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Abstract

The present study ventures at examining errors committed in using English
articles (a, an, & the) committed by EFL learners in the English Department,
Faculty of Education/ Azzaytuna University during the academic year 2019/2020.
The study sample consisted of (27) sophomore students, who were the total
number studying in second year. The study participants were given a 60- sentence
gap-filling test with the correct article. Results obtained revealed that the study
participants still commit many errors using English articles, which could be
ascribed to many reasons such as: differences in using articles between students’
mother tongue and the target language. Researchers recommend that more
emphasis should be placed on the differences of article uses between the two
languages, which may assist students improve their use of these articles in English
language.

Key words: Articles, Arabic EFL learners, definite vs. indefinite articles,
Libyan context.

Introduction

In the present study, researchers address the use of definite and indefinite
English articles in selected tests prepared to Libyan EFL learners in English
Department at the Faculty of Education, Azzaytuna University, Libya. As has
been believed, mastering the English articles is one of the most difficult issues in
L2 learning, and there are many challenges still face most Arab EFL learners in
understanding the correct use of articles. In English, a language learner must
acquire three main articles so that he/she can use them appropriately in
constructing sentences. The first one of these articles is the definite article ‘the’,
which corresponds to the Arabic © J’ or ‘al’ and the other two are ‘ a, an ’
which are the indefinite articles. There is also, the zero article @ which is totally
ignored in the current research.

Literature Review

The use of definite and indefinite articles, and more specifically, the articles,
creates many problems for EFL Libyan learners. There is certainly, a plethora of
research, which has been conducted on the difficulties of EFL learners in using
English articles. Researchers such as Bataineh (2005), Gaibani (2015), Lyons
(1999), Master (1987; 1997; 2002), Rababah (2003) Sawalmeh (2013) and
Zughoul (2002), have all referred to the difficulties in mastering English articles.
English uses a tripartite system to refer to definite and indefiniteness, whereas,
Arabic uses a binary system. Lyons (1999) For instance stated that in spite of the
fact that both languages Arabic and English use the same article system (definite
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and indefinite articles), many EFL learners commit countless errors in their
writings. Lyons (1999) refers to similarities between the two languages, however;
in English, there is the definite article (the) and the indefinite articles a(an) and
also the zero article @. Whereas, in Arabic, there is the definite article which is
represented by inserting the prefix (al ), and the indefinite article which is
represented by the absence of the prefix (al).

Zughoul (2002) for instance, conducted a study on 25 students from different
Arab countries attending an intensive language programme in the University of
Texas. The findings of study revealed that errors in articles were the most
common with (47.2%) which represents the omission of the indefinite articles
a(an) from a noun phrase, and (44.6%) which represents the omission of a(an)
where their use is necessary. He attributes such negative results to the differences
in the article system between the two languages.

Gaibani (2015) moreover, conducted a study on 15 Libyan learners majoring in
English language at Omar Al-Mukhtar University. His study aimed to identify the
types of errors undergraduate learners commit in the use of articles in their
compositions. The results of his study revealed that learners’ lack of knowledge of
the target language rules was a main source of these errors. In addition,
overgeneralizations and simplifications of English rules were also responsible of
learners’ misuse of articles.

Furthermore, Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) state that one of the
main difficulties challenge L2 learners is that there is no correspondence between
the learners’ L1 and the target language. There is a difference between the Arabic
use of articles and that in the English language, which confuses learners learning
the use of articles. In another study on the types of errors committed by Arab EFL
learners when using English articles, Al-haysony (2012) conducted a study on 100
female undergraduates, who were majoring in English at the university of Hail/
Saudi Arabia. She instructed her study participants to write about descriptive
topics in their lives. Results revealed that the participants made many mistakes
such as: omission, and substitution of articles. The study concludes that learners’
L1 interference plays a major role in the occurrence of such errors. Moreover,
Crompton (2011) conducted a study on advanced L1 Arabic learners of English at
the American university of Sharjah. The study analysed a large corpus of
argumentative essays written by first and second year students aged between 18 to
20 years old. Most of his findings revealed that learners commit the highest
number of errors in the use of articles.

Mourssi (2013) in addition, conducted a study on 74 Arab Omani high school
learners of English language. Mourssi investigated the cross — linguistic influence
of the mother tongue in L2 learning, including the use of articles in English. His
study subjects were divided into two groups, whose levels ranged between pre-
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intermediate and intermediate ones. Results revealed that the participants had
many difficulties in using English articles appropriately, which was ascribed to the
different article system in the participants’ mother tongue. Mourssi believed that
learners apply certain rules of L1 article in their performance in L2, and he added
that translation might help those learners in using the accurate rules.

Sawalmeh, (2013) also, performed a research on 32 Arabic speaking Saudi
EFL male learners and data were gathered from 32 written essays. Errors of his
study participants were identified and categorized into different types. He reached
into a conclusion that most Arabic EFL learners’ errors could be attributed to the
L1 transfer as a clear influence on their L2 writing. He added that language
teachers should pay attention to the issue of learners’ L1 transfer in their L2
written discourse.

In the view of the previous studies, it can be stated that Arab EFL learners face
many difficulties in using English articles accurately. Such difficulties may be
credited to many reasons such as: differences between learners’ L1 and the target
language system use of articles. Differences here, as clarified in the abstract, is
indeed the most noticeable reason, which creates students’ problems in mastering
the articles. In the current study, both researchers will investigate the same
problem in the Libyan EFL context.

Research Questions
Researchers are venturing to find possible answers the following questions:

1- What type of errors EFL learners in English Department at the Faculty of
Education, Azzaytuna University commit in English article system?

2- Do EFL learners at this stage completely understand English articles?
Limitations of the current study

The current study is limited only to second year EFL students in the English
Department at the Faculty of Education, Azzaytuna University.

Methodology
Design of the Study

The main objective of the current study is to examine EFL learners’ errors in
using the correct articles (a, an, the) in English Department at the Faculty of
Education, Azzaytuna University. A number of 20 sentences from grammar books
for each article were carefully selected and used as a test in the data gathering
stage. There were 25 sentences and two paragraphs with missing articles where
participants were asked to fill in with the correct one.
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The test itself was administered to the study participants by the researchers, who
are interested in knowing whether EFL learners understand the differences
between the given English articles.

Setting, participants and instrument

The present study was carried out in English Department at the Faculty of
Education, Azzaytuna University in the academic year 2019/2020. The 27
sophomore students, who were the total number in the second year, were selected
to participate in the current research. The rationale behind selecting this group in
particular was that both researchers wanted to recognize whether EFL learners at
this stage completely understand using English articles or not.

The Participants

The participants in the current study were 27 students studying English as a
foreign language at Azzaytuna University. The study participants share the same
background, in which they all studied English in the previous two stages, and then
moved to their current level with a minimum ability of mastering the English
articles. They also share the same cultural background.

The Test

The test was carefully selected from certain grammar books and arranged in
that each article (a, an & the) has 20 gaps. The participants were asked to fill in
the gaps with one of the three main articles and were given enough time to
perform that test.

The Procedures

In order to administer the test to the participants, a verbal clearance was
obtained from both: the Faculty Dean and the English department head. After
obtaining the clearance in January 2020, researchers administered the test to the
participants, and were given enough time to fill in the gaps. Moreover, in order to
guarantee the willingness and spontaneity of the study participants, they were
asked before whether they would participate in the current study, and they all
agreed to take a part in that study.

Data analysis

As explained in the methodology, the chief goal of the present study is to
examine whether second year EFL learners understand how to use English
articles. In the data analysis stage, researchers only described and examined the
participants’ percentages and the number of errors committed in the given
answers.
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As will be shown in the table below, the data were collected through using a
carefully selected test from certain grammar books and was distributed to the
participants. The achieved results revealed that the participants still commit
several errors in using definite and indefinite articles (a, an, the) correctly. In
addition, in order to get a comprehensive idea of the participants’ errors in the
given test, the following table shows the number and the distribution of errors

committed by each participant separately.

No of the participants | Errorsin (A) | Errorsin (An) | Errorsin (The)
1 14 15 10
2 4 7 8
3 10 12 8
4 2 5 3
5 7 10 6
6 10 13 13
7 2 12 14
8 2 9 5
9 8 12 14
10 10 3 10
11 9 16 13
12 5 6 6
13 15 14 9
14 6 1 6
15 2 4 13
16 9 6 7
17 3 1 14
18 9 5 9
19 6 16 15
20 3 11 11
21 3 4 5
22 5 8 8
23 3 10 3
24 9 12 7
25 5 5 10
26 6 11 8
27 3 4 14

Total 170 221 249

Table No. (1): Distribution of errors for each participant separately for each article

In general, the study participants committed (640) errors in the use of English
articles in the given test. As presented in the table above, errors can be classified
into the following: the definite article (the) received the lion’s share of the number
of errors in the given test with (249). Next, comes the indefinite article (an) with
(221) errors, and the last one (a) with (170) errors. Such a high number of errors
could be attributed to many reasons such as: the omission of necessary articles,
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insertion of incorrect one in the given test, and the overuse of one article to be
used instead of others while in some cases, they used zero articles.

