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Online peer feedback has been widely applied to teaching L2 writing because 
of its potential benefits. Accordingly, training is one of the prominent factors 
contributing to the effectiveness of the activity, especially for inexperienced 
learners. Acknowledging this significant issue, the current study aims to develop 
specific online peer feedback training for inexperienced learners based on their 
performance naturally during the online peer feedback process, followed by 
an assessment of its effectiveness. Using the qualitative method design that 
draws upon the sources of data, including students’ online written comments 
(Google Docs), oral feedback (Zoom recorded), observations, their drafts, and 
their reflections and responses through semi-structured interviews, this study 
presents an in-depth analysis of students’ performance toward peer feedback 
(without training), how the training is developed, and the impacts of training 
on the students’ practice. Finally, the study discusses pedagogical implications 
regarding the instructions and training for online peer feedback in teaching L2 
writing, which can be applicably adapted for similar EFL or ESL contexts and 
learner backgrounds. 

Keywords: online peer feedback, L2 writing, inexperienced learners, instruc-
tions and training

Introduction

Peer feedback is a pair or group activity in which students read, evaluate, and 
comment on each other’s writing (Tsui & Ng, 2000; Zhang & Hyland, 2023). This 
collaborative activity has been widely studied in varied EFL and ESL contexts 
for decades and has been encouraged to be applied in teaching L2 writing 
(Vorobel & Kim, 2014; Yan & Tang, 2023). Notably, online peer feedback has 
become prevalent because of the technological advantages (Li & Hebert, 2023; 
Ma, 2022; Ting, 2023). Nonetheless, learners have been reluctant to do it due 
to their limited knowledge in L2, low writing proficiency, and inexperienced 
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skills (Ahmed, 2021; Do, 2023a; Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014; Hyland, 2019; Irwin, 
2019; Kim, 2022; Saeli & Cheng, 2021; Yu & Lee, 2016). Or students did not use 
techniques that would optimize their learning (Hubbard, 2013). At the same 
time, inadequate planning and understanding of students’ difficulties asso-
ciated with online peer response by instructors may lead students to prefer 
teacher feedback (Yu, 2019). Ahmed (2021) found that uncertainty (lack of con-
fidence) and inexperienced skills were the main problems with peer feedback 
for ESL students in his study. To solve these problems, proper training that pro-
vides learners with the knowledge and skill base to do the task efficiently and 
effectively is suggested (Hubbard, 2013). Furthermore, instructors are advised 
to monitor the process of peer feedback and assist students over a period of 
time (Ahmed, 2021; Cheng et al., 2023; Hubbard, 2013; Lam, 2010; Min, 2005; 
Tuzi, 2004). 

Indeed, instructions and training for peer feedback in L2 writing classrooms 
have been discussed by L2 researchers (Lam, 2010; Min, 2005). In particular, 
Min (2005) provided the four training steps for peer review, including clarify-
ing the writer’s intention (1), identifying the problem (2), explaining the nature 
of the problem (3), and making specific suggestions (4). The training signifi-
cantly improved the peer review performance of EFL Taiwanese students as 
they provided longer and more specific feedback as opposed to short and vague 
feedback in prior training. Similarly, Lam (2010) found this training effective 
for his Cantonese-Hong Kong students. It is worth noting, however, that this 
training was developed and used for handwritten comments (pen-and-paper) 
and face-to-face interaction, which may be different from online peer feed-
back as it “is not a simple alternative to face-to-face feedback” (Guardado & 
Shi, 2007, p. 458). Thus, the training for e-feedback is considered necessary if 
teachers want to apply the mode of computer-mediated communication to 
peer response in teaching L2 writing. Since this concern has been rarely stud-
ied in L2 writing research (Casinto, 2023), this poor background needs to be 
addressed to enrich the body of literature on the training of online peer feed-
back. The most recent study conducted by Zang et al. (2023) was about online 
peer feedback; however, students’ experience with this mode of feedback was 
not the focus of their study. It goes without saying, therefore, that this is the cen-
tral motivation and necessary rationale for the current study to be conducted to 
address problems authentically emerging during the implementation of online 
peer feedback, which is helpful for developing proper training for target stu-
dents. Such a study can yield useful implications that help language teachers, 
especially novice teachers, and students with practical knowledge about the 
application of online peer response activities to L2 writing, which could lead 
teachers to better instructions and students to effective collaborative work. The 
study aims to answer the three following research questions:

1. How do inexperienced learners perform the task of online peer feedback 
without instructions and training?

2. What issues are necessarily involved in online peer feedback training 
for inexperienced learners?
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3. To what extent is online peer feedback training helpful for inexperienced 
learners?

Method

Context and participants

As a language teacher teaching in the Vietnamese context, where a learner-
centered approach receives less attention (Do, 2023b), the researcher recog-
nizes that the majority of students usually depend on teachers for learning 
and are passive in cooperative activities with friends, such as peer feedback. 
This could be the reason why language teachers hesitate to incorporate peer 
feedback activities into the instruction, which is also mentioned by Yu (2019) 
in the EFL Chinese context (Macau and Mainland China). In order to help EFL 
Vietnamese students become autonomous, independent, and competent writ-
ers, the researcher wants to integrate peer feedback into writing classrooms, 
where students discuss and interact with each other in a cooperative environ-
ment. The role of the teacher in this view is to assist students in expressing 
their own meaning and understanding the process of composing writing as a 
facilitator. As mentioned earlier, nevertheless, students are not familiar with 
the learner-fronted approach, which could challenge them to do the activity of 
peer feedback. Thus, training is considered significant. 

