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Series Editors’ Preface

The RELC Portfolio Series consists of short practical resource
booklets for ESL/EFL teachers. Booklets in the series have the
following characteristics:

e They are practical and techniques-oriented.
They are written in an accessible, non-academic style.
They focus on both principles and procedures.

Titles in the series provide teachers with practical ways of
applying new ideas in their own teaching. In addition, they could
be used as the basis for workshops and in-service courses and
can also be combined in different ways according to needs.

Marilyn Lewis’s booklet, Giving Feedback in Language
Classes, provides lots of practical ideas on giving feedback in
the classroom. She discusses the causes for learner errors and
provides useful guidelines for dealing with them.

Giving Feedback in Language Classes will provide a useful
resource for classroom teachers who are interested in improv-
ing their feedback practices and in helping their students be-
come better users of the language.

We are grateful to the contributors to the RELC Portfolio
Series for sharing their expertise with other teachers and teach-
ers in training. Their willingness to do so without compensation
has made it possible to publish these booklets at a price that is
affordable to language teachers in the SEAMEO countries.

Willy A. Renandya
Jack C. Richards
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Introduction

Teachers used to talk about “correcting” the speech and writing
of language students. Now the term they use more frequently is
“giving feedback” because they see their role as doing more than
hunting for mistakes. Giving feedback means telling students
about the progress they are making as well as guiding them to
areas for improvement.

Being able to give useful feedback depends on examining
students’ work carefully. This examination gives information
not only about individual learners but also the whole class’s
learning process. It shows trends, and leads the teacher to see
which of the language aspects being introduced in class are really
being absorbed into students’ language use.

Not many books deal only with feedback, although there is
information in more general teaching books. Teachers, though,
are very interested in how to give students feedback. Here are
SOme common concerns:

e Should I be correcting students’ oral errors?
e What difference does it make if I correct all my students’
essay mistakes?

Can students find their own mistakes?

e Are there any shortcuts to spending hours on marking
students’ writing?

e Does it matter if it takes a while to mark and return students’
essays?

e What are the latest ideas about the best way to give feedback?

e Some sensitive students seem to be defeated by seeing their -
work corrected. Do other teachers find that?

e Has anyone asked students what they think about feedback?

This booklet addresses questions about why, when and how



to give feedback in language classes. The advice and examples
are based on many different contexts: classes of children and
groups of adults, classes in English speaking communities and
in places where there are few out-of-class opportunities to use
the language. Although the examples are all given in English,
the same principles could apply to the teaching of any language.
This booklet also includes tasks that help you reflect on
current practice and consider new ways of giving feedback.

- Marilyn Lewis
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tactices, Purposes
d Effects

When teachers think about giving feedback on students’ language

they often think in terms of choices. For oral feedback' the

choices could include these: 5

e Should I interrupt while the student is speaking or wait until
later?

e [s it better to correct a student discreetly one-to-one or should
the whole class hear the feedback?

When it comes to feedback on writing? there are similar choices:
Should I mark work in progress or the final product?

Is it better for the teacher or the student to find the mistakes?
Should I give a mark or a comment?

What are my options if marking takes up too much of my
time?

Other choices apply to any kind of feedback:

e Who is the best person to give feedback, the teacher or other
students?

e How many different ways are there of giving feedback?

In looking for answers to these questions, teachers are often
concerned about the effects of their feedback choices on students’
future actual language use and on their attitude to language
learning.

This chapter starts by considering teachers’ beliefs about the
purpose for feedback and then discusses some possible effects
of feedback. Your starting point for thinking about feedback is
to discover the practices of teachers you are working or studying
with. The first task gives you the chance to do this.

Lo kB H: %94 %2
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wivnmrms) TEACHERS’ FEEDBACK PRACTICES

R RATH RS,
A THBRRRER | Task 11—
BeH, %=

‘ Examining Teathers’"l’ra'ctlces

! Use the following questionnaire to examine the feedback
[ practice of teachers you know. If those teachers are willing
|
3
i

. .to do more than simply complete the questionnaire, you could
conduct follow-up interviews to ask them the reasons for
their practice.

Combine the results with other people’s to build up a pic-
ture of how feedback is given by teachers in your district.

1. Who usually gives the feedback in your classes?
O The teacher O Peers O 'Ihe wnter/speakcr ‘

2. How is feedback given? !

t O Orally 0 In writing DBye—mml DOntape |
| 3. At what stage are commqnts given?

