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In this paper. 1 ,,jJJ discuss the importance of peer response groups and 
feedback in ESL!EFL writing . Before 1 proceed, ı want to address two issues whiclı 

are central to my discussion. 

The fi rst of thcsc is a common misconccption about the importance of 
writing. The common goal of all language teaching methods is to teach pcople to 
communicate in a language other than their mm. In teaching English as a second 
or foreign language to students, writing has traditionally been included in 
syllabuses as it is one of the four skills ncedcd for communication. However, when 
language teaching mcthods are examincd, starting from the grammar-translation 
method, in which targel language stnıctures and vocabulary have to be knomı for 
the sole purpose of translating litera ry tcxts. to the modern methods which 
emphasize teaching studenıs the necessary abilities to express themsclves, it is 
obser\'cd that the reason why and how \\Titing should be taught has not bcen clearly 
stated. \V hi te ( 1987) says: 

"Arguments are soınetiınes put forward for not teaching students to write becausc 
it i~ fe lt that a coınmand of the spoken language and of reading is more important" 
(p . 259). 

No·wadays, tcachcrs of English to non-native studcnts, in general, 
emphasize the dc\'c1opment of communicative competence which will enablc thcir 
sıudcnıs to express thcmselves carry out conversat ions. and rcspond appropriatcly 
to people and situations vcrbally. Basically, only the verbal sidc of communication 
is givcn promincnce in the teachingllearning process, and writing is basically 
considcred as a means to nıcasurc student performancc in English. In other words, 
it is considered as no morc than a secondary activity. 

When wc cxamine , ·erbal and \\Titten communication, we see that verbal 
communication occurs in particular siıuations bctween people. Thercforc, it is 
context-baund. Written communication,on the other hand, exeecds this limitation 
of verbal communication and has a wıder range. A daily newspapcr is a good 
example to explain what is meant here. The information it ineltıdes reaches a 
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considerably larger number of pcoplc and is sharcd by thcm. In addition to this, 
tcachers of ESLIEFL have to realize that the ever inercasing ımportance of English 
as an international language urges lcarners to learn to write in E nglish both for 
occupational and acadcmic purposes. Therefore. wc, as teacht::rs, can not 
ncglect writing because it occupics an cqually important sta tus with other language 
ski lls. 

The second ınisconception want to mention here is about the rıaturc of 
writing which is coınmon among ESLIEFL teachers. The most common stcrcot' pc 
about writing deseribes it as a lonely act. In other words, thcrc is only one party 
involved. namcly, the writer. However, this is not true. Any piece of \\Titing is 
always sharcd by a ccrtain audience. For example, an article which d iscusses the 
importance of wait time in questioning is a piece of \\Titing that attracts the 
attention of teachers and is read by them. 

Morcover, writing is not only produced by individuals. Educational rcpoıts 
discussing particular teaching problcms in a country or govcrnment documents on 
unemployment are preparcd by a group of pcople and such an efiort is 
collaborative. Thcreforc, it is not corrcct to assume that writing is not a communal 
actiYity. 

Even though in rcallife \\Titing is done to address a ccrtain audicncc and 
somctimcs done by groups, school writing falls into a difTcrent catcgory. lt is 
considcred as an activity which servcs to measure student perforınance, and 
students \\Tite not to communicate but to show that they are able to use the target 
structures and vocabulary items that are being testcd by constructing sentenccs. 

T he audience is always the teacher for school \\Titing and in doing 
evaluation. ESLIEFL teachers pay attemion to the formal propertics of students· 
tesıs such as grammar and spelling which are the surface features of \\Titing, but 
not to the contcm which refers to the messages that students want to convey. 
S haring of idea s which is an impoı1ant part of real \Witing is not observed in school 
writing. 

