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Cho, Sookyung. 2019. Does tutor feedback make a difference? Focusing on EFL Korean student 
writing. Korean Journal of English Language and Linguistics 19-3, 432-451. The purpose of this study is to 
see how tutor feedback affects a student’s writing. To date, studies on tutor feedback have focused on how 
tutor-student interactions affect student writing, and thus the effects of a tutor’s written feedback have not 
been extensively studied. In order to fill this gap, this study keeps track of how tutors’ written feedback 
affects student writing in accuracy, complexity, and fluency, by comparing and contrasting when they 
received written tutor feedback with when they did not. Also, this study aims to examine what types of tutor 
feedback are helpful to the students and how they perceive tutor feedback by analyzing the tutor feedback, 
the students’ incorporation of it, and their questionnaires. The results reveal that when the students received 
tutor feedback, they produced more fluent writing, which could be explained by their tendency to incorporate 
the tutors’ content-oriented feedback more than that grammar-oriented ones. Furthermore, most students 
evaluated tutor feedback positively and expressed that they would have liked to receive more tutor feedback. 
These findings suggest that tutor feedback should be utilized in a writing classroom, in particular, in the EFL 
context where students do not have many chances to receive written feedback. 

  
Keywords: tutor feedback, feedback incorporation, second language writing 

  
  

1.    Introduction 

Reportedly, tutors have played quite a different role from that of teachers. Some scholars 
consider them student peers rather than teachers (Harris 1986, North 1994, Plummer and 
Thonus 1999, Rafoth 2000, Shamoon and Burns 1999, Thonus 2001). In the model of 
collaborative learning, tutors and tutees learn from each other, although tutors are usually 
more capable learners than their tutees. Derived from such different roles between tutors and 
teachers, students may respond differently to feedback given by tutors and given by teachers. 
Unfortunately, tutors’ written feedback has not been studied as extensively as teachers’ 
written feedback. Previous studies on tutors’ written feedback have focused on either what 
kinds of feedback tutors give to their students (Glover and Brown 2006, Ivanič, Clark and 
Rimmershaw 2000, Lea and Street 2000) or what students think of tutor feedback (Orsmond 
and Merry 2001, Weaver 2006). Effects of tutors’ written feedback on student writing have 
rarely been studied. Some scholars who wanted to see how tutor feedback can facilitate 
students’ self-assessing skills have seen the effects of tutor feedback in the framework of 
formative assessment (McKevitt 2016, Nicol and MarFarlane-Dick 2006, Sadler 1989, 
Sendzuik 2010, Taras 2001, 2003). Although they did find positive effects of tutor feedback 
on students’ performances, they did not examine exactly how the tutor feedback improved the 
students’ performances. And thus, this study tries to examine how tutors’ written feedback 
affects students by comparing and contrasting students’ writings when they receive tutor 
feedback and when they do not. Additionally, by analyzing the tutor feedback and the 
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students’ reflections of them into their revisions as well as their responses to a questionnaire 
on tutor feedback, this study aims to answer the following research questions: 

1) Does tutor feedback make a difference in student writing? How does it affect 
student writing in terms of accuracy, complexity, and fluency? 

2) What types of feedback do students receive from tutors? Do types of feedback 
affect students’ incorporation of them in their revisions? 

3) How do students perceive tutor feedback? 
  

2.    Review of Related Literature 

To date, most studies on tutor feedback in the area of second language writing has focused 
on tutors’ oral feedback, mostly in the type of tutor-tutee interactions that occur during 
tutorials. For example, Thonus (2004) adopted Schiffrin’s interactional sociolinguistics 
framework and compared and contrasted writing tutors’ talk with their native and non-native 
tutees. Based on the analysis of her four-year-long collection of 20 writing tutors’ talk with 
their 44 tutees, Thonus argued that tutor’s talk with non-native tutees are usually longer and 
more direct than with their native tutees. On the other hand, Williams (2004)—in the 
theoretical framework of sociocultural theory, which considers tutor talk as scaffolding to 
student learning—examined five videotaped-writing center sessions in order to see what 
kinds of changes in a student’s revision were brought about by tutor-tutee interactions. As the 
result of the analysis, Williams found that when certain conditions were met—i.e., when tutor 
feedback was direct and when student actively participated in the interaction—students were 
more likely to uptake a tutor’s suggestion. 