This project was not implemented in an actual classroom teaching context 
because the focus of this study is online peer feedback. The researcher wanted 
to explore how students do online peer review (electronic comments) rather 
than handwritten comments (pen-and-paper mode), as they might do in tra-
ditional classrooms. Autonomy is also a goal for this study when students can 
do it at home with their friends or whenever they want to switch their essays 
to each other for peer feedback after this project (lifelong learning). Therefore, 
the researcher invited volunteer EFL Vietnamese college students to join the 
project through Zoom. After sending out the invitations, two EFL Vietnamese 
students named Hanh and Sau (pseudonyms), aged 24 and 25, respectively, 
were willing to participate in the project because both wanted to gain experi-
ence with peer feedback and improve their writing abilities. 

These two students have learned English for 10 years and three years at 
college, where they have been taught by different non-native language teach-
ers (Vietnamese) (grammar, writing, and reading) and English native teachers 
(British) (speaking and listening skills). They are third-year college students 
majoring in English language at a private university located in Ho Chi Minh 
City, Vietnam. There are four required academic English writing courses, from 
paragraphs to essays, in the first two years of the English language program. 
Hence, these two students had finished taking all these writing courses in the 
English program before attending this project. They were unskilled learners 
in terms of providing e-feedback. As for English proficiency, Hanh is inter-
mediate (IELTS 4.0), and Sau is high-intermediate (IELTS 5.0). Regarding the 
personal aspect, Sau seems to be a quiet person, and Hanh is a talker. When it 
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comes to writing skills, Sau is better than Hanh in terms of organization (idea 
arrangement). Hanh has abundant ideas, but she has trouble arranging those 
ideas logically (this assessment is based on their first writing drafts). They are 
both not confident enough to speak English, especially Hanh. These students 
do not usually use 100% English in the English classrooms, except for some 
activities that require students to use English or teachers who are native. As a 
result, the researcher used Vietnamese to communicate with the students to 
avoid misunderstandings.

Data collection

According to Liu and Edwards (2018), students “should be given ample oppor-
tunities to familiarize themselves with not only what to comment on but also 
how to make comments” (p. 114), the two issues about online peer feedback 
training have been called into questions: What should be covered or included 
in the instructions for online peer feedback? And how to provide e-feedback? It 
is critical to find out what technical skills and techniques students need, which 
arise during the implementation process, to help them know how to provide 
e-feedback appropriately (Casinto, 2023; Liu & Edwards, 2018). To do so, there 
are two rounds of data collection, which include students’ electronic feedback 
on Google Docs, their revisions, their oral feedback on Zoom (recorded by stu-
dents and sent to the researcher), the researcher’s observations from recorded 
videos, and semi-structured interviews (questions provided in Appendix A). 
Tables 1 and 2 present these two rounds, followed by detailed descriptions. Of 
note is that a consent statement was obtained before the process of data col-
lection started (week 1 of the first round). The whole process was conducted 
for almost three months (February 2023 to May 2023). 

Table 1. The process of round one

Round 1 Tasks

Week 1 Project introduction*Consent obtained
Week 2 Writing an essay
Week 3 Providing e-feedback
Week 4 Sharing feedback and revising essay
Week 5 Interviewing the students

In the first round, the students were asked to write a short essay (350–500 
words) on this tourism writing topic: “Tourism has negative environmental 
impacts on tourist areas. What are these impacts? How can damaging impacts 
be lessened?” This writing topic was selected based on the students’ favorites. 
They had one week to write it on Google Docs (week 2) and then were asked to 
provide written feedback (online comments) in the following week (week 3). 
Then they shared feedback with each other and revised their drafts (week 4). 
In this round, the researcher wanted to see how the two students performed 



5

D
o: E-peer feedback training on L2 w

riting

The
JALT CALL 

Journal
 vol. 20 no.1

in a natural way (without detailed teacher’s guidance), so the researcher did 
not provide instructions except for the general rubric adapted from Weigle 
(2002), which includes three elements, namely content, organization, and lan-
guage use (Appendix B). After having the students’ essays and their feedback, 
the researcher looked at how they provided feedback to each other (e.g., what 
they commented on, how they provided feedback on Google Docs) and their 
revised essays (first and second drafts). Then the researcher listed questions 
and asked them in the interviews (week 5). The interviews were conducted 
in Vietnamese with the students individually. The researcher listened to their 
reflections about online peer feedback to understand their struggles with this 
collaborative work, which was helpful for developing proper training and 
instructions for this writing activity. This data was used to answer the first 
and second research questions: How do inexperienced learners perform the task 
of online peer feedback without instructions and training? And what issues are 
necessarily involved in online peer feedback training?