One rclated issue is that when teachers approach writing from this 
perspect iYe. they focus on the product. Such an approach by tcachcrs lcads studcnts 
to misconceptions about the nature of \\Titing. Studcnts think that the iınportant 
thıng in writing is to finish and hand in a piece of \Witing. Thus, when a piece 
eınergcs, they considcr it as the fina! product which docsn ' t need any ınodification 
or rcvision. This vicw ncg lects the fact that miting is a process through which 
rncaning is crcatcd. Zamcl ( 1 987) directs attention to this issue: 

"Reccnıly, however, the focus on research on composiı ion has shiftcd. Rather than 
invcstigating what stııdents write, teachers and rcsearchers are beginning to study 
the compasing process itsclf... It is thercforc i:nportaııt that ESL ıeachers of 
\Vriting take into accounl the current fındings in rcsearch on co.nposıtion" (p. 
268). 

The recent research in the field of composition cnablcs us to understand 
that writing is not only an individual compesing process as believed but an 
interpcrsonal process as well since what is wTitten is shared by a comınunity of 
readers. Spear ( 1988) says: 
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··The commuııal features of \ITit iııg are e1·en more ~igııılicant when wc consider 
not \\Tİtteıı prodııcts bın the proce~s of 1\Titıııg. Wlıencvcr 1uitcrs seek respanses 
from aLlıers bv 1crha liziııg idcas or sharing drafls, the proct:ss of\\ Tiling bccoınes 
a social one. Sharıııg allo\1·s 1niters to hear what thcir ideas sound !ike and to 
sa licil feedback as Uıcy continue to Uıiıık about a topic, drafl, or rcvisc. The verbal 
and nonverbal fccdback they recci1·e contribuks to the cvalutian ofid<·as" (p. 3). 

What can wc do, as ESLtE FL tcachers , to help our students become better 
IHiters if wc 11ant to focus on the process of writing ll'hich will cnablc us to do 
C\'Cf!ihıng 1 haYe ıncntıoncd ab0\·c'1 

One way to do this is to cstablish pcer responsc groups in ESL/EFL 
IITiti ng classcs. Group intcraction reinforces the idea that 1\Titing is not only what 
is produccd, i.c. the product, but the activities undertakcn to crcate it, i.e. the 
process. Groups make sharing possiblc at all stagcs of ıhe compasing process. The 
stagcs of ı he compasing process are idcntificd. as "'rchearsing'' . '·drafting", and 
"rel"ising.. Group intcraction enables student \\Tılcrs to rehearsc their ideas 
vcrbally in groups before \\Titing to understand how their idcas sound to oıhers, to 
sharc their drafts and revisions 11ith group mcmbers to get fcedback whieh 1 v.rill 
discuss in detail in the next section. 

The group functions as an audience throughout the process and gives 
sludent \\Titcrs a chancc to considcr the factor of aud ience and to make their texts 
appealing to. theın. Thcse activities lead students to focus on the process of \\Tİ!ing 
and to conduct goal-o ricnted discussions to solve the issues that arise in their texts. 

In ESL/EFL teaching, all activities take place in the classroom which is an 
arti fıcial settirıg. Peer group interaction, however, gives an opportunity to reduce 
the gap bct'ween this arti ficial atınesphere and the real life. and 1n iting becomcs an 
actiYity lvi thin groups to approximate learning to real li fe by giving the na, ·or of it 
to students. 

Beli (199 1) says: 

"Usiııg pcer responsc groups: 

- fosters student iııdcpcndeııce, sclf-di rcctıon, and , rcsponsibility 

- integrates spcaking, listening, readi ng, and wTiting ina goal-orientcd activity; 

- ınanifests \\Titing asa process; 

- lıclps studcnts !cam to collaboratc cffectively on 1\Titing somcthing they will 
prohahly have to do ın the futurc: 

- cncourages studcnts to ınakc fricnds and acquaintanccs possihly across 
traditional barricrs of age, race. and so on: 

-changes the i ııstrucıor 's role in ways that are rcfrcshing, and fulfilling, rcsultiııg 
in profcssional growth; and 

- givcs ınstnıctor a belter wrilten product to rcad" (p. 51 ). 