It is clear from the above data that Libyan EFL learners still commit many
errors in the use of English articles, and that appears obviously from the high
number of errors committed in each article. Many reasons, as explained before,
stand behind that such as the overuse of one article in place of others, which is the
most common one in the current study. Results here are in accordance with the
results of many previous studies in which English articles still pose many
difficulties to Arab EFL learners. Master (2002) for instance, has referred to three
main reasons for EFL learners’ difficulties in English articles. Moreover, Kharma
(1981) found out that the highest number of errors was in the use of the indefinite
article (a), and the lowest was in the definite article (the). On the contrary, the
highest number of errors in the present study was in using the definite article (the),
while the lowest number was in the indefinite article (a).

Discussion and conclusion

Mastering English articles is a very difficult aim to achieve in EFL learning.
As clearly stated by (Whitman as cited in Wulf, 2016, p.318) that articles are:
“one of the most formidable problems to overcome in teaching English grammar
to foreigners”. English definite and indefinite articles still create many difficulties
to Arab learners in general and Libyan EFL learners in particular. Such difficulties
were evidently reflected in such high numbers in the administered test in the
current study.

Researchers such as (Albagami, 2017; Al-Qadi, 2017; Grami and Alzughaibi,
2012; Crompton, 2011; Kharma, 1981; Maher and Al-Khasawneh, 2010; Wulf,
2016) have all referred to learner difficulties in understanding and using English
articles. Master (2002) for instance attributes the difficulties in using English
articles to three main reasons: (a) articles have many functions as a single
morpheme, which add to the difficulties EFL learners face. (b)- Articles are the
most used functional words in English language, and this adds to applying a
certain rule of using them. (c)- Articles are usually unstressed, which makes it
difficult for non-native speakers to recognize.

In the present study, researchers found out that the highest number of errors
among study participants were in the use of definite article (the) with (249) errors,
and the lowest was in the indefinite article (a). This is a very solid indication that
the EFL learners have not mastered the English article system yet despite they are
sophomore learners. Similar to the results obtained by Gaibani (2015), who
studied 15 Libyan EFL learners at Omar Al-Mukhtar University in that the main
reason behind learners’ errors was their lack of knowledge of the article system in
the target language. EFL learners at Azzaytuna University still need so much work
to overcome difficulties in the use of L2 article system. Results, moreover, are
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consistent with Crompton’s (2011) where he analysed argumentative essays to a
number of advanced Arabic L1 learners and found that most of their errors were in
the use of articles.

It is taken for granted that mastering the English article system is not an easy
task to achieve, and much work is needed before reaching that aim. Despite the
fact that Libyan EFL learners spend at least six years in previous stages and two
years in their four-year undergraduate programme, they still commit many errors.
These errors as highlighted by Master (2002) could be ascribed to the differences
between the article system in L1 and L2.

Results in the current study add to the many previous results in which English
articles are very difficult to be completely mastered. This does not mean that it is
impossible to know and understand when and where to use either (a, an, or the).
The present research may assist university language teachers that more emphasis
should be placed on the differences between the article systems in both languages
English and Arabic. Moreover, much exercise is needed when and where to use (a,
an, the), which may assist EFL learners overcome their difficulties in using the
English article system.

Implications of the findings

English articles still create many problems to most ESL/EFL learners and
Libyan learners still need much work to overwhelm such difficulties. Libyan EFL
learners’ errors in the use of English articles were claimed to be due to the
following reasons: (1) the omission of the indefinite article and the use of the
definite article, which is the most common reason. (2) The transfer of L1 rules
while writing in L2. (3) The overuse of one article in place of others.
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Abstract:

This study investigates EFL students’ problems with teacher written feedback
and their strategies for handling this type of feedback. A mixed methods approach
was employed to collect and analyze data. The data was collected by two
instruments: a questionnaire and interviews. The findings suggested that EFL
students encountered several problems as they dealt with teacher written feedback.
These problems were varied from illegible teachers’ comments, confusing
teachers’ comments, difficulties to understand teachers’ comments, difficulties to
understand error codes, and inability to correct the errors referred to by teacher
written feedback. Moreover, the students used numerous strategies in handling of
feedback, such as making mental notes for their teachers’ feedback, asking their
teachers for more clarification of feedback, consulting grammar books and
dictionaries, using the Internet, and consulting experts for more explanations. The
paper concluded that the essential qualities of effective teacher written feedback
are: legible, specific, understandable, reasonable, easy to follow, applicable and
accurate. Its function is to diagnose students’ problems in writing and prescribe
solutions for those problems that help students in improving their writing skills.
Moreover, teacher written feedback needs not only focusing on students’
weaknesses but also providing students with guidance, techniques and strategies
that assist them in improving their writing skills.

Keywords: Teacher written Feedback, Students’ Strategies, EFL Students
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Introduction

Students’ understanding of teachers’ written feedback and their strategies for
handling it are essential facets for the success of the feedback process in writing
classrooms. If students neither perceive nor comprehend teacher feedback, they
will not gain any benefit from it (Hahn, 1981; Ferris & Hedgcock, 2005).
Similarly, if students do not apply the appropriate strategies dealing with the
feedback they receive, there will be no positive effect of feedback on students’
writing skills (Cohen and Cavalacnti, 1990). Despite the pivotal role of these
issues on the effectiveness of feedback, little research has been conducted to
investigate students’ difficulties with teacher written feedback and their strategies
in handling it. Hyland (2010:180) states that “The ultimate aim of educational
research is the generation of information that will enable educators to both
understand their learners and their learning and to contribute to the improvement
of the pedagogy.” This research study, therefore, aims to explore challenges
encountered by EFL students to deal with teacher written feedback and identify
strategies applied by them in order to handle this type of feedback.

Literature Review

Giving feedback on students’ written texts is considered to be one of teachers’
most difficult tasks since it consumes a fair amount of teachers’ time and effort.
Nevertheless, most teachers of writing frequently use feedback in their writing
classrooms because they believe that it is helpful for their students to develop their
writing skills, and students conceive that feedback is essential for the development
of their writing skills (Radecki and Swales, 1988; Hyland, 2003; Goldstein, 2004).
Thus, many research studies were conducted to investigate different issues related
to feedback in writing classrooms.
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In the last three decades there has been ample research on the potential effect of
corrective feedback, which is a main component of written feedback, on
developing students writing accuracy. The results of this research led to a debate
between Truscott (1996) who argues that “grammar correction is harmful and
should be avoided” and Ferris (1999) who disputes that Truscott thesis is
inconclusive because there are many studies which demonstrate that corrective
feedback positively affects students writing accuracy. This debate has inspired
many L2 researchers to conduct studies examining the effectiveness of the
different types of corrective feedback on developing students writing accuracy.
Some of these studies show that corrective feedback is effective (e.g. Ashwell,
2000; Chandler, 2003; Sheen, 2007; Ellis et al, 2008); others demonstrate the
opposite (e.g. Semke, 1984; Robb et. al, 1986; Fazio, 2001; Truscott & Hsu, 2008).
However, L2 writing teachers still practice corrective feedback in their writing
classes and students prefer to receive this type of feedback on their grammar
mistakes and errors.

Similarly, teacher written commentary, which is a main part of teacher written
feedback, received attention from L2 writing researchers. Some researchers
classified teacher written commentary under different categories. These categories
are: (1) linguistic features of written commentary (syntactic form: statement,
question, imperative, exclamation, one word/ specific and general comments)
(Ferris et al, 1997); (2) aims of written commentary (praise, criticism and
suggestions) (Hyland and Hyland, 2001); (3) focus of written commentary
(language, content and organization) (Lee, 2008). Other researchers attempted to
examine the effectiveness of these types of written commentary on the
development of students’ writing skills. For instance, Conrad and Goldstein (1999)
investigated the impact of different forms of written commentary provided by a
teacher on three ESL students’ revisions to their written texts. They found that
students succeeded more in their revisions when written commentary took the form
of declaratives rather than questions. Similarly, Sugita (2006) examined the effect
of written commentary on Japanese EFL students’ writing. He found that students
who received imperative comments made positive changes in their revisions better
than those who received questions and statements. The results of these studies
were different and did not prove that one type of written commentary is more
effective than others.

L2 writing researchers were also concerned about teachers’ written feedback
practices and students’ reaction to teacher written feedback. They believe that
these issues impact on the usefulness of teacher written feedback on developing
students writing skills. Many studies explored how teachers provide feedback to
their students and what factors affect their practices of feedback (e.g. Goldstein,
2004; Lee, 2008a). Most of these studies were based on the assumption that the
“ineffectiveness of feedback may not lie in the feedback itself, but in the way how
feedback is delivered to students” (Chiang, 2004: 98). In addition, delivering
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effective feedback on students’ written work requires teachers to take into account
students’ reactions to feedback (i.e. their preferences and attitudes towards
feedback). Therefore, many studies were conducted to investigate these issues in
different contexts (e.g. Saito, 1994; Lee, 2005; Diab, 2006; Amrhein & Nassaji;
2010). The results of these studies show that students believe that feedback is
helpful in order to develop their writing skills. They also demonstrate that students
have different views and preferences towards the different types of corrective
feedback and of written commentary. These results are affected by several factors
such as students’ age, students’ level of proficiency, students’ experience with
feedback among others.