In the second round, the researcher developed the instructions (week 1) and 
provided training for e-peer feedback (the rubric was modified) (Appendix C) 
(week 2). The students in this round were asked to write another topic: “Some 
people claim that e-learning has many benefits that will replace face-to-face 
education soon. Others say that traditional education is irreplaceable”. Again, 
this topic was chosen based on its familiarity with the students (week 3). Like 
in the first round, the students wrote the first draft on Google Docs and shared 
it with each other for online peer feedback (week 4). According to their per-
formance in the first round, oral feedback was added after students received 
written feedback, which will be explained in the result section. Then the stu-
dents revised their essays (week 5). Finally, the interview was the last step. Data 
collected from this round was used to answer the third research question: To 
what extent is the training helpful?

Table 2. The process of round two

Round 2 Tasks

Week 1 Training development 
Week 2 Training (guide students)
Week 3 Writing an essay
Week 4 Sharing written feedback 
Week 5 Oral feedback and revising essay
Week 6 Interviewing the students

Data analysis

To answer the research questions, the students’ feedback (written and oral), 
their drafts, observations, and interviews from the two rounds were analyzed. 
In particular, students’ comments from two rounds of feedback would be 
collected and counted for analysis. Their comments were coded as content, 
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organization, and grammar. In addition, the researcher looked at how the stu-
dents provided feedback (technical skills) on the Word files based on the ele-
ments of being visible and readable. Then the first drafts were compared to the 
second drafts (revisions) to examine whether the activity was effective. When 
it comes to observations, the researcher watched the students’ oral comments 
(the time of video recorded by students was 39.25 min) and listed what they 
discussed with each other. After that, the researcher transcribed important 
information in Vietnamese and translated it into English. This is the supple-
mental data that supports the main data of the interviews, which will be pre-
sented next.

Regarding the information collected from the interviews, which were 
recorded by Zoom (Table 3), the researcher listened to the records, transcribed, 
and translated them from Vietnamese to English when appropriate. Students’ 
responses and reflections toward the process of proving feedback and the 
impacts of online peer feedback from semi-structured interviews were ana-
lyzed in parallel with their performance of online feedback on the Word docu-
ments and their revisions. In other words, these sources of data were ana-
lyzed simultaneously so that the students’ responses to the activity of online 
peer feedback would be compared and examined with their performance. In 
round one, for example, the students’ reflections about their struggles with 
proving e-feedback would be examined via how they provided feedback to 
each other. Similar to the second round, benefits and concerns about online 
peer feedback were figured out (data was coded into specific themes based on 
students’ responses, such as benefits and practical concerns). Additionally, as 
noted, there are some notes taken from observations watched from recorded 
videos while the students provided oral feedback (round 2) that were used for 
analysis to strengthen the credibility and validity of the study.

Table 3. Information of interviews

Participants Interview Round 1 Interview Round 2

Hanh 37:17 (min) 31:35 (min)
Sau 33:23 (min) 27:07 (min)

The following sections present how the students experienced online peer feed-
back without training (1), how the instructions and training were developed (2), 
and the impacts of the instructions and training for online peer feedback (3). 

Results and discussion

How do inexperienced learners perform the task of online peer feedback without 
training?

Although the two students provided feedback to and helped each other on 
surface errors (Figures 1 and 2), the activity seemed unhelpful due to four 
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reasons: technical skills (how to provide e-feedback), inexperienced peer 
response skills (what to provide feedback), engagement, and language use. 

First and foremost, the students seemed to lack technical skills in providing 
online feedback, which was confirmed to have never been done before: “At 
first, I found it a bit difficult because this is my first time doing peer feedback 
on Google Docs. So I did not know how to do it. We have never done this activ-
ity before, just mainly received feedback from teachers” (Hanh). Indeed, the 
students provided feedback on the right margin of the file in a long paragraph, 
which was hard to see and read (Figures 1 and 2). In addition, Hanh seemed 
confused about where to revise her essay. The researcher reminded the two 
students to revise their papers on the next page and highlight the revisions 
in red. Since Sau followed the instruction, Hanh instead revised right in the 
margins of the file (Figure 3), which made it hard for the teacher (researcher) 
to read her revisions and compare her changes. 

Figure 1. Hanh provided feedback on Sau’s essay

Figure 2. Sau provided feedback on Hanh’s essay

Figure 3. Hanh revised her essay in the right margin of the file
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Second, the students were uncertain about what to comment on. They provided 
general and vague feedback, which was considered unhelpful. On the one hand, 
Hanh provided general feedback, as Sau reflected: “She provided very little 
feedback, and her comments were very general, so my revision did not sig-
nificantly differ from my first draft” (Sau). In Figure 1, Hanh wrote 99 words 
of comments, and most of them were positive and general comments. Sau, on 
the other hand, provided vague feedback, which confused Hanh. Accordingly, 
Hanh wanted to know where “ideas are not clear, ideas are logical but not 
enough, use some wrong sentence structures, wrong tenses, inaccurate, and 
repetitive words” from Sau’s feedback (Figure 2). As a result, the second drafts 
of Hanh and Sau still contained grammatical errors and writing problems. To 
shed light on these arguments, Table 4 shows some examples of ineffective 
revisions between the two drafts of the two students. Some basic errors that 
remain the same between the two drafts of the students’ work are underlined. 