Feedback in Peer Response Groups 
In this scction, I " ili discuss how studcnts approach the notian of 

feedback, the role of feed':ıack in the writing process, what kind of feedback is 
preferrcd .by non-native .studcnts, and what Ll and L2 studcnts cmphasize in 
giving feedback. 
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Stııdcnts usııally understand fcedback as critic:ısm . i.c as somcthi ııg that 
has negaı i\ ·c connoıat ioııs . whiclı is gi' Cil to s ho\\. ,,·hat is ' 'Tong in their papcrs. 
They also believe that giving fccdback rcquircs somc c-.;pcnisc \\hich they th irık 

they don·t ha, c. Thcrefore. the~ sidestep wlıeıı ıt conıes to gi' ing fccdback bccausc 
they bclie,·e that if they direct crit icism to :ı studcııt"s work. the same thiııg ,,;ıı 

happen to thcnı when it is time for tlıcrn to ta lk abouı ı hei r papcrs. Stııdcnts ha\·c 
also anather coııcern. In order to mainıain good relations mth thcir pcers. they 
makc positiYe comments on cycry issue ıhaı a rı ses . Bccause of tlıcse. the role of 
fcedb:ıck musı be c~plaincd to studeııts to enablc tlıem to use it cffecti\'cly to hclp 
their pecrs throughout the ''rıung process. Tcachcrs nıust spend somc time to teach 
their students how to gin! aııd rcccivc nıcaningfu l fcedback whıch is constructi\'e. 
Constnıctivc feedback is lıcl pful for studem \\riters because pecrs in groups hclp 
writcrs dc,·eiop and relinc thcir idcas. and it is centra l to infannation processing . 

Feedback isa circıılar process not a lincar one. This nıcans that it docsn·t 
movc from one person to another and ends therc Rather it nıO\·cs from oııe person 
to anather and moYcs b:ıck .to that pcrson. ll is an intcractive process. To e:'\plain 
the role of feedback in the writiııg process and the di!Tercnre betwecn the producı 
and the process approach. Spcar ti98R) says 

·· .. . ılı~ coııcepl of tccdhack cxpands the traditıonal lincar model of llıııık-Wrıto..: 
which ıınderlics ıhc product approaclı io coınposition. lnsı~.ıd , fcoolıı.ıck is 
centra l to the rectrrsi\C. process model ot \\Titing. in \\ lı ıclı the coııcepıs ot' gr0\\1lı 
and change fıgnrc so ti.ıııdamenıaııy·· (p · 133) 

Spear (1988. p · 1 3 3) al so provides a figure to show now fcedback looks 
!ike in \\Titi ııg and discussion: 

Feedback 
Self Feedback 
Peer Feedback 

The Feedback Loop in Writing 

Decision-making 
Generating ldeas 

Drafting/Revising 

Feedbacl< 
Self Feedback 
Peer F eedback 

Thcrc are three types of feedback: supporti\'C, challcnging. and editorial. 
First. in order for fcedback to be supportive ı.hc writer must ask for it when he needs 
it. Writers nced to lcarn the respanses of their readers and ask for responses. 
Feedback should not be given \\ ithout the request of the \\Titer. lt should also focus 
on issues in student writer's paper which the stııdent feels that slhe can hand\c. 
Also as process is eınphasized. fcedback should encourage. guide, and impro\'c the 
continued thinking efTorts of writcrs. 

The second typc of fcedback is challcnging fecdback which must bccome a 
part of the peer gronps· interaction skills. it is don.: to ask for clarification. 
challcnging generalizations. making clcar an~ hidu~n assumptions. and citing 
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counter-cxarnples. In orde r to dcvclop this skill, it is usefu l to ınake a list of 
possible ways to cha llenge an idea. In such a list, for example. to examine the 
limitations of a bclief or a conclusion. a qucstion such as ·'When and for whonı 
ın ight this idea not app!y'J'' can be included and the list is prepared to guidc 
studcnts to giYe challe nging feedback. Tcachers must give practising opportunity to 
cnablc theır students to dc,·elop the ability to gi\'e challenging fecdback. 