Despite the substantial research of feedback, there were few research studies
carried out to investigate students’ difficulties with feedback and identifying their
strategies to handle feedback. The following sections are devoted to present some
of these studies.

Students’ Difficulties in Dealing Teacher Written Feedback

EFL students experience several problems in the feedback process. Identifying
these problems and finding solutions to them are some of the challenges EFL
teachers confront. Teachers’ awareness of these problems assists them in making
their feedback more productive and beneficial. According to Hahn (1981), the
worst problem students may encounter is that they cannot read or understand
teacher feedback, and this makes feedback unsuccessful and perhaps even
counterproductive. Leki (1992) in her book Understanding ESL Writers detects
some of the students’ challenges and problems in dealing with teacher written
feedback. She indicates that “sometimes students are not sure exactly which part of
their text a comment is addressed to. Sometimes the gist of the comment itself is
unclear...Sometimes the comment seems inapplicable to the student” (122).
Relevant research studies also explored some of these problems and suggested
solutions to them. In an early research study analyzing teacher written feedback,
Sommers (1982) found that most of the teachers’ comments are vague and too
general. He warns that these types of comments are not helpful for students in
order to improve their writing skills. Zamel (1985) also examined ESL teachers’
ways of providing feedback on their students written texts. The results of this study
showed that teachers comments are “often confusing, arbitrary, and inaccessible”
(Zamel, 1985:79). These types of comments cause difficulties for students to
understand them and include them in their revised and future written texts. Hyland
and Hyland (2001) also found that students have difficulties in understanding
teachers’ comments which are indirect and mitigated. Moreover, the results of
Chiang's study (2004:104) show that the most common problems EFL students
encounter as they deal with teacher feedback are that they “did not understand the
correction codes and symbols, they could not see their teacher’s handwriting, they
did not agree with their teacher's comments.” The findings also revealed that EFL
students had difficulty in understanding their teacher’s handwriting and their
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teacher’s comments about ideas and organization. Similarly, after reviewing many
research studies related to the students reaction to feedback, Ferris & Hedgcock
(2005:188-189) concluded that “students are frustrated by teacher feedback when
it is illegible, cryptic (e.g., consisting of symbols, single-word questions,
comments), or confusing (e.g., consisting of questions that are unclear, suggestions
that are difficult to incorporate into emergent drafts).”

Student Strategies for Handling Teacher Written Feedback

Few research studies were conducted to identify these strategies. One such
study by Cohen and Cavalcanti (1990:169) with EFL university students suggested
that students employed different strategies, such as making mental notes of their
teachers’ comments, pinpointing the issues that needed more clarifications from
their teachers and asked their teachers about those issues. Students also rarely
referred to previous essays or consulted a grammar book. The study results
revealed that teachers may recommend other effective strategies to their students,
such as revising their written texts and rewriting them incorporating the teachers’
comments. Saito (1994) found that ESL students employ several strategies for
handling feedback, such as rewriting their compositions, reading their composition
again, making mental note of errors indicated by feedback, writing down points by
type, asking for teacher explaining, referring to previous compositions and
consulting grammar books. He also found that each student has his/ her unique
strategy for dealing with feedback. Saito argued that strategies employed by
students may rely on the type of written feedback provided by teachers.

Hyland (2003:223) found that some students “used spouses or friends as
informants to help them revise their assignments.” Chiang (2004) examined how
senior and junior students deal with teacher feedback. He detected that senior
students are more independent than junior students. Senior students tried to depend
on themselves by using strategies like remembering the mistake, checking
dictionaries and checking grammar books while junior students depended on
others, such as classmates and the teacher. Hattie and Timperley (2007:81) stated
that a student can receive feedback not only from his/her teacher, but also from a
parent, a peer, a book and others.

These studies stated numerous strategies employed by students for managing
teacher’s comments. These strategies are that students revise their composition,
make mental notes, identify points to be explained, ask teacher for explanation,
consult peers, refer back to previous compositions, consult grammar books, and
check dictionaries. However, the effectiveness of these strategies in developing
students’ writing skills is not examined.

The Aims of the Study

The present study aims to investigate the difficulties encountered by EFL
students as they deal with their teachers’ written feedback and their strategies for
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handling teacher written feedback after the return of their written texts. To achieve
these objectives, the following research questions were asked.

1. What difficulties do EFL students encounter in dealing with their teachers’
written feedback?
2. What are strategies EFL students use to handle their teachers’ written
feedback?
Methods

Participants and Context

The study took place at the Department of English, Faculty of Arts, University
of Azzawia. This department offers a BA programme (in English) attended by
students who have finished their secondary schools. This course aims to provide
students with in-depth knowledge of the English language. It prepares them to be
teachers of English at preparatory and secondary schools or to pursue their
postgraduate studies in English language. Moreover, students, after completing this
course, have the opportunities to work in the different fields where the English
language plays an important role.

The students of are required to study for four years (full-time) to earn a BA in
English language. They must study English as a foreign language through a variety
of compulsory courses. During that journey, students are required to study four
mandatory courses of writing. The main objectives of these courses are to qualify
them to be able to write different types of academic paragraphs, different types of
short and long academic essays, and a short academic research paper.

The participants in the study were 155 (81 fourth year students and 74 first year
students). All of these students have participated in the questionnaire and only 9 of
them were interviewed (5 senior students and 4 junior students). Their ages ranged
from 19 to 24. All of them were Libyan and their native language is Arabic. Junior
student participants, 3 males and 71 females, studied general English for 6 years in
their secondary schools, and this is their first year as undergraduates of English at
the Department of English. Moreover, they experienced feedback on their written
texts for short time. Senior students, 19 males and 62 females, studied general
English for 6 years in their secondary schools, and this is their fourth year as major
students of English at the university. During their study at the Department of
English Language, they have been taught by different teachers of writing and
exposed to different types of feedback.

Data Collection and Analysis

A mixed methods approach (quantitative and qualitative methods) was adopted
to collect and analyze data of this study. Applying this approach is better than
using one method, quantitative or qualitative (Johnson et al, 2007; Creswell and
Clark, 2007), as It “has a unique potential to produce evidence for the validity of
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research outcomes through convergence and corroboration of the findings”
(Dornyei, 2007: 45).

Data of the study were collected by using two main instruments: questionnaire
and interview. The items of the questionnaire were created on the basis of the
literature review and some of these items were adopted from Cohen and Cavalcanti
(1990), Saito (1994), Chiang (2004). All the items of the questionnaire are Likert
scale because they are suitable to elicit the students’ difficulties and strategies for
handling feedback, to save space and are analyzed easily (Cohen et al, 2007). A
bilingual version (English and Arabic) of the questionnaire was administered to all
student participants. The questionnaire data were subjected to SPSS analysis
yielding mainly descriptive data (number and percentage, which give summaries
about the students’ responses). Moreover, SPSS was employed to conduct the
appropriate inferential statistic test (Mann-Whitney test) to examine the differences
between senior and junior responses to the questionnaire items (Dorynei, 2007).

Moreover, semi-structured interviews were employed to collect data from 9
student participants (5 senior and 4 junior students). Choosing this type of
interview was grounded on the perception that it would help for collecting in-depth
data about the issues investigated in this study (Cohen et al, 2007). It would also
allow for exploring issues beyond the answers of the interviewees by asking
questions about the emerged ideas and thoughts during the interview (Dornyi,
2007; Bryman, 2008). All these interviews were conducted in English, and they
were audiotaped, transcribed and coded. Then the codes were analyzed and
arranged under the main themes of the results which are students’ problems with
feedback and students’ strategies for handling feedback.

The obtained data from the questionnaire and interview were integrated and
then interpreted so as to understand the students’ problems with teacher written
feedback, and their strategies for handling feedback.

Results

In order to clearly address the research questions of this study, the findings of
the questionnaire and the interview will be presented according to these two
categories: 1) students' difficulties in dealing with teacher written feedback; 2)
students' strategies for handling teacher written feedback.

Questionnaire Results

Students’ Difficulties in Dealing with Teacher Written Feedback

The first set of the questionnaire items aimed to examine the students’ problems
with teacher written feedback. As shown in table 1 below, most of the students
(75%) reported that teacher written feedback is useful for them in order to improve
their writing skills. However, they faced some difficulties to deal with it. The most
common problem encountered by students is that their teachers hand writing is not
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clear and illegible, as the data show that 23 % of the participants always or usually
encounter this difficulty, and 40% of them declared that they sometimes face this
problem. Other major problems reported by the students with feedback are that
they find difficulties to overcome their writing problems pointed out by their
teachers and they could not solve these problems (2.6 always; 19.4 usually; 40%
sometimes). Difficulties to understand error codes used by teachers is another
notable problem indicated by about half of the student participants (3.2% always;
12.9 usually; 35.5% sometimes). Other problems reported by about half of the
student participants are that their teachers written comments are general (5.2%
always; 16.8% usually; 27% sometimes), and they are unable to correct all the
errors indicated by their teachers (2.6%always; 12.9%usually; 42.6% sometimes).
The last problem in rank reported by students is that they do not understand their
teachers’ comments (1.3% always; 9.0% usually; 32.3% sometimes).