Table 4. Examples of ineffective revisions between the two drafts of the two students

Students Draft 1 Draft 2

Hanh “Nowadays, Tourism is a highly 
developed industry. Almost everyone in 
the world like to go to travel everywhere 
after a long time with work or study. 
This is a piece of good information for 
tourism, but the bad thing is the impact 
bad to the environment, which makes 
the environment seriously impacted. 
So We need to have some measures to 
lessen damaging impacts.”

“Nowadays, Tourism is a highly 
developed industry. Almost everyone 
in the world likes to go to travel 
everywhere after a long time of hard 
work or study. This is a piece of good 
information for tourism, but after 
trips that the bad thing is throwing 
away trash leads to the impact bad 
on the environment, which makes the 
environment seriously impacted. So We 
need to have some measures to lessen 
damaging impacts. In this text, I will give 
some effects and solve this issue.”

Sau “In conclusion, rapid economic 
development tends to cause a bunch of 
negative influences on the environment 
nowadays. The tourism industry has 
been affecting tourist places for two 
reasons: air and water pollution and 
overexploitation of resources. However, 
I believe that If we implement the above 
solutions, It is that we can enhance the 
quality of tourist areas as soon as.”

“In conclusion, rapid economic 
development tends to cause a bunch of 
negative influences on the environment 
nowadays. The tourism industry has 
been affecting tourist places for two 
reasons: air and water pollution and 
overexploitation of resources. However, 
I believe that If we implement the above 
solutions, we can enhance the quality of 
tourist areas as soon as.”

Similar to the finding of Min (2005), EFL Taiwanese in his study were confused 
about how to comment even though they were provided a guidance sheet. In 
the same vein, Cantonese-speaking Hong Kong students in Lam’s (2010) study 
acknowledged that vague feedback and short comments, such as “well done, 
need to improve grammar”, were not helpful for their revisions. The Chinese 
students in Fan and Xu’s (2020) shared the same feeling that they received gen-
eral feedback from peers, which could not help them improve their writing. 
One of the main reasons for this phenomenon is that inexperienced students 
are not sure about what to do while giving feedback (Liu & Edwards, 2018). As 
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for the technical skills, the students did not take advantage of the useful tools in 
Microsoft Word while providing feedback. Since these tools facilitate students 
pointing out the writing problems or errors right on the edge of the file, the 
students in this study failed to do so, as shown in Figures 1 and 2. This problem 
has been emphasized by Hubbard (2013), who found that students did not use 
techniques that would optimize their learning.

Third, both students used “she” instead of “you” to refer to their partner in 
their comments, which might reduce their efforts for cooperation to help each 
other improve their writing. This problem may be because the students were 
asked to share the file with the researcher for the observations, so they might 
have thought that this was the assignment rather than the learning activity 
between two of them (they did it for the teacher, not for their partner), and 
waited for the teacher’s appraisal. The meaning and value of peer feedback 
may change if students have this thought when doing peer review. This could 
be the reason why they did not spend much time giving feedback to each other 
in this first round, which was evaluated as perfunctory. As mentioned, auton-
omy learning is one of the main goals of this activity in teaching L2 writing, so 
that students will be able to provide feedback to each other outside classrooms. 
Based on the performances of the two students, they seemed to be passive in 
this first round of feedback.

 Lastly, language proficiency could be a potential problem, which inhibits 
the students, especially Hanh (lower level), from expressing her opinions or 
thoughts on Sau’s essay in a comprehensive way. It could be seen in Figure 1 
that Hanh had difficulty expressing her evaluations in English. In line with 
the result found by Yu and Lee (2014), EFL Chinese students in their study (a 
similar EFL learning context where students usually use L1 in the language 
classroom) felt more comfortable using L1 to provide feedback than L2. 

Due to those problems and mistakes, the feedback in this round had little 
impact on their revisions (their revisions still contain the same errors and 
writing problems compared to their first drafts; see Table 4). It is clear that 
the students found it challenging to give feedback, even though they were pro-
vided with a writing rubric. This is similar to the claim of Lam (2010), based on 
his own classroom teaching, that his Hong Kong pupils (Cantonese speakers, 
using English only for academic studies) struggled to provide feedback. The 
findings support the statement of Liu and Edwards (2018) that students with 
negative experiences with peer review can decrease their level of engagement 
and minimize their productivity. To help the students better reap the effects 
of the online peer feedback activity, specific and proper training is developed 
and discussed in the next section.

What issues are necessarily involved in online peer feedback training for inex-
perienced learners?

Acknowledging those issues mentioned in the previous section, the 
researcher developed the instructions for online peer feedback and provided 
a 90-minute training for the students with the hope of helping them do the task 
appropriately and effectively in the second round. Adapting the training’s steps 
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developed by Min (2005), the researcher first provided guidance for what stu-
dents should do for peer feedback, such as identify and explain writing prob-
lems or errors (content, organization, and language use), and provide sugges-
tions. Then the researcher modeled how to provide e-feedback on Google Docs 
(e.g., margin comments and sandwich feedback). Based on the performances of 
the two students in the first round, additional information was added, which 
will be described in detail as follows:

As for the technical skills, the students were advised to provide feedback 
in appropriate places. Accordingly, marginal comments are usually used for 
detailed comments about content, tense, grammar, sentences, or word choice 
that students want to point out right on the file (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014). 
Meanwhile, general feedback should be added at the end of the paper to 
remind the writers of their main writing problems and encourage them with 
positive remarks. 