The !ası t~·pc, narnclv. cditorial feedback is wlıat studcnts want to givc 
froın the Ycry beginning. lt deals with the lcxical, syntaetic, grammatical. and 
mechanic:ıl issu~s of sıudcnı \\Tl ters · papers. Howcvcr. within the \>\'fıting process it 
should be the !ası <ınd the fı nal coıııpoııent of the feedback continuum to polish a 
text. In ordcr to hc lp studcnts dcvelop the al..ı i li ty to give editorial feedback . Spear 
( I 988) ma kes the foiiO\\i ng suggestions to tcachc rs: 

··Using groııps of four ·or li ve ıncmhers, cstahlish tour or five categorics m criterıa 
against ,,·hidı to revicw fina! drafts; for c:-.aınple , suhject-vcrb agrccnıcnl , 

punctuaııon, s~ntax, di~.:lıon, cohcrcnce and stmcture. /\sk the groups to dra\\ on 
memher- expcrtise by assigning a category to cach pcrson, the best person to read 
drarts for that element. .. The goal is to makc the group accountab!c for the group's 
texts aııı.l to subınit polisbed pie.:cs for the teacher's rcvic\\ and evııluation·· (pp. 
1 S0-1 51 ) 

T he use of peer feedback produces papc rs of higher quality and thus rn::ıkes 
the e\'aluation process an cnthusiastic one for teachers. 

Teachers of ESL/EFL must be awarc of the prefcrences their studenıs 

makc in regard to the typ e of fecdback and the use of feedback in L2 miting 
situaıions . 

A stud~· worth mentioning here is the one conductcd by Jacobs and Zhang 
in 1989 at college !evet. They conducted a study in the cantext of L2 writing to fınd 
answers to the following questions: 

- Do L2 Ica rners pro\'idc mostly faulty feedback to thci r peers, 
miscorrcct i ııg rather than correcting composition drafts? 

- ls peer feedback morc cffcctive or less effective than traditional teacher 
feedback'' 

- How do L2 lcarners feci about the use of pccr fecdback? Will they 
n 'Cicomc it or resisı it'! 

As an answer to the fı rst qııestion . they found thai pcer correction of 
g rammar seemed to be bencficial to students both for the sııggestions they rccei\'ed 
from thei r peers, aııd for the lcarning which went on as they edited their pcers· 
drafts. 

The answcr to the second qucstion was that for coııtcnt. organiz..-ıt ion, and 
, ·ocabula ry. fecdback " ·as not a signifıcant factor. This means that pecr feedback 
does not creaı e a superb effect on the rhctorical :ınd infarınat ional dimensions of L2 
writ ing. bul it does impro,·c grammatical accuracy. 

As for the third question. students. in general, agreed that giYen a choice 
bctwecn trtıditional feedback and pecr feedback. they would prcfer tcacher fecdback 
even though ıcaclıer feedback was not significantly supcrior to pccr feedback. 
Jacobs and Zhang ( I 989) intcrpret this fi nding in the foliO\\·i ng way: 
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"Tnis suggests that L2 learners might resist peer feedback, if the instructor overly 
emphasizes the role of peer feedback or employs the peer critique procedure to the 
exc!usion of teacher inpuL. Howevcr, it is irnportant that L2 learners be madc 
aware of the potcntial of pecr feedback" (p. I 7). 

Teachers should be careful not to impose peer feedback at the bcginning as 
the only activity without explaining the merits of pecr feedback and should not 
eliminale teacher feedback completely. Instead, they should makc peer and teacher 
feedback complementary to each other. 

The last point I will make in this seetion is what Ll and L2 learners 
emphasizc in giving feedback. As, I mentioned above, in the Jacobs and Zhang 
study L2 learners of English emphasize the grammatical and mechanical aspects in 
giving feedback. On the other hand. Danis (1 982) found that the Ll students she 
studied made the greatest number of suggestions in regard to contcnt. Suggestions 
on mechanics followed those. 