To compare between senior students and junior students, the Mann-Whitney
test indicates that there is no significant difference between most of the difficulties
encountered by the senior and junior students as the p>0.05 (table 1). Significant
differences are found in two difficulties which are that junior students (Mdn=3)
face more difficulties in understanding the error codes than senior students do
(Mdn=2), U= 2428.000, p= .034<0.05; senior students (Mdn=3) face more
difficulties to find solutions for their writing problems than junior students do
(Mdn=3), U=2332.000, p=.013<0.05. The first difference could be attributed to
the fact that senior students experience makes them able to understand the different
error codes used by their teachers. The second difference could be explained by the
fact that senior students deal with advanced writing problems such as developing
the content of their written texts and others, whereas junior students still deal with
simple writing issues, such as writing conventions (spelling, punctuation).

Table 1: Students Difficulties in Dealing with Teacher Written Feedback

Item 1. Teacher’s handwriting is not clear

Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn f % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Sls\fjvzl)ll; 2 2.7 2.6892 3.0000 1 1.2 2.8889 3.0000 3 1.9 2.7935 3.0000
: 16 21.6 17 21.0 33 21.3
Sometimes
Occasionally 25 | 338 38 | 46.9 63 40.6
N 19 25.7 22 27.2 41 26.5
Total 12 16.2 3 3.7 15 9.7
74 | 100.0 81 | 100.0 155 100.0
Item 2. | do not understand the error codes used by the teacher
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn f % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 2 2.7 2.6486 3.0000 3 3.7 2.2840 2.0000 5 3.2 2.4581 3.0000
Usually 13 17.6 7 8.6 20 12.9
Sometimes 27 36.5 28 34.6 55 355
Occasionally 21 28.4 15 | 185 36 23.2
Never 11 14.9 28 34.6 39 252
Total 74 | 100.0 81 | 100.0 155 | 100.0
Item 3. I do not understand the teacher comments
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
Flw [|w™m | Mdn ED M Mdn F % M Mdn
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Always 0 0 2 25 2 1.3
Usually 8 10.8 6 7.4 14 9.0
Sometimes 23 311 27 333 50 32.3
Occasionally 24 324 28 | 34.6 52 335
Never 19 25.7 18 | 22.2 37 23.9
Total 74 100.0 81 100.0 155 100.0
Item 4. Difficulties to overcome the problems pointed out by the teacher
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn f % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 1 14 2.4730 3.0000 3 3.7 2.9136 3.0000 4 2.6 2.7032 3.0000
Usually 9 12.2 21 | 259 30 19.4
Sometimes 32 43.2 30 37.0 62 40.0
Occasionally 14 18.9 20 | 24.7 34 21.9
Never 18 24.3 7 8.6 25 16.1
Total 74 | 100.0 81 | 100.0 155 | 100.0
Item 5. Teacher comments are too general
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn f % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 3 41 2.4189 2.0000 5 6.2 2.6914 3.0000 8 52 2.5613 2.0000
Usually 10 | 135 16 | 19.8 26 16.8
Sometimes 20 27.0 22 27.2 42 27.1
Occasionally 23 31.1 25 | 309 48 31.0
Never 18 | 243 13 | 16.0 31 20.0
Total 74 | 100.0 81 | 100.0 155 | 100.0
Item 6. Teacher comments are not useful
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn f % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 1 14 1.7973 1.0000 1 1.2 1.9136 1.0000 2 13 1.8581 1.0000
Usually 7 9.5 10 12.3 17 11.0
Sometimes 7 9.5 11 13.6 18 11.6
Occasionally 20 | 27.0 18 22.2 38 245
Never 39 | 52.7 41 50.6 80 51.6
Total 74 | 100.0 81 100.0 155 | 100.0
Item 7. Difficulties to correct all the errors indicated by the teacher
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn F % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 2 2.7 2.5946 3.0000 2 25 2.6790 3.0000 4 2.6 2.6387 3.0000
Usually 5 6.8 15 18.5 20 12.9
Sometimes 36 48.6 30 37.0 66 42.6
Occasionally 23 | 311 23 28.4 46 29.7
Never 8 10.8 11 13.6 19 12.3
Total 74 | 100.0 81 100.0 155 | 100.0

Students’ Strategies for Handling Teacher Written Feedback

The questionnaire items also intended to identify the strategies used by students
for handling teacher written feedback. The results reveal that the most used
strategy by students is making a mental note of the teachers’ error corrections and
written commentary (always 27%, usually 49%). The second strategies employed
by students are asking their teachers for more clarification to written feedback
(always 30%, usually 35%), and identifying the points indicated by their teacher's
written feedback to be explained (always 26%, usually 37%). The third strategies
applied by students are using the Internet to find more references that help them to
handle their teacher's written feedback (always18%, usually 27%), and that they
depend on their knowledge of the language for overcoming their writing problems
(always 17%, usually 21%). The fourth strategies utilised by the students are
consulting reference material such as dictionaries and grammar book (always 8%,
usually 26%), asking classmates for help (always 8%, usually 23%) and consulting
experts for more explanation (always 9%, usually 14%). The least applied strategy
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by students for handling their teacher feedback is going back to their previous
compositions to find a solution for their writing problems (always 8%, usually
14%) (See: Table2).

The mann-Whitney test indicates that there is no significant difference between
the junior and senior students use of three strategies which are seeking explanation
from classmate (U=2820.000, p=.511>0.05), consulting reference material
(U=2687.000 p=.252>0.05) and doing the corrections themselves (U=2800.500,
p=.470>0.05). On the other hand, this test shows that junior students (Mdn=4) use
mental note to deal with feedback more than senior students do (Mdn= 3), U=
1168.000, P=.000<0.05. Junior students (Mdn=4) identify the problems to be
explained more than senior students do (Mdn=2), U= 1069.500, p= .000. Junior
students (Mdn=4) ask their teachers for more clarification than senior students do
(Mdn=2), U= 903.500, p= .000. Junior students (Mdn=2) use their previous
compositions more than senior students do (Mdn=1), U= 2218.500, p= .004.
Junior students (Mdn=3) use the Internet to find references that help them to deal
with their writing problems more than senior students do (Mdn=3), U= 2364.500,
p=.020, and junior students (Mdn=3) consult experts more than senior students do
(Mdn=2), U= 2191.500, p=.003.

Table 2: Students Strategies for Handling Teacher Written Feedback

Item 8. Making mental note

Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn F % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 20 | 27.0 3.9595 4.0000 40 | 494 2.8889 | 3.0000 21 13.5 3.4000 | 3.0000
Usually 36 | 48.6 30 | 37.0 53 342
Sometimes 13 | 17.6 8 9.9 51 329
Occasionally 5 6.8 2 25 27 17.4
Never 0 00.0 1 1.2 3 1.9
Total 74 | 100.0 81 | 100.0 155 100.0
Item 9. Identifying the point to be explained
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn F % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 19 | 257 3.7568 4.0000 26 | 321 2.2840 | 3.0000 22 14.2 2.9871 3.0000
Usually 27 | 36.5 34 | 420 34 | 219
Sometimes 20 | 27.0 14 17.3 48 31.0
Occasionally | 7 9.5 6 7.4 22 14.2
Never 1 1.4 1 1.2 29 18.7
Total 74 | 100.0 81 | 100.0 155 | 100.0
Item 10. Asking my teacher for more explanation
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn F % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 22 | 29.7 3.8514 4.0000 25 30.9 2.3333 2.0000 24 15.5 3.0581 3.0000
Usually 26 | 35.1 26 321 32 20.6
Sometimes 19 | 25.7 21 259 46 29.7
Occasionally 7 9.5 5 6.2 35 22.6
Never 0 00.0 4 49 18 11.6
Total 74 | 100.0 81 100.0 155 100.0
Item 11. Seeking explanation from my classmate
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn F % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 6 8.1 2.8243 3.0000 8 9.9 2.9136 3.0000 9 5.8 2.8710 3.0000
Usually 17 | 23.0 16 | 19.8 38 24.5
Sometimes 18 | 24.3 33 40.7 48 31.0
Occasionally 24 | 324 15 | 185 44 28.4
Never 9 12.2 9 111 16 10.3
Total 74 | 100.0 81 100.0 155 100.0

Item 12. Consulting reference material (e.g. grammar book, dictionary)

Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
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F % M Mdn F % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 6 8.1 2.9054 3.0000 11 | 13.6 2.6914 3.0000 | 11 7.1 2.7935 3.0000
Usually 19 | 25.7 21 25.9 35 22.6
Sometimes 19 | 25.7 30 37.0 41 26.5
Occasionally 22 | 29.7 14 | 173 47 30.3
Never 8 10.8 5 6.2 21 135
Total 74 | 100.0 81 | 100.0 155 | 100.0
Item 13. Going back to previous compositions
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn F % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 6 8.1 2.4459 2.0000 13 | 16.0 1.9136 1.0000 | 7 4.5 2.1677 2.0000
Usually 10 | 135 12 14.8 20 12.9
Sometimes 14 | 189 25 | 309 25 16.1
Occasionally 25 | 338 16 | 19.8 43 21.7
Never 19 | 25.7 15 18.5 60 38.7
Total 74 | 100.0 81 | 100.0 155 | 100.0
Item 14. Using internet to find more references
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn F % M Mdn F % M Mdn
SISVJ:I)I/; 13 | 17.6 3.1351 | 3.0000 11 | 13.6 2.6790 | 3.0000 | 15 9.7 2.8968 3.0000
Sometimes 20 | 27.0 10 12.3 35 22.6
Occasionally 16 | 21.6 20 | 247 46 29.7
Never 14 | 189 23 28.4 37 23.9
Total 11 14.9 17 21.0 22 14.2
74 | 100.0 81 | 100.0 155 | 100.0
Item 15. Consulting an experienced person
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn F % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 9 12.2 2.9324 3.0000 7 8.6 2.3580 2.0000 | 15 9.7 2.6323 3.0000
Usually 14 | 189 19 | 235 17 11.0
Sometimes 22 | 29.7 25 | 309 50 323
Occasionally 21 | 284 19 | 235 42 27.1
Never 8 10.8 11 | 136 31 20.0
Total 74 | 100.0 81 | 100.0 155 | 100.0
Item 16. Making the corrections by myself
Responses Junior Students Senior Students All Students
F % M Mdn F % M Mdn F % M Mdn
Always 9 12.2 3.0541 3.0000 18 | 22.2 3.1605 3.0000 | 27 17.4 3.1097 3.0000
Usually 17 | 23.0 15 | 18.8 32 20.6
Sometimes 22 | 29.7 26 | 321 48 31.0
Occasionally 21 | 284 6 7.4 27 17.4
Never 5 6.8 16 | 19.8 21 135
Total 74 | 100.0 81 100.0 155 100.0

Interview Results
Students Difficulties in Dealing with Teacher Written Feedback

In the interview, all the students expressed that teacher written feedback is
beneficial for improving their writing skills; however, they sometimes encounter
some difficulties in dealing with it. When they were asked about the problems with
teacher feedback, most of them reported that they found difficulties in
understanding teachers’ comments. One of senior students said that “the comments
of the teacher are not direct so I face a problem to understand what ... exactly
what is the way that he wants me to correct ...” Moreover, more than a half of the
students reported that they sometimes find difficulties to read their teachers’
comments because their teacher's handwriting is illegible. All the junior students
and two of the senior students indicated that they do not understand some of the
error codes used by teachers. One of the junior students commented that “... if the
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teachers use abbreviations or codes may ... then I have problems with the
teachers’ feedback ...” When they were asked why they did not you understand
the error codes, they answered that they had not learned these error codes in the
classrooms. Another problem reported by one of the senior students is that the
indirect error correction by circling or underlining errors is not clear as it does not
give her any information about the nature of her errors and does not guide her to
correct these errors. This student said: ... sometimes the comments are not clear,
and some of our teachers refer to your errors by circling or underlining and do not
tell you anything about your errors ...” Some of the senior students also reported
that some of their teachers’ comments are general, and they find difficulties in
identifying to which part of their written texts these comments refer. Few of the
senior students clarified that some comments indicate that teachers do not
understand or do not appreciate their ideas so that these teachers try to impose their
ideas and thoughts on students. Few of the senior students reported that their
teachers’ comments focus only on the negative side of their writing and provide
them with demotivated comments that affect negatively in their attitudes towards
writing. One of them said that ““... Sometimes teacher just comment in negative
things and do not comment in positive things ....” Finally, only one senior student
stated that he has no problems with his teacher feedback.

Students’ Strategies for Handling Teacher Written Feedback

With regard to the strategies for handling teacher written feedback, it appears
that the students utilise several strategies. Their most employed strategy is reading
teacher feedback more than one time and trying to correct their errors themselves.
The students also apply several strategies if they face difficulties to deal with their
teacher written feedback. Their most common strategy is asking their teachers for
more clarification to the comments and error corrections. They also depend on
themselves by searching for a solution to their writing problems in dictionaries and
grammar books. These strategies help to improve their spelling and to learn new
words and new grammar rules. Few of the students ask classmates and consult
experienced people for handling feedback. It is also found that some students surf
the web to find corrections for their errors and some students try to memorising
their errors to avoid repeating them in the future. One of the junior students said,
“... I ask the teacher if the teacher did not give me good answer | go and google it
or ask my friends or another one who actually good at English ... another senior
student said “7 make use of the feedback by reading it and try correct my errors by
myself by using books or dictionaries.”

Discussion and Implications

The results of the study indicate that there are several problems encountered by
students as they deal with teacher written feedback. One of the major problems is
that students do not understand teacher comments and error correction. This could
be explained by the fact that students may not know the grammatical rules and
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terms used by teachers in their feedback (Ferris & Roberts, 2001). Students also
may not have enough linguistic knowledge about the issues indicated by teachers
in their feedback. Thus teachers, as they correct their students’ errors, need to take
into consideration the students’ proficiency level (Ferris, 2002). They also need to
relate their error correction to the lessons covered in the classrooms (Raimes,
1983).

Furthermore, some of the students’ problems with teacher written feedback are
mainly caused by teacher's illegible handwriting and the general comments
provided by them. These results are similar to those found by Sommer (1982) and
Zamel (1995) as they analyzed teachers’ written commentary. The illegible hand
writing of teachers could be a result of teachers being obliged to comment and give
feedback on many papers in a short period of time. However, clarity is one of the
main aspects of effective written commentary (Hyland and Hyland, 2001,
Goldstein, 2005). Thus, teachers need to make their comments legible and
understandable in order that they will be incorporated by the students in their
subsequent drafts and their future written texts. Teachers also need to avoid using
too many general comments as they might demotivate their students to revise their
written texts. It is better for teachers to use specific comments which are more
powerful than general ones as they specify the strengths and weaknesses of
students’ writing (Chiang, 2004; Ferris and Hedgcock, 2005). They also reflect
teachers’ involvement with students writing and motivate students to revise their
writing (Zamel, 1985; Goldstein, 2004). However, “teachers do not need to
respond to every single problem on every single student draft” (Ferris and
Hedgcock, 2005: 190).

Another significant problem reported by students is that they are unable to
understand the error codes used by teachers in their written feedback. These results
are in line with those found by Cohen and Cavalcanti (1990) and Chiang (2004).
The success of using error codes depends on the students’ prior grammatical
knowledge and their understanding of these codes (Ferris, 2006; Sheen, 2007, Ellis
et al, 2008). In other words, students who have good grammatical knowledge and
understand the meaning of the used codes would be able to correct those coded
errors, but students who have limited grammatical knowledge and do not
understand the codes might encounter difficulties to deal with the error codes.
Therefore, Ferris (2002) and Chiang (2004) insist on providing students with a list
of error codes used by their teacher at the beginning of the course and clarifying
the meaning of those codes to the students. Hyland (1990) also recommends that
teachers use codes with a limited number of errors because using many codes may
lead to confusion.

The students also indicated that they are not able to overcome their writing
problems and they keep repeating the same errors and mistakes. The students’
inability to overcome their writing problems could be due to the fact that a
teacher's written commentary only refers to students’ writing problems and not
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providing them with guidance helping them to overcome these problems as Conrad
& Goldstein (1999) and Ferris (2007) suggest. Moreover, all these difficulties
could be attributed to a misunderstanding between teachers and students.
Therefore, it is suggested that teachers should consider organizing discussion
sessions during which (1) they explain their ways of providing feedback, (2)
provide students with the opportunity to raise questions about feedback, in addition
to giving suggestions that could make future feedback clearer and successful
(Zamel, 1995; Chiang, 2004; Goldstein, 2005).

Furthermore, in the interviews, a few of the senior students reported that their
teachers sometimes ignore their ideas and shift the purpose of their written texts in
addition to crossing out their words and structures and replacing them with the
teachers’ own structures and vocabulary. These results are similar to those early
descriptive research studies conducted by Sommer, (1982) and Zamel, 1985)
which found that teachers extensively appropriate their students writing.
Researchers warn teachers against appropriation as it might make students feel
frustrated and demotivate them to write more and revise their written texts
(Sommers, 1982; Zamel, 1985; Conrad and Goldstein, 1999; Ferris & Hedgcock,
2005). Instead of appropriating students writing, teachers are advised to provide
students with suggestions and strategies that assist them in developing the form
and content of their written texts (Conrad & Goldstein, 1999; Ferris, 2007).
Teachers are also advised to “staying away from crossing out or rewriting student
texts, giving explicit permission to students to disagree with or choose not to
utilize a teacher or peer suggestion as long as they can explain why ...” ( Ferris,
2007: 168).

