teacher and the peers acted in accordance with the feedback
requests given when providing feedback, I calculated Spearman’s correlations separately for the drafts submitted by students in the teacher-feedback group (158) and those submitted by students in the peer-feedback
group (150). The descriptive statistics for the feedback received in each
group and for the types of feedback provided on all 308 essay drafts are
displayed in Table 5.
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Table 5
Descriptive Statistics for Feedback Provided by Group
Group
Request type

Teacher feedback

Peer feedback

All students

Mean

(SD)

Mean

(SD)

Mean

(SD)

Content

20.76%

(21.43)

15.19%

(22.62)

18.05%

(22.12)

Communicative

23.36%

(17.28)

35.36%

(34.50)

29.20%

(26.44)

Discrete grammar

36.72%

(25.79)

10.26%

(19.66)

23.84%

(26.50)

Vocabulary

3.92%

(11.28)

18.58%

(22.65)

11.06%

(19.33)

Organization

5.80%

(10.53)

2.72%

(9.13)

4.30%

(10.49)

Academic style

9.46%

(13.82)

4.50%

(10.24)

7.04%

(12.42)

Spearman’s correlations between the proportion of feedback provided
by the teacher in relation to each issue and the proportion of feedback
requests made on each issue uncovered significant positive correlations
between the requests made and feedback provided in relation to content
(rho = 0.471, p < 0.001), communicative issues (rho = 0.348, p = 0.002),
discrete grammar (rho = 0.337, p = 0.002) and vocabulary (rho = 0.293, p
= 0.009). On the other hand, the correlations between feedback requests
and teacher feedback received on academic style (rho = 0.205, p = 0.070)
and organization (rho = 0.021, p = 0.854) were small and not significant.
When the feedback provided by peer readers was correlated with the
feedback requests made by peer writers, a significant correlation was found
between feedback provided and feedback requests on organization (rho =
0.287, p = 0.012). However, the relationship between feedback provided
and requests made in relation to discrete grammar (rho = 0.204, p = 0.079),
communicative issues (rho = -0.201, p = 0.084), content (rho = 0.151, p
= 0.192), vocabulary (rho = 0.080, p = 0.497), and academic style (rho =
0.065, p = 0.581) in the peer-feedback group were small and not significant.
Discussion
Types of Feedback Requested
The first research question that guided this research was as follows:
When given freedom to request feedback on particular issues, what kinds
of feedback do students request? On their feedback sheets, the participants
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made requests that suggest they were not overly concerned with language
accuracy. These findings are similar to those of Severino et al. (2009). The
predominant trend found among the feedback requests involved asking
mainly about meaning. Over 25% of the feedback requests in both the
teacher-feedback group and the peer-feedback group related to the ideas
themselves (i.e., content). The next largest proportion of feedback requests,
which was over 20% in both groups, related to the clarity and/or comprehensibility of the ideas (i.e., communicative issues). The secondary area of
concern for the students seems to be language accuracy. Feedback requests
related to language accuracy (i.e., discrete grammar and vocabulary) make
up around one third of all requests in both groups. The requests related
to task achievement (i.e., organization and academic style) were the least
prioritized among the participants.
The students’ context is likely to strongly influence the types of feedback
they request. These students were matriculated undergraduate students and
language majors. The proportions of different types of feedback requests suggest that students are receptive to factors that teachers stress are important
during classroom instruction. In the context of these classrooms, the teacher
strongly encouraged students to consider writing holistically, focusing on
not only surface-level issues but also global issues. It appears that students
were receptive to this idea and focused on their writing development in
a holistic way. Similarly, the students in Storch and Tapper’s (1996) study
were asked to annotate their writing in relation to surface-level concerns,
and 96% of their annotations focused on language accuracy, which demonstrated that they focused on the aspects of writing that their teachers stressed
were important.
Another aspect of classroom instruction that may have influenced the
requests made is that students were given autonomy to select the topics
for their writing assignments. This autonomy meant that each student
wrote about a different topic, which may have resulted in more interactions
between the student writers and the readers about the content matter. Topic
choice has been found to have a significant effect on writing performance
(Bonyadi, 2014), but it has not been taken into consideration in research
on feedback. Topic choice may have a great deal of influence on the aspects
of writing on which student writers focus their requests, and this issue
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deserves greater attention in research of feedback on writing. Even in the
context of traditional teacher-led feedback, it would be interesting to consider whether the amount of feedback on content varies significantly when
all learners write on the same topic as compared to when each writer selects
their own topic for writing.
Source of Feedback
The second research question was as follows: Does the source of feedback (i.e., peer or teacher) affect the kinds of feedback students request?
When the reader was the teacher, students were significantly more likely
to request feedback on academic style. The higher proportion of requests
for feedback on academic style in the teacher-feedback group is perhaps
not surprising since all of the students were academic novices while the
teacher was more experienced in the academic domain.
On the other hand, when the reader was a peer, students were significantly more likely to request feedback on discrete grammatical items.
In their case study research, Yu and Hu (2017) found that peer feedback
training and previous experiences of receiving feedback, usually from
the teacher, influenced the feedback learners provided their peers. They
concluded that the teacher feedback they have previously received may
have more influence on students’ peer feedback practices than the peer
feedback training they receive. Alnasser and Alyousef (2015) focused on
peer feedback preferences rather than the feedback received and reached
a similar conclusion: Students’ preferences for peer feedback may be
strongly related to their past educational experiences. The findings of the
current study seem to support this conclusion. Students’ past experiences
of receiving teacher feedback and language education that were focused
on discrete grammatical issues in high school may have influenced their
beliefs about what aspect of writing was most important. Although the
teacher stressed the importance of focusing on both local and global
issues during peer feedback training, her own practice of providing feedback to the teacher-feedback group appears to have had more influence
on students in the teacher-feedback group than the training provided to
the peer-feedback group. This finding suggests that teachers’ actions have
greater impact than their words, thus highlighting the strong influence
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teachers can have in even a student-led feedback practice. Overall, the
results of the present study show a great deal of similarity between the
requests made to the teacher and to peers, thus supporting Alnasser and
Alyousef ’s (2015) suggestion that learners’ preferences for feedback may
be similar irrespective of the feedback source.
Heeding Feedback Requests
The third research question was as follows: To what extent do peer
and teacher readers provide feedback in accordance with requests made
by writers? In the teacher-feedback group, over two thirds of the feedback
requests focused on content, communication of ideas, or discrete grammatical issues, and an even greater proportion (over 80%) of the feedback
received focused on these issues. This may support Zamel’s finding (1985)
that teachers’ comments tend to focus on surface-level issues. In the
peer-feedback group, the opposite trend is apparent: A slightly smaller
proportion of the feedback focused on those three areas than the proportion of feedback requests made. Moreover, the teacher was relatively consistent in providing feedback in relation to the feedback requests made by
students. On the other hand, students may have difficulty finding issues
in the writing of their peers (Mangelsdorf, 1992). Students experience difficulty especially when responding to broader rhetorical issues, and they
tend to focus instead on surface-level language issues (Leki, 1990; Liu &