Regarding the content of the feedback, the rubric should be revised to be 
more specific. Poor writers usually follow the rules and instructions given 
by the instructor (Yan & Tang, 2023), which could be the reason for the phe-
nomenon that happened in the first round. The students followed the general 
rubric for giving feedback (Appendix B), which resulted in vague and general 
comments. In addition to being inexperienced with online peer feedback and 
at low levels, the students needed specific rubrics that emphasized what they 
should look at in the essay through detailed questions. For instance, students 
should analyze whether the content is relevant to the writing topic or not and 
whether the writer provides strong topic sentences for each paragraph (how 
does the topic sentence cover ideas of the paragraph?). Similar to organization, 
the students were advised to look at the connections between sentence and 
sentence, paragraph and paragraph to see whether they are well organized. In 
the same vein as grammar or language use, the students were advised to care-
fully consider grammatical errors such as tense, word choice, etc. They were 
suggested to double-check those comments by looking them up in dictionaries 
or researching on internet sites. In addition to gaining experience with vague 
and general feedback in the first round from both students, they were asked to 
provide extra oral feedback via Zoom after they had made electronic written 
comments (students might have questions after receiving online feedback or 
ask for suggestions). The detailed questions and oral feedback may challenge 
students to read for a thorough understanding, which may prevent them from 
providing general and vague comments.

When it comes to language use, the students were allowed to write com-
ments in L1 or L2, whichever they felt preferable and confident with (if L2 pre-
vented them from providing clear feedback, then L1 was allowed to be used). 
Lastly, peer feedback is a learning activity between the two students rather 
than an assignment that should be sent to the teacher for the purpose of grad-
ing. Hence, using “you” when students provided feedback was suggested, even 
if it was then shared with the teacher. As noted, this could increase learner 
autonomy in learning L2 writing. 

To sum up, the guidance for peer feedback activities should be secured with 
the following rules, as emphasized by Hyland (2019) and Prilop et al. (2023): 
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Be respectful, be conscientious, be legible, be encouraging, be formulated, and 
be specific. These are necessary for students who are inexperienced in doing 
peer feedback (Liu & Edwards, 2018), especially in the format of online feed-
back. Those notes were thoroughly provided, explained, and modeled in the 
training via Zoom before the students attended the second round of writing 
and peer feedback. Details of the training, guidance, and revised writing rubric 
are provided in Appendix C.

To what extent is online peer feedback training helpful?

“I am now confident to provide feedback”. It is clear to recognize that the 
two students performed better than in the first round, as they provided more 
comments in the second round, which echoes Min’s (2005) findings on EFL 
Taiwanese learners. Importantly, the students in this study avoided the previ-
ous four problems in the first round of peer feedback without training. These 
findings shed light on the statement of Liu and Edwards (2018) that “if students 
are trained and given guiding support, the interaction in the peer response 
group is useful, and the comments generated can be constructive in helping 
students revise their drafts” (p. 40). The following paragraphs describe these 
positive outcomes in more depth based on the performances of the two focal 
EFL Vietnamese students.

First, the students provided detailed and understandable feedback on the 
margin of the paper (Figure 4). Students looked at their partner’s essay in detail 
to help each other find writing problems and errors that had not received 
much attention in the first round. Surprisingly, Hanh (lower level) figured out 
an inappropriate comma in this sentence of Sau’s essay and reminded her of 
this error: “Students often do not want to answer the questions teachers ask, 
and do not desire to share their ideas”. Hanh shared: “I first looked at her 
paper in a general way to know her ideas, then I moved to specific areas such 
as sentences, words, grammar, and punctuation”. In contrast to the “general” 
feedback in the first round, Hanh’s feedback seemed more precise and explicit 
in this second round. In the same vein, Sau found some mistakes when she 
looked closely at Hanh’s essay. She advised Hanh, for example, to use linking 
words like ‘when’ to replace ‘that’ in this sentence: “That studying at home, we 
always feel distracted by food”, and delete “so” in this sentence: “Some people 
claim that e-learning has so many benefits that will replace education soon”. 
Sau’s comments became more direct and clearer, which were different from 
her “vague” feedback in the first round. Sau shared: 

I just read Hanh’s essay generally in the first round, so I did not provide 
clear feedback. Based on the instructions, I read her essay carefully in this 
second round. I first read the whole essay, and then read paragraphs one 
by one, looking at sentence by sentence, word by word. By doing so, it is 
easy to see her writing strengths and weaknesses, and I can provide more 
feedback. (Sau)



12

D
o: E-peer feedback training on L2 w

riting

The
JALT CALL 

Journal
 vol. 20 no.1

These experiences support the statement of Ferris and Hedgcock (2014) that 
marginal comments force learners to read and provide feedback carefully and 
specifically. Additionally, the training is significant for students to provide help-
ful feedback, as Taiwanese students in Min’s (2005) study said that they (peers) 
focused on not only grammar but also ideas and organization while doing peer 
review after the training and having a conference with their teacher. In other 
words, the support and specific guidance of the teacher are necessary for stu-
dents, especially inexperienced students. 

