
Exploring formative feedback use in an EFL university setting  

 

Charles J. Anderson 

 

Language Education and Research Center, Kyushu Sangyo University 

english4anderson@gmail.com 

 

Abstract 
Effective feedback has long been acknowledged as 

an essential component of effective teaching 

(Trophy, 1981), though there has been disagreement 

concerning form is most effective. SLA research 

has, and continues to focus on error correction (Li, 

2010). Feedback that provides students with 

information about the accuracy of their production, 

but does little else and so is largely summative in 

effect. Education research, conversely, indicates 

that formative feedback is more beneficial (Hattie, 

2009). It is more likely to result in positive learning 

outcomes because it provides students with 

concrete information on how to improve, 

encourages students to engage more deeply, and 

promotes self-regulated learning. Formative 

feedback research has recently begun to influence 

teacher education and teaching practice, with 

promising results (Black and William, 2009). What 

remains unclear is how much impact education 

research findings have had in SLA contexts. 

Research was undertaken to answer the following 

questions: 1) What forms of feedback do ESL/EFL 

teachers utilize in the classroom?  2) What informs 

teachers’ feedback use? With the hope that the 

resulting findings may provide educators with an 

opportunity to reflect upon their own feedback 

practice. 
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Introduction 
This paper will begin with an overview of feedback 

research in SLA, and general education. The 

research findings should be of interest to all 

educators with an interest in feedback, and those 

wishing to reflect on their current teaching practice. 

Conclusions, drawn from the literature, will provide 

justification for a resulting qualitative investigation 

into feedback use among English speaking EFL 

teachers at one private Japanese university. 

Justification for the study design, and methodology 

will then be presented.  Finally findings from a 

pilot study, and preliminary data from an expanded 

longitudinal qualitative study will be presented.  It 

is hoped that this paper will stimulate interest into 

formative feedback and qualitative research, and 

lead to a better understanding of what constitutes 

effective feedback, and how it might be utilized in 

the classroom.  

  

1 Feedback research  

While the importance of feedback is widely 

recognized, there has been little consensus on how 

it should be defined. However most researchers 

agree that feedback only occurs in response to 

learner’s production with the intent of improving 

the learner’s subsequent production. 

 

1.1 SLA feedback 

Much of the research into feedback in SLA began in 

the 1970s with researchers exploring the impact of 

error correction on learners’ L2 production (e.g. 

Chaudron, 1977). 

The 1980s saw further exploration of error 

correction feedback in language learning. The 

majority of empirical SLA research utilized an 

interactionist model of language acquisition (Long, 

1991) where corrective feedback is seen to promote 

better interaction, and by extension learning, by 

directing learners’ attention to: 1) linguistic features 

that are absent from their production (gaps), 2) 

language that needs improvement (errors), or 3) 

language that has become more comprehensible 

(either through feedback, or the original corrected 

utterance). 

SLA findings indicate feedback is effective 

(Lyster and Saito, 2010). However, firm 

conclusions about when, how and what forms of 

corrective feedback are most effective have been 

elusive. This may be due to the large variety of 

research designs, contexts, subjects, and uniformly 

small sample sizes in the field (Hyland and Hyland, 

2006). 

  

1.2  Feedback in education 

Feedback has also been extensively studied in the 
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field of education. 13 meta-analyses published over 

the past 30 years confirm SLA findings on the 

efficacy of feedback (Hattie, 2009). In examining a 

broad range of feedback types including formative 

and summative feedback, education researchers 

agree feedback is “among the most powerful 

influences on achievement” (Ibid, p.173), provided 

it is handled appropriately, as otherwise, it may be 

detrimental (Kluger and DeNisi, 1998). 

 The numerous education meta-analyses 

also support SLA conclusions that different forms 

of feedback impact learning outcomes differently. 