Hansen Edwards, 2002), which represent low hanging fruit for readers. In
this study, peers may have found it difficult to provide feedback on specific
feedback requests made and may have provided feedback on whatever
issues they could find with the writing, though the feedback requests did
clearly guide their provision of feedback to some extent.
Overall, the correlations between requests for feedback and feedback
received on each draft were stronger in the teacher-feedback group than
in the peer-feedback group. It is interesting to note that the one aspect
of writing with the weakest correlation in the teacher-feedback group
(i.e., organization) was the aspect with the strongest correlation in the
peer-feedback group. The teacher was significantly more likely to comment on content, communication, and discrete grammatical issues when
such feedback was requested, whereas for peer readers the relationship
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was weaker. This may have resulted from a relative lack of confidence to
find issues with and/or offer feedback on a wide range of global and local
issues when compared to the teacher.
Conclusion
Some language educators may suggest that part of the teacher’s role
includes determining what feedback is appropriate for each student. They
may be concerned that students would focus exclusively on surface-level
grammatical issues at the expense of developing higher-order writing
skills (Berg, 1999; Leki, 1990; Zhu, 1995). This concern may be greater for
students from traditional teacher-centered educational systems, such as
Japan (Tan & Chua, 2014), since previous experiences of teacher feedback
are likely to influence students’ preferences (Alnasser & Alyousef, 2015;
Yu & Hu, 2017). However, the results of the present research suggest that
students made rational decisions, and the types of feedback they managed to elicit from their teacher and their peers would serve them well in
their efforts to improve their writing skills. This suggests that giving more
control to students over the feedback they receive can result in receiving
useful feedback on their writing.
The feedback method is one variable that may have affected the results
of this study. Liu and Hansen Edwards (2002) suggested that readers providing pen-and-paper feedback are more likely to focus on global issues;
using digital formats can lead readers to provide surface-level feedback
because they read and comment on the text at the same time. It is possible that the same concept applies to different formats of pen-and-paper
feedback. A number of previous studies (e.g., Charles, 1990; Reid, 1993;
Storch & Tapper, 1996) proposed that students should make requests
for feedback by annotating their drafts. However, this method of communicating feedback preferences possibly lends itself to addressing local
issues, encouraging students to pinpoint particular words or sentences
they are unsure about rather than to focus on global issues. Similarly,
when writers annotated their drafts, readers likely provided the feedback
while reading the text, thus encouraging local-level feedback rather than
global-level comments. Some previous literature has suggested a separate feedback sheet (e.g., Liu & Hansen Edwards, 2002; Shvidko, 2015;
Sommers, 2013, as cited in Shvidko, 2015), which I utilized in the present
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study. The practice of writing a separate feedback sheet after the text has
been completed may encourage reflection, and spending time reflecting
on one’s writing might in turn encourage thinking about deeper rhetorical concerns. Similarly, using a separate feedback sheet may encourage
readers to consider texts more globally.
The results of this study indicate that the teacher was responsive
to students’ feedback requests. This is perhaps not surprising since the
teacher had developed this feedback system based on the pedagogical
suggestions found in the literature. Empirical literature on the topic
showed little evidence of teachers employing these suggestions. Since
the students managed to elicit feedback on a broad range of writing
issues, it is suggested that teachers be introduced to student-led feedback systems in language teacher-education programs to increase their
use of this practice. Naturally, I recommend that teachers who have not
experimented with student-led feedback practices previously also do so.
On the other hand, peer readers were less responsive to the feedback requests made by peer writers. With the exception of requests for
feedback on organization, no significant correlations existed between
the requests made and feedback received in this group. The focus of
instruction during the course mostly revolved around the appropriate
organization of ideas on each assignment. This factor suggests that when
asked questions about organization, students felt confident to answer
such requests but may not have felt confident to answer requests about
other aspects of writing. One option to improve this outcome would be
to substantially increase training that shows students how to provide
effective feedback on a range of writing issues. However, ultimately,
spending substantial time on training may render the student-led feedback practice ineffective. It may be more useful to utilize student-led
feedback sheets for teacher feedback but to use a generic peer-feedback
sheet that covers all six aspects of writing investigated in this study.
Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research
Limitations of this research include that it was conducted in
one cultural and educational context and involved only one teacher.
Furthermore, like many previous studies, the learner participants were
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adults. Therefore, the findings of this study may not be generalizable to
other contexts. In particular, younger learners may react differently to being
given such autonomy over their learning. It would also be useful to investigate the extent to which the feedback students received on previous drafts
or essays informed the requests for feedback made on subsequent drafts or
essays. This kind of analysis was outside of the scope of this study but
would be a very useful avenue of further investigation.
Another limitation of this study is that it investigated the feedback
requests and feedback received on the basis of only one specific feedback method. Students were not asked to evaluate the feedback method
used in the class. However, Campbell and Schumm-Fauster (2013) used
a very similar method and found that both students and teachers had
predominantly positive perceptions. Ultimately, further research on re
quests for feedback made by students when different kinds of feedback
methods are used would contribute to this discussion and enhance our
understanding of students’ feedback preferences. Despite these limitations, the results do provide some insight and suggest further areas for
investigation.
At the outset, the teacher/researcher made an assumption that all students would ask as many questions as possible on each feedback sheet to
receive as much feedback as possible. However, the findings demonstrate
that some students chose to ask fewer than four questions. This variance
illustrates another aspect of feedback over which students may appreciate
some degree of autonomy. Some students want a great deal of feedback, and
instructors may assume that all students do. Implementing a feedback sheet
that is self-created by student writers allows students some control over the
amount of feedback they receive in addition to the focus of the feedback.
Although the practice of students communicating their feedback preferences to the teacher or peers has been quite widely recommended in
the literature (Anson & Anson, 2017; Charles, 1990; Ferris, 1997; Hyland,
2003; Lee, 2017; Reid, 1993; Shvidko, 2015), there is little research evidence of teachers implementing this recommendation. While a few studies
have considered this practice (Bloxham & Campbell, 2010; Campbell &
Schumm-Fauster, 2013; Maas, 2017a, 2017b), only one previous study
focused on what kinds of feedback students request when given this
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autonomy (Storch & Tapper, 1996). This research provides insight into the
kinds of feedback Japanese university students requested and the relative
success of those requests in terms of feedback received. There is still a great
deal unknown about what kinds of feedback students in different contexts may request when given autonomy to do so and how successful the
requests might be in eliciting the kinds of feedback they want from peers
in other contexts or from other teachers. It is therefore suggested that further research be conducted in a broad range of contexts.
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Appendix
Completed Peer Feedback Forms