Figure 4. Sau provided detailed feedback on the margin of Hanh’s essay

Second, the students effectively provided general feedback at the end of the 
essay. Accordingly, they knew how to provide “healthy feedback” to each other 
by writing some notes at the end of the paper reminding them of some errors 
and supporting their partner by mentioning some positive feedback on what 
they had done well, which encouraged their friend to sustain their commit-
ment to revising and practicing writing (Figure 5). As a result, both students 
did well on this point, as Hanh shared:

I know how to support and motivate my friend by providing some praise 
about her writing strengths. Indeed, she motivated me when she compli-
mented me on the fact that my essay was better than the previous one, my 
ideas seemed relevant to the topic. These comments motivated me to con-
tinue revising the essay. (Hanh)

Third and fourth, the students used “you” (Figure 5) and languages (L1 and L2) 
(Figure 6) appropriately to deliver feedback. When the students were trained 
to provide feedback, they became more comfortable and confident providing 
comments to each other than in the first round. Looking at this comment from 
Sau: “You should use ‘think’ instead of ‘thought’. Using past perfect tense is not 
reasonable” in Hanh’s essay: “In the modern world, society is growing, many 
people thought that digital education via the internet had become popular”. 
Although this sounds direct, Sau seemed confident to use “you” to refer to 
Hanh, which increased her engagement with peer feedback. The students pro-
vided longer comments and suggestions for the writer. This positive change is 
also mentioned by Min (2005) with EFL Taiwanese students after the training. 
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Regarding the choice of language used for delivering feedback, Sau continued 
using L2, but Hanh chose L1. This permission helped Hanh (lower level) pro-
vide feedback easily and effectively in a comprehensive way, better than using 
L2. Similar to the EFL Chinese learners in the studies of Yu and Lee (2014, 2016), 
students used L1 to provide feedback on the content and organization of class-
mates’ writing and argue with each other rather than L2. Consequently, L1 is 
considered helpful, as it mediates students providing feedback effectively in 
EFL learning contexts. 

 Figure 5. Sau provided general feedback at the end of Hanh’s essay

Figure 6. Hanh used L1 (Vietnamese) to provide feedback

Enhancing the problems raised in the first round, their feedback is helpful to 
each other in specific ways, such as word choice, grammar, language use, and 
idea development (mentioned above) (Appendix D shows more examples of 
this improvement). Furthermore, students tended to recognize their own mis-
takes in their essays when doing peer review and gained the skills of analyzing 
and revising their own writing. Berggren (2015), Lam (2010), and Yu (2019) also 
found this significant outcome that students become conscientious writers and 
reinforce their audience awareness after critiquing their peers’ essays. 

I recognized that I did the same thing as Hanh when I commented on her 
essay that she wrote many single sentences in one paragraph and suggested 
to her that she might write some compound or complex sentences to make 
the paragraph more advanced. Also, I have the opportunity to re-learn pre-
vious knowledge as well as accumulate new knowledge to rewrite my essay 
better (for example, I have to check the structure or look up words in the 
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Oxford dictionary to give feedback). From this experience, I understand the 
two-way benefits of peer feedback. I spent time providing feedback for her, 
and at the same time, I learned for myself. (Sau)

Likewise, Hanh did not know that “on the one hand” could be used at the begin-
ning of the paragraph when she commented on Sau’s paper that “you should 
not use this phrase here”. She realized this mistake: “I learn some new knowl-
edge via peer feedback activities like the use of on the one hand, on the other 
hand, linking verbs, and tenses” when Sau (higher level) explained to her why 
she used this phrase through oral comments. This reflection also illustrated the 
benefit of oral comments (Zoom) after the online written feedback, which gave 
the students another chance to explain what they were not sure or confused 
about. The necessity of oral feedback was also shared by Sau: 

When I give feedback, I do not know if she understands what I mean, and 
sometimes I am afraid that she misunderstands my comments. Thus, an 
additional oral feedback task helps us understand what we mean in our 
comments. (Sau)

Hence, it could be helpful for students if the oral feedback task was added 
right after written peer feedback, as Liu and Edwards (2018) indicated that 
peer response is more beneficial and optimized if more than one mode of peer 
response is used. By doing so, students can negotiate with peers about revisions 
to gain a deeper understanding of peer comments (oral feedback) rather than 
just accepting or rejecting them with confusion (after written feedback). 

Generally speaking, the rubric with guiding questions and the training 
exert their effectiveness in helping students provide helpful feedback, reduc-
ing apprehension, and gaining their confidence: “The important thing is that 
I realize I am now confident to provide feedback, which I previously thought 
I could not do” (Sau’s reflection). This is a meaningful reflection since L2 stu-
dents, especially those at low and intermediate levels, are usually not confident 
to provide feedback due to their insufficient linguistic knowledge and previous 
peer feedback experience (Zhang & Hyland, 2023). This statement may encour-
age other inexperienced and low-level students to actively participate in online 
peer feedback in learning L2 writing.