Moreover, the students complained that their teachers focus only on the
weaknesses of their written texts and do not give attention to the strengths of their
writing. Focusing on students’ weaknesses might attract their attention to those
weaknesses and stimulate them to develop their future written texts (Hyland and
Hyland, 2001). However, much criticism on students’ writing might demotivate
them, make them less confident as writers and affect negatively on their learning
process and on their attitudes towards writing (Hyland and Hyland, 2001). On the
other hand, positive comments provide “affective support to learner and fosters
motivation to continue learning” (Ellis, 2009:3). They are also essential to enhance
students confidence as they write and revise what they have written, reinforce their
appropriate language behavior such as their good style, their correct grammatical
structures and their interesting ideas and opinions, and help them writing their
future texts (Hyland and Hyland, 2001; Goldstein, 2004). However, praise should
be given to students who deserve that because using praise in a wrong way might
affect negatively on students’ writing and confuse them (Hyland and Hyland,
2001). Praise needs “to be specific rather than formulaic and closely linked to
actual text features rather than general praise” Hyland and Hyland (2001:208).
The use of both praise and criticism are important for helping students to develop
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their writing skills. However, teachers should use these comments with care as
they may motivate and encourage learners or demotivate and confuse them.

The comparison between the senior and junior students demonstrates that both
of them mostly encounter the same problems. These results are in line with those
found by Chiang (2004) in the EFL context. However, the questionnaire results
indicate that the junior students face more difficulties in understanding error codes
than senior students do. This could be a result of the fact that the junior students
are not explicitly taught the meaning of these codes. Moreover, junior students
seem to have limited linguistic knowledge that enables them to understand the
error codes used by their teachers (Ferris and Roberts, 2001). On the other hand,
senior students encounter fewer difficulties in understanding error codes because
their exposure to error codes during their years of study at the department enables
them to understand these codes more than junior students who are still new at the
department and have limited exposure to these codes. Moreover, the senior
students are likely to have more linguistic knowledge than junior students, and this
knowledge enables them to handle error codes better than junior students can.

The questionnaire data also illustrate that senior students encounter more
difficulties in solving the writing problems indicated by their teachers than junior
students do. This might be attributed to the fact that senior students deal with more
advanced writing issues relating to the content and organization of their written
texts, while junior students deal with simple issues like grammatical errors and the
organization of the paragraph.

Regarding the strategies employed by students to handle teacher written
feedback, the results of the study show that both senior and junior student
participants use several strategies. Their most common strategies are reading their
teachers comments and making mental notes for teachers’ feedback. These
findings are in line with the findings of Cohen and Cavalcanti (1990). The
students’ use of these strategies could be a result of the single draft approach
applied in this context, which does not require students to rewrite their written
texts. Hence, students try to make mental notes for their teachers’ written
comments and corrections that help them to remember these comments and
corrections and overcome their writing problems in their future writing. However,
feedback without students’ revision to their written texts and writing a second draft
is ineffective (Ferris, 2003).

The data also show that students consult their teachers for further clarification
to feedback, use dictionaries and grammar books to correct their spellings and
grammatical mistakes, and resort to the Internet for assistance in overcoming their
writing problems indicated by their teacher feedback. These results are in line with
those of Chiang (2004) in the EFL context. Some students reported that they
depend on their knowledge to correct the errors, which are indicated in teachers’
comments. The least used strategies applied by the students are asking their
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classmates for help, consulting experienced people and using their previous
compositions as references. This could be a result of their distrust to their
classmates’ ability to help, to the unavailability of experienced people around them
and to their underestimation of the value of their previous written composition, as
they were not required to develop it.

The comparison of the questionnaire data between senior and junior students’
use of these strategies show that junior students utilize some of these strategies
more than senior students do. It is found that junior students identify their writing
problems to be explained and consult their teachers for further clarification and
explanations more than senior students do. This could be explained by the fact that
junior students are more dependent on their teachers than senior students are. The
comparison also shows that junior students use their previous compositions as
references, resort to the Internet for help and consult experienced people more than
senior students do. This indicates that junior students care about their teachers’
written feedback more than senior students do. This could be also due to junior
students having many writing problems and receive error corrections and
comments on their written texts more than senior students do. As a result, they
utilize these strategies to overcome their writing problems and improve their
writing skills. This can also be explained by the fact that senior students have
metalinguistic strategies that enable them to find solutions to their writing
problems and be more independent in handling their teachers’ written feedback.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to investigate the problems facing students as
they deal with teacher written feedback and the strategies they applied to handle
this feedback. The analysis of the students’ responses revealed that students face
several problems as they deal with teacher written feedback, such as difficulties in
understanding teacher comments, difficulties to understand error codes and
inability to correct the errors indicated by teacher feedback. Teachers should be
aware of their students’ problems and assist them in finding a solution to these
problems. This could be attained by a teacher student conference which “helps
students and teachers understand each other’s expectations concerning feedback”
(Chiang, 2004:108). It also helps teachers to elicit and understand students’
problems and find solutions to these problems together.

Students also reveal that they apply some strategies for handling teacher written
feedback. Some of these strategies are making mental notes of the teacher
feedback, asking teachers for clarification, consulting reference books, the Internet
and other people for help. Teachers need to train their students in other strategies,
such as “judicious use of revision, incorporating the teachers’ comments” (Cohen
& Cavalcanti, 1990:174). This means that writing a second draft to their
composition and incorporating the teachers’ comments on this draft are essential
for the success of teacher written feedback process.
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Although the participants of this study were 155, no generalization can be
drawn because the sample was not large enough and all the participants are from
one context. However, it can be argued that the results of this study provide useful
information that may contribute to an understanding of students’ difficulties with
feedback and their strategies to deal with teacher written feedback. Therefore, it is
recommended that teachers incorporate class room discussion with their students
about their problems with feedback and strategies to handle feedback. This would
help students to overcome their problems and to develop their own strategies. It
also assists teachers to deliver effective feedback that participates in the
development of students writing skills. It is also recommended that teachers need
to ask their students to submit a second draft to their written texts. This draft would
help teachers to be aware of how the students include their feedback in this text
and to understand the difficulties and strategies of students in handling feedback.

There are various research studies which investigated the effectiveness of
teacher written feedback (error correction and written commentary) on the
development of students writing skills. One big limitation is that those studies do
not pay attention to students understanding of teacher written feedback. More
studies are needed to find out the problems of students with this feedback and the
strategies used by them to deal with feedback. The results of these studies might
help teachers to provide more successful feedback. It is also hoped that more
research studies can be conducted in different EFL contexts with a large number of
participants so as to provide teachers of writing with a clear picture of how
students deal with feedback and help teachers to make their feedback more
effective.
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Abstract

This research paper investigates the use of novels in teaching EFL classrooms.
The aim of this research was to prove that a novel can be used as a strategy in
developing students’ linguistic knowledge, and to see if there was a significant
difference between the results of the two tests. The participants of the study were
3 year English Language students, Faculty of Arts, Azzaytuna University. The
researcher used a pre- and a post-test during the study. Findings revealed a
significant difference between the pre-test and the post-test of students' scores.
The outcome of the post-test showed that students could acquire new vocabulary
items and improve grammatical structures. Students had higher scores of the post-
test than those of the pre-test. The researcher recommends using novels in
language classrooms to develop students' linguistic knowledge.

Key words: EFL, teaching novels, language improvement, linguistic
knowledge

Introduction

It is widely acknowledged that using literature in the language classroom plays
a crucial role in developing language and linguistic competence on the part of the
language students. Obediat (1997: 32) affirms that:

Literature helps them acquire competence in English, express
their ideas in good English, learn how the English features system
is used for communication, see how idiomatic expressions are
used, speak clearly, precisely, and concisely, and become more
proficient in English, as well as become creative, critical, and
analytical learners.

In addition, a literary text as observed by Mason (2004) is more interesting and
pleasurable than the traditional methods of instruction and learners can obtain
other aspects of language from literary works. As a literary genre, novels have
played a significant role in teaching English as a foreign language. According to
Hurst (1990), the novel as a literary text is rich with lexical items and
grammatical structures. This paper was carried out to examine the benefits of
using novels in the language classroom in terms of linguistic items such
vocabulary and grammatical structures.

Literature Review

It has been pointed out that the integration of literature with the course
syllabus will add new perspectives on education. Many researchers have
emphasized the significance of using literature in EFL classrooms. Collie and
Slater (1988); for instance, describe that integrating literary texts in teaching a
language enable students to derive the benefits of communicative and other
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activities for language improvement. Stern (1991) advocates that the integration
of literature and language can do much for the language development of the
students. Stern suggests that the study of a single literary work can combine all
the language skills with one another and increases literary understanding and
appreciation. In addition, she argues that activities focusing on each area can build
upon and complete one another. Also, Van (2009) asserts that studying literature
in EFL Classrooms is beneficial for many reasons such as it can help students to
practice the four language skills, to present new vocabulary; to provide
meaningful context; to exemplify grammatical structures; to encourage critical
thinking, and is in line with Communicative Language Teaching Principles.
Besides, Kataja (2018) states that literature can be used to improve the students'
performance because it provides them with knowledge of the language.