   
3.    Method 

Six tutors and 20 freshman students participated in this study. The six tutors were graduate 
students of English Linguistics or TESOL (Teaching English as a Second Language)—three 
are from English Linguistics, and the other three are from TESOL. All of them took a 
graduate class “Seminar on Applied Linguistics I” with me and volunteered to tutor the 
students. The six tutors had long experiences of teaching writing, but for three of them it was 
the first time tutoring college-level students, while the other three tutors tutored college 
students in the previous semester. 

First, all the students’ written drafts and tutors’ written comments were collected. During 
the 16-week period, the freshmen wrote two major essays in said class—the former a 
compare and contrast essay in the 9th week, and the latter an argumentative essay in the 13th 
week. For each writing assignment, they submitted a first draft and resubmitted its revised 
draft two weeks later. Between the first draft and the final draft, the students had 
opportunities to receive tutor feedback. In order to control the ordering effects of receiving 
tutor feedback, I alternated the groups of students who received tutor feedback: that is, only 
half of the students—11 students for the first writing assignment and another 9 students for 
the second writing assignments—received tutor feedback while the second half of the 
students did not receive it. When each cycle was over, their writing drafts, including first and 
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last drafts, were collected for the analysis. As for the first writing assignment, one student 
was excluded from the data because she did not turn in her revised draft after receiving tutor 
feedback; in the second cycle, three students were excluded, for two of them did not respond 
to their tutors, and the other received tutor feedback, but failed to turn in her revised draft. 

Each of final drafts was analyzed in terms of its accuracy, complexity, and fluency, based 
on Storch (2005) and Storch and Wigglesworth (2007). Table 1 summarizes the measures 
used in this study. Storch (2005) and Storch and Wigglesworth (2007) recommended a ratio 
of error-free T-unit per T-unit or a ratio of error-free clause per clause (EFC/C) as 
measurements of accuracy in English learners’ writing. In this study, EFC/C was used, 
considering the participants’ low-level of writing abilities… 

A clause is defined as an independent or a dependent clause in this study, while errors 
include “syntactical errors (e.g., errors in word order, missing elements), morphology (e.g., 
verb tense, subject-verb agreement, errors in articles and prepositions, errors in word forms)” 
as referred to in Wigglesworth and Storch (2007, p. 464) as well as errors in lexis (word 
choice). However, errors in spelling and punctuation were excluded unless they obscured the 
meaning. All errors were identified by two native speakers of English and whenever a 
discrepancy occurred, they discussed until they reached an agreement. 

  
4.    Finding and Discussion 

The comparison and contrast of student writing under the two different conditions, when 
they received feedback and when they did not, show that those that received feedback 
produced better writing in terms of fluency than those that did not, although there was not 
found any statistically significant difference between them in accuracy nor complexity. This 
result confirms the positive effects of tutor feedback that previous studies have found in the 
framework of formative assessment (McKevitt 2016, Sendzuik 2000, Taras 2003). Drawing 
upon such positive effect of tutor feedback on student performance, they suggested that tutor 
feedback might facilitate students’ understanding of assessment procedure such as grade 
descriptions, criteria, policy and that, as a result, they could self-assess their writing as their 
tutors would. On the other hand, this study explores how tutor feedback helps student writing 
by suggesting that tutor feedback, in particular, content-oriented tutor feedback led students 
to write more fluently, although not necessarily more accurately or complexly. The analysis 
of tutor feedback and its incorporation rate in student revisions shows that students actually 
incorporated more content-oriented tutor feedback than grammar-oriented feedback. Tutors’ 
feedback that asked the students to elaborate on or clarify a certain point, in particular, seems 
to make the students write more elaborately in their revisions, which increases fluency of 
their revised drafts in turn. Students' preference of tutors' content-oriented feedback over 
grammar-oriented one may relate to the degree of authority they place on tutors compared to 
their teachers. According to my observation, students were receptive of the teacher's feedback 
regardless of the type, whereas they tended to be less receptive towards their tutor's 
grammar-oriented feedback. 
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5.    Conclusion and Suggestion 
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