Writer’s name: Emiko		

Reader’s name: Iku

Editing Checklist
								Yes No
1. Is there enough information?
2. Are the verb tenses correct?

3. Is the organization of ideas clear?

4. Do you understand everything clearly?

√

□

√

□

√

□

√

□

5. Give one piece of constructive feedback.

You have much information, so I could understand
about your essay clearly.
o Your how to use verb tense is OK!!
But, I don’t know how to use “were”.
P2. Line 6 “The major reasons were they want to
~”
I think it’s OK “suggested that ~” or “told
that~”.
o And, I think you had better to add a noun.
“This result was obvious that many people
care~”.
“This was obvious result that many people
care~.”
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Writer’s name: Iku			Reader’s name: Emiko
Editing Checklist
								Yes
1. Do you understand everything?
√
2. Is the correct form of each word used?
□
3. Are the verb tenses correct?
√
4. Is there enough information?
√
5. Give one piece of constructive feedback.

No
□
√
□
□

The topic is interesting and I could understand this result!! Good essay  Please check some mistakes!!

Paragraph 1
l.1 You should add “one” after “figure”.
As shown the following figure one, . . .
l.3 as many as 16 people have experienced there.
As many as 16 people have experienced to go there.

Paragraph 2
l.4 You don’t need “to go”.
Seven out of sixteen went there . . .
l.6 Most people of the first answered yes people
Most people answered yes in the first question
l.9 three people went to go to go abroad for foreign
language
three people went there for studying abroad.
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Paragraph 3
l.4 You should add “they” before “want to go”.
Where they want to go.
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