Moreover, scholars such as Alkire (2010); Lazar (1990); and Pinar and Jover
(2012) emphasize that using novels in the language classroom improve students'
language. In this regard, the novel is considered as the main source for providing
students with various vocabulary items and with practical grammatical structures.
According to Lazar (1990: 2) reading novels enhance language learning process.
Lazar also pointed out that literary texts such as novels can be studied in their
original forms or simplified ones.

Pinar and Jover (2012) found that literary texts such as novels are a good
source for students to conclude meaning and to make explanation because they
have more than one level of meaning. Similarly, in their study, Daskalovska and
Dimova (2012) advocate that using literary texts in language teaching could
promote greater awareness of the language among the students and encourage
them to use language creatively. Collie and Slater (1988 :4) point out that
"reading literary texts significantly increases learners' receptive vocabulary".
Gajdusek (1988) also notes that, if appropriate reading activities are provided
while teaching literature, it can stimulate word skill and encourage meaningful
vocabulary growth of the learners.

Advantages of using novels in English Language Teaching classrooms

According to a number of researchers such as lazar (1990), the implementation
of novels as a strategy in teaching English could improve students' language.

Language improvement:

Many studies have pointed out that using novels in the language classroom
improve students' level of language proficiency (Alkire, 2010; Collie & Slater,
1988; Ghaiabi, 2014; Lazar, 1990; Maples and Maloy, 2016; Tsai, 2012;). Collie
& Slater (1988) state that a literary text such as novels can help students
improving their speaking skills. Violetta (2015) shares the same idea indicating
that novels are beneficial in that they encourage students to develop the language
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skills, such as speaking, reading and writing. Alkire (2010) conducted a study on
the use of novels and found that language acquisition can be stimulated by
making use of novels in classrooms. Maples and Maloy (2016) confirm that
novels as literary texts could offer students with opportunities to practice their
new language and literary skills. Novels provide authentic materials of the target
language and therefore can be a very effective technique to build vocabulary.
Moreover, students become familiar with various linguistic functions and
meanings that are intended for native speakers. Additionally, Ghiabi (2014)
mentioned that researchers recommend using novels in language classroom
improves students' reading skills. Similarly, Hismangolu (2005) found that using
novels motivate students in the whole process of reading to develop their reading
skills and improve the writing skill. He added that when students are exposed to
literary texts such as novels in the language classroom, they learn about syntactic

features of sentences, the diversity of possible structures, and the multiple
methods of connecting ideas.

Furthermore, many empirical studies have pointed out that integrating literary
texts in teaching English improves students' language. Researchers have looked
closely at the effect of different techniques and pedagogies used in presenting
literary texts. In his survey on the use of literature in language teaching, Parans
(2008) outlined various studies conducted by some authors.

Yang (2002) used a pre-/post-test design to examine the improvement of two
elective classes in which literature was used. The two groups studied the same
science fiction novel, but the first class experienced traditional teacher-centered
approach on literature, resulting in a sharp drop in attendance. As a result for the
second class the researcher moved towards a student centered approach. It was
pointed that the class experienced a student centered approach, with a mixture of
group work, class discussion and writing task, there was a statistically significant
improvement in the result.

In addition, Bilal and Khan (2010) provided data of an empirical investigation
conducted in the context of Pakistan with 280 university students enrolled in
different English language and Literature courses. After having analyzed the
students’ responses to the questionnaires that had been previously administered,
the authors reported that most of the students considered literature as a helpful
component in language studies and as an effective source to be used in language
classes. Likewise, Lin (2006) conducted a study on students in a secondary school
in Singapore, where English was the second language for most of the students and
language and literature were usually taught as separate subjects. The author
claimed for the pedagogical need to embed literature into a larger framework of
language classes. According to Lin those teachers following this approach
reported to have had highly positive results.
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Butler (2006) also provided an example of an attempt to incorportae literature
into language classes in a South African context. The English course he described,
implemented in the context of the University of North West, included four
components: Introduction to English Studies, Introduction to Textual Analysis,
Introduction to Literary Genres and Grammar Awarness. Based on the integrated
approach between language and literature elements, the course resulted to be
evaluated in a highly positive way (with 86% of students in favour of the
integrated approach).

Other emperical studies have conducted on using literary texts in teaching
English language, In their study, Abu Zahra and Farrah (2015) investigated the
effectiveness of short stories in teaching English. They used a questionnaire on
students enrolled in the Fall semester of the academic year 2014-2015 at Herbron
Univeristy, Palistine. The results of their study revealed that students believe that
using short stories in EFL classrooms was beneficial in enhancing the language
skills. Similarly, Siaj and Farrah (2018) in which they conducted a study by
adminstring guestionnaire on 56 students studying in English Department at
Hebron University. The results indicated that students strongly believed that
novels enrich their cultural knowledge and improve their vocabulary which got
the highest mean.

Rationale

The rationale behind conducting this study was that using novel materials in
the language classroom could improve students' vocabulary and develop
their grammatical structures. However, in the light of the researcher's
observations and experience in the field of English language teaching, literary
texts are considered to be separable from teaching a language. Therefore, this
research aims to prove that novel materials could play a crucial role in
providing students with vocabulary items and grammatical structures

Research Questions

This research will investigate the following research questions:

1- How can novels help students enrich their vocabulary and develop
grammatical structures?

2- Is there any difference between the results of the two tests in the
experimental study?

Methodology
Settings and Participants

This empirical research was conducted on 3™ year undergraduate students
studying English as a foreign language at Azzaytuna University, Faculty of Arts,
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English Language Department. The number of participants was 30; they had the
similar background knowledge of English as a foreign language and studied the
novel-course in the academic year 2017-2018. In order to access the study group,
a verbal clearance was obtained from both: the English department head and the
faculty dean.

Research Instrument

In order to achieve the objectives of the current study, the researcher used a
pre- and a post-test to see how the implementation of novel materials could
improve students' linguistic knowledge in acquiring vocabulary and with respect
to

Materials of the course

To establish the materials of the two tests, the simplified version novel "Great
Expectations” by Charles Dickens was selected to be an example of this study for
two reasons. Firstly, the students studied the novel during two terms before and
after the mid-year holiday. Secondly, the purpose behind the test was to evaluate
the role of English novel in providing students with vocabulary items and
grammatical structures. In the first term, students studied the novel from a literary
point of view while in the second term; they dealt with the novel materials from
linguistic point of view, i.e., the focus were on language areas such as grammar
and vocabulary. The aim of such a course was to develop a linguistic knowledge
for students.

Therefore, in order to evaluate the effect of novel in improving students'
language, a pre-test and a post-test were carried out during the study. The pre-test
was conducted at the end of the first term before the mid-year holiday. The post-
test was conducted at the end of the academic year. The two tests included various
questions derived from the materials of the novel "Great Expectation”.

Before the post-test was conducted, the researcher as the course instructor
followed another technique in dealing with the novel materials. The students were
provided with more extensive lectures. The aim of such lectures was to develop
students' capacity to deal with the novel as a linguistic text.

In the meantime, the students were asked to do various activities such as to
memorize some vocabulary, and to practice different grammatical structures. In
doing such activities, the students studied during the experimental study how to
deal with the novel linguistically. The questions of the post-test were exactly the
same as those of the pre-test in patterns but with different items. The post-test was
to determine the effective role of the novel in developing and improving students'
language.

Administration of the Tests
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Both the pre- and post-test were administered at University of Azzaytuna,
Faculty of Arts, Department of English.. The pre-test was administered in
February 2018 after the mid-year exam and the post-test was conducted in June of
the same year after the final exam.

In order to guarantee a better administration of the test, a sheet of five
questions was distributed among the students to answer within a limited time. The
total marks of the questions were 50. The scores were distributed equally, each
question had (10) marks.

The first question includes a list of vocabulary items followed by ten
sentences. Each sentence has a gap which can be filled up with a suitable word
from the list. These vocabulary items were chosen from different chapters of the
novel. The aim of this activity is to examine how far the students have acquired
vocabulary items.

The second question comprises words with their synonyms and antonyms
taken from the novel. The students were asked to match the words that have
similar meaning and the words that have the opposite meaning. The purpose of
such activity is to develop the students' capacity in acquiring different lexical
items.

The third question consists of ten prepositions which to be chosen to fill up
the gaps of ten sentences.

The fourth question consists of ten question words (Wh-Questions). The
students were required to fill the space with an appropriate word from the
interrogatives stated. With respect to the grammatical structures, the aim was to
develop the students’ ability to use prepositions and question words properly.

The fifth question includes two characters found in the novel "Great
Expectations” and students were asked to give the characteristics of each character
by using suitable adjectives. The aim of this activity was also to enrich students'
vocabulary.

Test Analysis

The results of the pre-test and the post-test were checked in ordered to find out
to what extent students' language has been acquired and improved in terms of
vocabulary items and grammatical structures.

Table (1): Analysis of the Results of the Two Tests

The following table (1) demonstrates the students’ scores out of (50) in the two
tests (pre-test) and (post-test). It also shows the statistical comparison between the
two tests.
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Test Pre-test Post-test
Sum 460 1268
Percentage 30.66% 84.53%

It can be noticed that students' scores in the pre-test were unsatisfactory.
Therefore, the students were in need of new appropriate techniques, which
activating them to participate actively in dealing with the materials linguistically.
On the contrary, the students' scores in the post-test were totally different from
those in the pre-test. Results indicate that students' language was improved and
developed. In addition, the result strongly supports the strategies that
implemented in dealing with the novel linguistically. As it can be seen in the table
above, the average value of the pre-test is (30.66) and that of the post-test is
(84.53).