. O While they are talking/writing 0 After they stop
. 4. How detailed is the feedback? |
_ O General 0O Specific = el
5. What is the feedback about? - A |
‘ O The form of the language ?
. 0 The fluency of the speaker/writer i

6. Who hears or reads the comments? |

O The whole class 0O Only the student concerned

7. For students’ writing, where are the comments put" Z
| ”'r:llnthetext DAttheend : )'

Until they examine their own practice, many teachers are
not sure exactly how they give feedback on spontaneous oral
Lasdorstat ¥ 94%%  language'. Having an observer in the class can provide
AEHELGIPHG T information about whether and how often a teacher does any of
KA. the following things when a student gives a wrong answer:
e Ignore it (temporarily or permanently)

2  Giving leedback in Language Classes



Correct the error of fact but not the form (or vice versa)
Prompt the speaker to find the error

Ask someone else to find the error

Correct and explain the error

PURPOSES OF FEEDBACK

The questions you asked teachers were about how they give

feedback. Another set of questions could investigate their reasons

for giving feedback in language classes. Common answers might

include:

e [ think my feedback makes a difference to their language.

e [ give feedback with the intention of making students more
independent of me next time,

e We are expected to write comments on students’ writing in
this school, otherwise the parents would complain.

Some teachers think of language reasons, others have learning
reasons in mind and a third group are carrying out the requirements
of their institution or the expectations of parents. Some teachers
are also influenced by research they or others have done in their
classrooms. Here are some of the research-based purposes that
have been suggested for giving feedback in the language class.
Some of the purposes are motivational and some have to do with
providing students with information.

1. Feedback provides information for teachers and
students

Feedback is a way for teachers to describe their learners’

language. It gives teachers information about individual and

collective class progress and, indirectly, is a form of evaluation

on their own teaching.

For learners, feedback is an ongoing form of assessment
which is more focussed than marks or grades. By highlighting
strengths and weaknesses, the comments provide information
about individual progress, unlike marks or grades, which tend
to compare one student with another. The comments can also
give direct information about language, by stating a rule or by

o et
| AN O
{am&mm,

;
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giving an example. One way to focus comments is to consider

questions students may have about their language use. For

example:

e How does the teacher think I’'m coming along with my
English in general?
Did I do what was required for this particular task?

e How does my work this week compare with last week’s?

e Why does the teacher say my work is good when I know
everyone else is better than me?

e Why does the teacher say my work needs improving when I
know I've done my best?

e How exactly am I meant to improve?

e What does this comment mean?

2. Feedback provides students with advice about
learning

Teachers can provide students with more than simply descriptions

of their language use. Comments can also be made on the

students’ learning processes. A common way for this to happen

is through learning journals’, as explained in Chapter 4.

3. Feedback provides students with language input
The teacher’s written and spoken feedback provides students
with meaningful and individual language input. The teacher’s
words, both in their form and their purpose, illustrate how
language is used in one-to-one communication. That is why it is
important to extend students’ language by writing comments in
language at a level slightly higher than the students’ own current
language use. This way students can learn new vocabulary and
structures in context.

4. Feedback is a form of motivation

Feedback can be more motivating than marks or grades. It can
encourage students to study and to use language to the best of
their ability by taking into account whatever the teacher knows
about the learners’ attitudes. Both hardworking and underworking
students need encouragement but it needs to be given in different
ways. During a course, as teachers find out more about their

4 Giving Feedback in Language Classes



students, the encouragement can take personal circumstances
into account.

5. Feedback can lead students towards autonomy
One long-term purpose of feedback is to lead students to the
point where they can find their own mistakes. For example, one
teacher sat with a student reading his work, stopping each time
there was some minor error of form (a singular for a plural and
so on). In each case the student could find the mistake himself.
He realised that all he needed to do was to take a few minutes at
the end to proofread his own work. Another way of describing
what the teacher did is to compare it with scaffolding'. While a
building is going up it needs scaffolding, but once it is finished
the scaffolding can be taken away. The question of learner
responsibility is revisited in Chapter 6 of this booklet.

e -

Practise giving feedback to students on the following
vocabulary use by showing (a) how the “wrong” word could
be used elsewhere and (b) which words would have been
better in this sentence.
Example : S: We lived in a fat house.
T: a. afat person, a fat animal, a fat parcel
b. a large house, a big house

' Now try these: -

e My little brother llkes walking on one foot.

e Just put away with your problems and be happy.
e Where do you leave? -

e I’'m looking for some any pencil.

e What a slowly, slowly bus.

e I’m right here when you were looking for me.

- [Answers in Appendix]

EFFECTS OF FEEDBACK

(AR T BRI
| WA RN TR |
| A B T R A
AR A
How are students affected when they hear their speech corrected | Ff#%. ’

LF R X 2R AR
LETFIT, HIFR
wOvF, X4, Y
Aot NF, A ¥4
Y4 R ) A,
TR IR M,
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