The intervention of the teacher for better revisions. As mentioned, the stu-
dents’ revised papers were better in terms of grammar, word choice, and ideas, 
which results from the comments on these writing problems. Another impor-
tant point, nevertheless, that attracted the teacher’s attention (the researcher) 
is their comments on organization. Indeed, the students had comments on the 
organization of ideas, but their comments on this issue were sketchy, and they 
seemed not to revise effectively in this sub-writing skill. This phenomenon was 
also found with EFL Chinese students in Fan and Xu’s (2020) and Yan and Tang’s 
(2023) studies, that students provided form-focused feedback by a large per-
centage. Based on the observations and interviews, this problem does not lie 
in the students’ engagement; it lies in their writing abilities, their knowledge of 
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L2, and previous experience of teacher feedback, which were also mentioned 
in Do and Phan (2023). Sau indicated that:

I think I can now provide feedback, but my knowledge still has limitations in 
a certain way. We still need the teacher to help us with what we are unable 
to recognize or provide suggestions. (Sau)

This is a significant finding that helped the teacher understand the students’ 
knowledge of their L2 writing abilities, which was illustrated through the feed-
back process. In other words, it helps the teacher determine which specific 
areas students are able to do and are unable to go further for feedback. Then 
the teacher will assist them in a timely manner as a facilitator. The appropri-
ate time for the teacher to be involved in the process of assisting pupils could 
be right after their written or oral feedback. Conferences or meetings between 
students and the teacher at this time could be necessary. Since both students 
were reluctant to provide comments on this sub-writing skill, the teacher’s 
clear explanation may help them revise their essays more appropriately.

Furthermore, the improvements were limited to the flow of the sentences, 
which could be due to the negative transfer from L1. Some sentences were not 
written smoothly because the students applied the structure of L1 writing to 
L2. This can be seen clearly in the case of Hanh (lower level) when she trans-
lated from Vietnamese to English to express her ideas, so her ideas were not 
conveyed smoothly: “People believe that e-learning has many benefits to help 
teachers and students a lot. Firstly, studying via the internet helps us have 
flexible time, or in other words, we can learn on our own time without the fol-
lowing schedule” (revised essay). Less than Hanh, Sau still had this problem: 

“...this leads learners to gradually become more passive in social interaction as 
well as in themselves developing”. Although peer response is effective, students’ 
writing abilities and knowledge have limitations in certain ways, especially 
those with low or intermediate levels of proficiency and inexperienced writ-
ers. Therefore, teachers are advised to follow up on the peer review process to 
help them at the right time. The role of the teacher in this situation is to provide 
suggestions and explanations for which students are unable to help each other. 
Teachers could find this helpful, as they know when they should be involved 
to help learners as a necessity and monitor the online peer feedback process 
in a large class effectively. 

Conclusion

Based on the in-depth analyses of the performances of the two students in 
this study regarding online peer feedback, the findings show that the students 
tend to provide helpful feedback and enjoy working together if they are given 
explicit instructions with guiding questions and training. This attention and 
preparation may prevent students from giving vague and general comments 
to peers. This practical knowledge would be helpful for other practitioners in 
teaching L2 writing regarding online peer feedback. In other words, providing 
writing rubrics and asking students to do online peer feedback do not always 



16

D
o: E-peer feedback training on L2 w

riting

The
JALT CALL 

Journal
 vol. 20 no.1

guarantee a way of improving learning outcomes; the instructions should 
be developed based on students’ experiences and challenges regarding peer 
review activities, then model how to provide feedback through training. Once 
students have the skills to provide feedback and understand the effectiveness 
of peer feedback, they will be able to know how to cooperate with the activity 
affectively, behaviorally, and cognitively. Otherwise, the activity could be pre-
dicted to be worthless and time-consuming. This seems to be understandable; 
nonetheless, not many teachers have adequate planning and fully understand 
students’ difficulties associated with the activity of providing peer feedback 
(Ahmed, 2021), which could lead to ineffective activity. In addition, following 
up on peer review sessions to provide feedback or assistance appropriately 
at the right time is necessary, as Ferris and Hedgcock (2014) emphasized that 

“teachers can structure peer review activities in numerous ways, which should 
differ depending on the stage of the composition process” (p. 259). 

Because of the small number of participants and the limited proficiencies 
of the students, the generalization of this study should be considered with cau-
tion. These issues therefore open the door for future researchers to enhance 
the generalizability of research findings in different contexts and with differ-
ent sizes of participants. Furthermore, the formative evaluation of the train-
ing can be considered by future researchers as they will be able to modify the 
instruction as a continual process (more feedback rounds will be explored). 
Despite these limitations, the experiences of online peer feedback in L2 writing 
from Hanh and Sau could be an example to encourage L2 students (in similar 
learning backgrounds) to engage with this cooperative learning activity and 
help them know how to provide feedback appropriately, which could prevent 
them from having the same problems as the students did in the first round. 
For writing teachers, those experiences of the students also encourage them to 
explore their students’ struggles with online peer feedback, which could help 
them tailor suitable instructions and careful preparation for their target stu-
dents (each student may have different challenges or problems). Additionally, 
teachers may consider some ideas in the instructions for online peer feedback 
in this study (Appendix C) for their guidance with modifications and simplifi-
cations regarding affective issues, cognitive strategies, sociocultural competen-
cies, and linguistic issues based on the needs of students and their backgrounds, 
as Hyland (2019) stated that “flexibility is an essential element of all planning 
and delivery” (p. 80). Generally speaking, peer feedback is a useful task for L2 
writers; nevertheless, it should be used in conjunction with an array of condi-
tions or considerations that language teachers may be aware of before intro-
ducing it to their writing classes.
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Appendix A