The following tables show the results of each question of the two tests

Question (1): choosing the appropriate lexical items that best fill up the

blanks.
Table (2):
Test Pre-test Post-test
Sum 100 254
Percentage 30% 84.66%

Table (2) shows the students' choices of the suitable lexical item that best fills
up the blank. As can be seen in the table above, the average value of the pre-test
of this question is (30) and that of post-test is (84.66). This indicates that the
students’ answers of the post-test are greater than those of the pre-test.

According to the scores that are derived from Table (2), the researcher can
conclude that the students' ability to choose the vocabulary items that best fill up
the blanks is very low. This indicates that the techniques used in teaching the
novel concentrated on literary aspects and neglected the linguistic ones.

Question (2): Synonyms and Antonyms

Table (3)
Test Pre-test Post-test
Sum 88 231
Percentage 29.33% 7%

Table (3) demonstrates the correct choices of both synonyms and antonyms.
The students' choices of the words varied considerably.
As the table shows, the differences between the two tests were highly

significant in which the average value of the pre-test is (29.33) and that of the
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post-test is (77). The purpose of such activity was to determine how far the novel
can provide the students with different vocabulary items and to measure to what
extent the students read the novel actively.

Question (3): Selecting the suitable preposition that fills up the blanks

Table (4)
Test Pre-test | Post-test
Sum 87 255

Percentage | 29% 85%

Table (4) shows the students' correct choices of prepositions that best match
up the blanks. The choices varied considerably from one student to another. In the
pre-test, most of the students failed to provide correct answers.. In the post-test,
unlike pre-test, the majority of students gave acceptable choices in which their
answers are better than those in the pre-test. The average value for the pre-test was
(29) and that for the post-test was (85).

Question (4): choosing the suitable question word.

Table (5):
Test Pre-test | Post-test
Sum 92 279

Percentage | 30.66% | 93%

Table (5) shows the students' correct choices of an appropriate question word
that best matches the indicated blanks. The students' scores of the post-test were
higher than those of the pre-test. The average value for the pre-test was (30.66)
and that for the post-test was (93).

Question (5): Using adjectives

Table (6):
Test Pre-test Post-test
Sum 93 250
Percentage 31% 83.33%

Table (6) represents the students' scores in using the adjectives that belong to
each character. It can be inferred from the result of the pre-test shown in the table
above that the students could not do well in distinguishing the characteristics that
belong to each character in "Great Expectations™”. As indicated in the table above
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that the students' answers in the post-test are totally different from those in the
pre-test. The average value for the pre-test is (31) and that for the post-test is
(83.33). This indicates that the students reacted positively to the techniques
implemented in dealing with the novel.

Discussion

It has been observed that students are interested in studying literary texts such
as novels. As scholars (Collie & Slater, 1988; Stern, 1991; Van (2009; Kataja,
2018) have advocated that many benefits can be derived from the inclusion of
literary texts in language teaching programs. Literary texts offer a rich source of
linguistic input and can help students to practice the four language skills
(speaking, listening, reading and writing), in addition to exemplify grammatical
structures and presenting new vocabulary.

This experimental study was based on a change in the techniques of teaching a
novel. The novel can be used as a strategy in teaching language areas such as
vocabulary items and grammatical structures. In the second term of the academic
year 2017-2018, the researcher as the course instructor modified his techniques in
concentrating on the linguistic knowledge rather than on the literary ones.

The emphasis on literary aspects made students search for information written
about the novel without giving attention to linguistic aspects of language. This
was indicated by the results of the pre-test. Therefore, it was required for the
researcher as the course instructor to implement other techniques that could help
students to improve linguistic items such as vocabulary and some aspects of
grammar.

According to the results of the post-test, as presented in the tables above, the
study revealed that students reacted positively to all the activities given to them.
This can be seen in the difference between their scores in the pre-test and those of
the post-test. The difference in the average scores of the post-test is higher than
that of the pre-test. The average of the post-test was (33.66) and the pre-test was
(84). The results of the post-test indicated that the novel helped students to be
more aware of some features of language. The study proved that the novel as a
literary text could improve students' vocabulary and provide them with some
aspects of grammar. This goes in line with several empirical studies (Bilal and
Khan, 2010; Butler, 2006; Abu Zahra and Farrah,2015; Siaj and Farrah, 2018)
which presented that novels highly develop language skills and improve other
areas such as grammar and vocabulary.

It can be inferred from the study that the novel has a major role in developing
the language skills, and it also can enrich the students with different vocabulary
items and grammatical structures.
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Conclusions

As mentioned earlier, this experimental study was conducted on one group,
aimed at proving that the novel could provide students with different vocabulary
items and grammatical structures.

It can be concluded that literary texts in general and novels in particular play a
vital role in developing students' linguistic knowledge. If employed correctly, the
novel transforms students' reading into enjoyable activities. The novel is a useful
technique of building vocabulary and acquiring grammatical structures. English
language teachers should integrate literary texts such as novels in teaching
language program.

227



Using novel materials as a strategy in teaching vocabulary items and grammatical

stuctures(217—229)

References

Abu Zahra, N & Farah, M (2015), Using Short Stories in the EFL Classroom. IUG
Journal of Humanities Research, 24(1), 11-42.

Alkire, S. (2010). Teaching novels in EFL/ESL classes. The English-Learning and
Language Review. Retrieved from http:// www.lingua.org.uk/novteach.
Alkire html.

Bilal, R. & Khan, A. (2010). Perceptive Study "Teaching English Literature
through English Language”. Saarbrucken: Lambert Academic Publishing.

Butler, 1. (2006). A brighter future? Integrating and for -year. In A. Paran (ed.),
Literature in language teaching and learning (pp.11-25). Virginia: TESOL.

Collie, J & Slater. S. (1988). Literature in the language classroom. New York.
Cambridge University Press.

Daskalovska, N & Dimova, V. (2012).Why literature should be used in the
language classroom. Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences. 46,1182 -
1186.

Ghiabi, S. (2014). Investigation of the Effect of Using a Novel as an Extensive
Reading on Students' Attitude and Reading Ability. International Journal of
Applied Linguistics & English Literature. 3(4(, 55-64.

Hismangolu, M. (2005). Teaching English through literature. Journal of Language
and Linguistic studies, 1(1), 53-65.

Hurst, Nic. (1990). "The Literature Option at CPE" Modern English teachers,
17,1 and 2, pp. 68-75.

Kataja. R. (2018). The use of literature in the EFL classroom: Students'
perception. Bachelor's Thesis. University of Jyvaskyla.

Lazar, G. (1990). Using novels in the language-learning classroom. ELT Journal.
44(3), 202-214, http:// dx. doi.org/ 10.1093/elt/ 44.3 .204.

Lin, B. (2006). Exploring the literary text through grammar and the re-integration
of literature and language teaching. In A. Paran (ed.), Literature in language
teaching and learning (pp.146-151). Virginia: TESOL.

Mason, B. (2004). Is Form — Focused Vocabulary Instruction Worth While?
RELC Journal, 35(2), 179 -185. http:// dx. doi. Org/ 10.1177/ 00336882040.

228


http://www.lingua.org.uk/novteach

Using novel materials as a strategy in teaching vocabulary items and grammatical

stuctures(217—229)

Maples, J. & Maloy, M. (2016). Using graphic novels to engage English
Language learners.Vanguard, 45(1), 37-39.

Obediat, Marwan M. (1997). "Language Vs. Literature in English Department in
the Arab World." English Teaching Forum, 35, 1. Pp. 19-34.

Paran, A. (2008). The role of literature in instructed foreign language learning and
teaching: An evidence-based survey. Language Teaching , 41 (4), 465-496.

Pinar, B. & Jover, M. (2012). Literature in the English Language Classroom-
Poetry. Retrieved from: http: http://www4. ujaen. es/~ gluque/Literature in
the language classroom (theory)-Borja Ojeda y Marina Torralbo. PDF.

Siaj, N. Rasha & Farah A. M. (2018). Using Novels in the Language Classroom at
Hebron University. Journal of Creative Practices in Language Learning and
Teaching (CPLT).

Stern, S. L. (1991). An integration approach to literature in ESL/EFL. In M.
Celce-Marcia  (Ed), Teaching English as a second or foreign language.
(Second edition). Booston & Heinle, 228-346.

Van, T. (2009). The relevance of literary analysis to teaching literature in the EFL
Classroom. English Teaching Forum, 47(3), 2-9. Retrieved from http://eric.
Ed. Gov/?i1d=Ej923454).

Violetta, K. (2015). The Use of Literature in the Language Classroom: Method
and Aims. International Journal of Information and Education Technology,
5(1), 74-79.

Yang, A. (2002). Science fiction in the EFL class. Language, Culture and
Curriculum, 5.1, 50-60.

229


http://eric/