However, it is important to note that within GE, two 

forms of feedback are widely acknowledged: 

“summative” feedback, a category that includes 

corrective feedback, only informs learners about the 

accuracy of their performance, and “formative” 

feedback, a broader category that involves any 

feedback that provides information that aids in 

improving future performance. 
 GE research further indicates that formative 

feedback in any form, such as supplying explicit 

information about the task at hand, about completing 

the task efficiently, or about learning goals, has higher 

effect sizes than summative feedback such as error 

correction (Hattie, 2009; Kluger and DeNisi, 1996). 

 While other conceptualizations of formative 

feedback exist, this paper will utilize Hattie and 

Timperley’s 2007 model as it is widely cited, and 

includes formative and summative feedback. 

 

1.3 A feedback model 

While other conceptualizations of formative feedback 

exist, this paper will utilize Hattie and Timperley’s 

2007 model as it is widely cited, and includes 

formative and summative feedback. 

 In the model each of the four dimensions of 

feedback: 1) Feedback about the task, 2) Feedback 

about processing the task, 3) Feedback about 

self-regulation, 4) Feedback about the self. Each of 

these dimensions operates at three levels namely: 1) 

Where am I? 2) Where am I going? and 3) How can I 

get there? 

 

2 Methodology 

2.1 Setting 

This research was conducted in a private Japanese 

university with an established compulsory English 

program for all first and second year students. All 

full time lecturers are responsible for teaching ten 

classes per semester over 15 weeks. As none of the 

students are English majors, and all of the courses 

are mandatory, a majority of students exhibit a lack 

of motivation with an average TOEIC score of 

approximately 300. 

 

2.2 Participants 

Two fulltime native English speaking lecturers were 

asked to participate in the pilot study due to their 

experience in teaching at the university level, and 

their Japanese proficiency. 

 

2.3 Classroom observations 

Participants’ classes were observed twice, and 

participants selected the classes they felt most 

comfortable being observed in. Two researchers 

observed each class and took notes. Video 

recordings were made of each class and teachers 

wore a wireless lapel microphone in order to more 

fully capture all instances of teacher feedback. 

Reflective notes were also taken following 

observations. 

2.4 Interviews 

One 45 minute, semi-structured, follow-up 

interview was also conducted in a neutral, 

non-threatening room often used for informal 

meetings and staff functions. Teachers were 

recorded with digital voice recorders and the 

resulting mp3 sound files were transferred to a 

personal computer for coding and analysis using 

ATLAS.ti software.  

Prior to the interviews, a series of questions 

(see Appendix A) were developed to help elicit the 

numerous dimensions of feedback identified in the 

Hattie and Timperley model. In order to facilitate 

coding and comparisons between teachers lines of 

questioning were directed towards the use of 

Vocabulary Books (VB) as they are a common 

feature of most lecturers’ classes. However, any 

deviation from (VB) and the scripted questions 

were welcome as long as they remained focused on 

the teachers’ use of, or beliefs about feedback 

  

 

Appendix A. Interview questions designed to 

capture teacher beliefs about feedback and their 

classroom practice. 

 

TASK 

1) Please tell me what kind of activities you 

use in the classroom. 

2) How do you check student progress in these 

activities? 

3) What benefit do these activities provide 

students? 

4) What kinds of instruction do you think 

students would like to hear when starting a 

new activity? 

TASK PROCESSING 

1) How would you describe a satisfactorily 

completed activity? 
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2) Explain what would happen in your class if 

a student doesn’t understand the activity. 

3) Explain what might happen if many 

students fail to understand the activity. 

4) What happens when students complete an 

activity satisfactorily? 

SELF-REGULATION 

1) What are your class requirements in regards 

to independent study? 

2) Are students are completing the 

independent study for the class? How do 

you check? 

3) What happens when students do not 

complete the homework? 

4) What happens for students who have 

completed the homework well? Anything 

else? 

5) Is there an ultimate goal beyond/other than 

language learning in your classroom 

activities? 

6) How much interaction do you think 

students want from you? In what areas? 

SELF 

1) Describe how you interact with students. 

Why do you do so? 

2) What informs your approach to teaching? 