Interview questions

Round 1
What is your experience with online peer feedback? 
How do you provide feedback on your friend’s writing?
Can you share difficulties while providing online peer feedback?
How do you feel after receiving feedback? Is the feedback helpful for your 
revisions? Why?

Round 2
What do you think about the online peer review training? 
To what extent does the training or instruction help you provide feedback 
effectively? And how?
Do you still have challenges? What are they?
As for language use, L1 or L2? Why?

Appendix B

Writing rubric adapted from Weigle (2002) (round 1)

Content Organization Language Use

Is complete, accurate, and 
thorough.
Includes all important 
ideas and demonstrates an 
understanding of important 
relationships. 
Is fully developed and includes 
specific facts or examples.
Contains no irrelevant 
information. 

Is logically organized around 
major ideas, concepts or 
principles.
Restates the question 
accurately.
Develops ideas from general 
to specific. 
Achieves coherence through 
the appropriate and varied 
use of academic language 
structures and other cohesive 
devices.

Is clearly written without 
errors.
Includes academic vocabulary 
that is rarely inaccurate or 
repetitive. 
Includes generally accurate 
word forms and verb tense.
Uses a variety of sentence 
types accurately.

Appendix C

Peer feedback instruction (round 2)

Purpose and focus of peer review
►	 Students help and support each other by providing feedback 

(learner-centeredness). 
►	 Developing students’ critical skills for analyzing writing and their 

audience awareness. 
►	 This instruction is for online peer feedback and argumentative essays. 
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How to provide e-feedback
►	 Write detailed feedback in the margins of the paper if possible (e.g., tense, 

grammar, sentences, content, or word choice). 
►	 Write general feedback if possible at the end of the essay to remind the 

writer of some important points of writing. “Sandwich” feedback is 
recommended. Accordingly, you will write encouraging remarks at the 
beginning and end of the note and point out some critical feedback in 
the middle. 

Note*
►	 These processes should be modeled on a text written by someone 

unknown to students to let them know how to give comments on 
the Google Docs (e.g., give comments in the margins of the essay and 
general comments with a balance between praise and constructive 
comments). 

►	 Students are welcome to ask friends or the teacher if they have any 
questions or struggle with providing e-feedback during the process of 
peer feedback.

►	 Regarding what to comment on (e.g., the content, organization, and 
language use), students can consider the following specific guiding 
questions.

What to comment on
Students are advised to focus on the content first to understand the essay, fol-
lowed by organization and language use. Provide general and detailed feed-
back and suggestions, if possible.

Content Questions

Introduction: Address 
the writing task 
effectively.

– Does the writer address the writing task effectively?
>> Is the content relevant to the writing topic? If not, provide 
explanations or suggestions, if possible.

Body: Address clear 
ideas or explanations.

– Does the writer provide strong arguments (topic sentences) for 
each body paragraph?

– Does the writer provide specific facts or examples to support his 
or her argument (topic sentence) for each paragraph? Are they 
relevant to the statement or argument? 

Note: A topic sentence tells the reader the main idea or thought that 
the writer is trying to express. It is a one-sentence summary of the 
entire paragraph. Each sentence that follows helps to develop the idea 
presented in the topic sentence. 

Conclusion: Summarize 
the ideas.

– Does the writer summarize the ideas that are relevant to the ideas 
presented in the introduction and body parts? Why or why not?
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Organization Questions

Present the 
essay in a good 
organization.

– Does the essay have three main parts: the introduction, body, and 
conclusion? Are they connected?

– Does the paragraph have three main parts: the topic sentence, supporting 
sentences, and a concluding sentence? Are they connected? 

– Is each paragraph logically organized around major ideas, concepts, or 
principles?

– Does each paragraph achieve coherence through the appropriate and 
varied use of academic language structures and other cohesive devices?

Language use Questions

Clearly written, 
without errors.

– Is the essay clearly written without errors (verb tense, verb form, spelling, 
articles, singular-plural)? If so, what are they?

– Does the essay include academic vocabulary that is rarely inaccurate or 
repetitive?

– Does the writer use a variety of sentence types accurately?

Appendix D

Examples of students’ writing (round 2) and revisions 

Hanh
Hanh’s first draft of her writing in round 2 and Sau’s feedback

Hanh’s revisions 
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Sau
Sau’s first draft of her writing in round 2 and Hanh’s feedback 

Note*: Hanh used L1 to provide feedback. In this paragraph, Hanh suggested: 
Sau might delete the comma in line 3 (first comment) and clarify the sentence 
clearer (second comment). 

Sau’s revisions
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