Here we see a difference between L 1 and L2 learners and teachers have an 
important role to overcome this differcnce. The difference does not stern from the 
use of di.fferent strategies that L2 learners use. Raimes (1 986) says: 

"ESL writers use stratcgies similar to the ones native spcakers use. They explore 
and discover ideas through wriling, just ac; native speakers do .. . in this complex 
cognitive task of writing, the difficulties of ESL leamers stern less from the 
contrasts bctween Ll and L2 and from the linguistic features of the new language 
of the new language than from the c.onstraints of the act of composing itself '(p. 6 ). 

Teachers, therefore, should emphasize the process of compasing in order 
to establish an equilibrium in their students to pay attention both to content and 
mechanics. Doing this requires acquisition of knowledge by teachers and 
providing opportuııities to students to replace their understanding of writing as an 
activity done for the teacher to gel grades with the real nature of the ~Titing 

process. 

Conclusion 
In this paper, I discussed how to improve the use of ·writing, the teaching 

of which has always been a part of ESL/EFL teaching but viewed only as a means 
to measure student performance from a list of criteria such as grammalical 
accuracy, spelling, ete. Such an approach to writing leads to misunderstandings in 
students about the nature of this skill. Students, who are taught in the traditional 
way to teaching composition which emphasizes the product, think that writing is an 
individual activity done primarily for the teacher, and when the first draft of a 
piece of writing emerges, there is no need to make changes becausc it is considercd 
finished. The traditional product approach also leads students to ignore the 
audience factor because the audience never changes. It is always the teacher. This 
approach makes writing become an artificial individual activity and st."ips away the 
communal nature of ·writing which is based on sharing a text with readers. 
Writing is not considered as a medium used for communication but as a classroom 
activity. 

Writing is an active process of creating meaning and evaluating the 
finished product to see how well certain grammalical structures and vocabulary 
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items have been mastered should never be the top priority in teaching \\Tıtıng. 
lnstead, studcnts must be givcn opportunities to experience the real nature of the 
\niting process. 

One efTcctivc \Yay to do this in the artificial atmosphcre of ESL/EFL 
classrooms is to form pccr rcsponsc groups and have the students cmploy the 
potenıial of fccdback. Doing this \\·ili cnablc studcnts to realize that wriıing is a 
continuous process in whiclı meaning is crcated by negotiation and doing revisions 
throughout the composing process in order to makc meaning clcar to a certain 
audicncc. 

In ordcr to ereale peer response groups in which fccdback is used to 
promote the quali ty of \\Titing, teachcrs should te::ıch the uses of the di ffereni types 
of feedback by cither explaining and /or by introducing activities that will hclp 
studcnts requirc the necessary skills. 

L2 Icarncrs of ESLIEFL have a tendeney to prcfcr tcacher feedback over 
pccr fcedback. This stems from the fact that foreign students think of their English 
tcachcrs as the only authority who have the rcal kno\\ ledgc. In this casc, tcachcrs 
should incorpora tc peer and teachcr feedback \\'ith a tendeney to promotc peer 
feedback ınore ı n ordcr to cngage students in the writing process. 

Feedback in peer rcsponse groups nevcr delegates the fina! cvaluation 
process which is done for grading purposes to students. Instead, teachers have an 
opportunity to read and grade belter quali ty papcrs which have passed through the 
three stagcs of feedback. A natural consequcnce of this is better grades and the 
development of higher sclf-estcem in students who now believe that they are ablc 
to write belter pieccs. Pcer responsc groups are ideal to show the naturc of the 
writing process. to lct studcnts experience the conımunal nature of writing, and to 
cnablc them to produce good picces of \\Titing. 

The emphasis of process in writıng is the resul! of a paradigın shift in the 
conıposıt ion thcory for the belter. Teachers of ESL/EFL m iting ha,·e to follow the 
rcccnt dcvelopıncnt s in the field in ordcr to help their studcnts become belter 
\\Titcrs. They should always renıembcr thal it is the tcachcr who nıakcs a change 
not the newly published \\Titing tcxtbooks which daim that they are the best. 
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