3) What is your role as a teacher? How does 

this effect student learning? 

4) Are there any other aspects of your 

classroom practice you would like to tell us 

about? 

2.5 Limitations 

As a limited pilot study designed to test the 

feasibility of a larger more longitudinal study the 

results can only be suggestive of teachers’ feedback 

practice. However, when combined with 

preliminary data from a larger follow-up study and 

supported by other researcher findings some 

tentative conclusions can be drawn.  

3 Discussion 

Despite calls for more research into EFL/ESL 

classrooms practice (e.g. Duff, 2007), what occurs 

in teacher classrooms remains largely unseen and 

undocumented.   

 While seemingly obvious, it is still 

worthwhile to confirm that much of the feedback 

discussed and utilized by lecturers was highly 

dependent on their personal beliefs about learning 

and tempered by practical constraints imposed by 

the classroom environment. While the participants  

did mention trying to accommodate students’ 

preferences, it is yet unclear how well these 

preferences are understood, and  thus how 

successful the attempt was. 

 When questioned both participants talked 

extensively about how much of their classroom 

practice focused on raising student motivation, 

improving study habits, increasing opportunities for 

student expression, and making learning goals more 

salient. 

 When questioned as to why these areas were 

worthy of their attention lecturer X spoke of “it 

being common sense” and lecturer Y noted it was   

“important for learning”, and that “the research 

supported it”.  

 Both participants demonstrated a fairly robust 

understanding of feedback, and both saw it as being 

a crucial element of their teaching practice. 

However neither teacher actually made a distinction 

between summative and formative feedback, 

though both were represented in the multiple forms 

of feedback they utilized. Much of the formative 

feedback teachers used was similar to the 

pre-emptive formative assessment discussed by 

Carless (2007). Rather than waiting to provide 

feedback to individual students as they made 

mistakes, the lecturers were attempting to provide 

the entire class with pre-emptive scaffolding to 

circumvent problems previous classes may have 

had.  

 Limited class time and large class sizes were 

commonly identified as obstacles to delivering 

effective individual feedback.  

 Both participants saw use of students L1 (in 

this case Japanese) as a useful way to mediate large 

classes and a lack of class time. Lecturer X noted it 

took less time and was more comprehensible for 

students. However one participant was confident 

enough to deliver a majority of the feedback given 

exclusively in Japanese. The other participant 

reported “restricting the feedback he provided” due 

to worries about “students’ ability to understand 

English feedback”, and his inability to provide 

accurate feedback in Japanese.  

 These factors may explain why most of the 

individual feedback observed in the classroom was 

largely limited to praise after work was completed 

often the less than optimal “very good” or “great” 

reported by Wong and Waring (2009), or cautions 

about losing credit for incomplete or poorly done 

work. Summative feedback of this sort is less 

effective as it is focused more on the student than 

the learning process, and provides little information 

the student can use for improvement. 

 Less common, but still evident, in classroom 

practice and participant comments is feedback 

about long term goals, though neither teacher 

reported explicitly providing students with goals 

both discussed their importance in learning.   
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Conclusion 
While many researchers and educators recognize 

the importance of formative feedback in promoting 

positive learning outcomes, this study and other 

existing literature indicates classroom feedback 

practice is relatively unaffected by research 

findings(Carless, et al. 2010).  

  While this is not a problem specific to SLA 

contexts, it is unfortunately exacerbated by 

additional considerations that are absent, or rare in 

conventional L1 educational contexts.  

  In SLA contexts language is both the medium 

and the target of instruction. This makes in 

providing appropriate feedback more difficult than 

in homogenous LI classrooms. 

  Limited class time, large class sizes and the 

lack of a shared language or culture places extra 

stress on an already difficult process. 

      However it is the hope of this researcher 

that this, and other studies may serve to draw 

ESL/EFL educators attention to the effectiveness of 

formative feedback, encourage educators to reflect 

on their use of feedback, and make more deliberate 

choices about the feedback they employ in the 

classroom.  
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