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Abstract

Automated Writing Evaluation programs have beendusgtensively to assist both L2
instructors and learners to get corrective feedlmawk to score students’ final product of
writing. Research has found that the AWE prograelp m optimizing the writing output.
However, little is known about the hybrid mode; wdeAWE involving the evaluation of
both modes instructors and the AWE program. Thigepatudies the effects of both modes
in developing the students’ writing outputs usingnaall case study of 6 EFL learners. The
learners were exposed to both modes where in eacte nhey undertook two sessions
using the program. In the first phase the learmgste an essay viMY Access and then
saved their input in the program. In the secondisasthey revised their essays based on
the feedback given from the program. In the hylmimde, the same students in the second
session revised their input as per the instructiésiback and then continued submitting
their essays viaVMY Access. Results found that under the hybrid conditiondstus
significantly outscored the learners with the AWiagram.

Keywords: automated writing evaluation; corrective feedbaekting; hybrid

1. Introduction
The notion of corrective feedback has been incngisienhanced by the advent of automated
writing evaluation (AWE) software such agaer, MY Access, Holt Online Scoring, BETSY
and Criterion. The positive efficacy of such programs has beemahstrated by empirical
studies (see Stevenson & Phakiti, 2014 for a cohgargive review). Despite their limitations
in detecting writing content errors, they have bdlpn providing immediate feedback of
mechanical errors for students’ writing, somethadgiuman cannot always do (Lavolette,
Polio & Kahng, 2015).

The computer-generated feedback provides commenthe form of cast, meta-
linguistics, scoring and/or correction. Instructaray find it hard to give instant feedback for
students’ problematic areas of their pieces ofimgijtbut AWE can partially do that for

certain aspects of the language. According to Lett®let al., (2015), error codes generated by
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Criterion were 75% correct. Besides, Hoang and kanf2016) found 73% precision of error
scoring provided byMY Access. In fact, the issue of corrective written feedbatkAWE
programs has been debatable for years. Proponérasch programs, who are frequently
affiliated with companies that develop such progataud their precision and valuable
feedback. On the other hand, opponents of theggrgs base their criticism on the call of
Truscott (1999) to abandon such software as theysfmn correcting grammatical errors
which could lead to surface learning and that cawdtifoster L2 acquisition as the ultimate
goal. In fact, whatever accuracy these programerofiuman intervention is essential to
control the limits of the program and to advanaehlgh quality of corrective feedback.

Due to mixed designs of the previous studies, latkalidity of such corrective
feedback provided by AWE, diversity of programsatigres, and shortage of empirical
studies, we cannot draw a firm conclusion of tHea€y of these programs. Therefore, more
studies are called for to gain a fine-grained petabout the final product of students’ writing
mediated by AWE programs.

The current study aims to determine the efficacAWE (MY Access) in developing
students’ revision of essay writing and to exantog the students’ scores improved from
the first draft to the second one in two differamiting tasks via a computer-assisted writing
affordance.

2. Literature review

Recently, a number of writing programs have beereldped to assess students’ writing as
well as provide formative and summative feedbacktlogr writing. Such programs are
known as Automated Essay Scoring (AES) (Shermis &ekein, 2003) or Automated
Writing Evaluation (AWE) (Warschauer & Ware, 20Q&xamples of AES/AWE include-
rater, MY Access, Holt Online Scoring, BETSY and Criterion. AES or (AWE) has been
described as computer technology that evaluatesemm@s written prose with the purpose of
saving time, reducing cost, and increasing relighih the assessment of writing (e.g. Chung
& O’Neil, 1997; Hamp-Lyons, 2001; Rudner & Liand)@).

However, research into the use of automated egtfins has yielded inconclusive
findings. Some studies have reported positive tes{Coniam, 2009) whilethers have
reported negative or mixed results (Lai 2010; Ldeak 2009; Tuzi, 2004). These
contradictory results could be attributed to selvietors such as individual writing ability,
the pedagogy adopted and the specific automatddtaippn affecting the results (Lee et al.,

2009). For example, less trained writers facediatiffies in using revision tools and also
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novice writers could not access these tools (Ké&dahnston, 1991). Similarly, learners who
usedMY Access were dissatisfied with the grade they receivedaréigg the accuracy and
clarity of feedback on content and the rhetoricgpegts of their writing (Chen & Cheng,
2008). In contrast, a number of case studies (Brgytrenko-Ahrabian, 2008; Ellison, 2007;
Ussery, 2007) reported student and teacher’s aatish with theCriterion software.

The majority of studies reviewed in the AWE litena have use@riterion to provide
immediate feedback and scores on students’ writiAgeording to a systematic review study
on the use of AWE to improve L2 writing skills whiavas conducted by Stevenson and
Phakiti (2014),,around 33% of their selected staidiad useriterion to provide immediate
feedback to the students’ errors while only 15%tofdies used!Y Access . The overuse of
such programs in the literature could be explaibpgdhe fact that these programs “provide
feedback on both global writing skills and language” (Stevenson & Phakiti, 2014, p. 52).
Criterion has the potential to give indirect feeclo#o errors and also provide suggestions to
the correct form (Lavolette et al., 2015). Yet, AV¢&nnot replace instructors and scoring
made by such programs cannot be regarded as as@sduman rating and must be treated
with “a critical eye” (Warschauer & Ware, 2006, 163). Some errors detected by AWE
might be misidentified; in other words, some of @reors identified are not really errors and
other errors remain unidentified. For the purposdhe current study, we do not aim to
validate AWE scoring. On the other hand, our fosusn the corrective feedback provided by
MY Access in the form of suggestions given to learners andhow such feedback could
improve the students’ writing when they revise th&orks in light of these suggestions.
Additionally, AWE has been firstly designed to aidtive speakers of English who write
English prose in their native language (Li & Kunn&2016), and little research has targeted
English language learners who are not familiar \pitbper English terms and not exposed to
English speaking environments where the Engliske styunattainable.

In order to examine the effect @riterion on students’ writing, particularly by
responding to its feedback, a number of studie® leaen carried out. Attali’'s (2004) study,
for example, reports the results of a large-scaldysbased oi€Criterion to provide a holistic
essay score; feedback on grammar, usage, mechanigsstyle. A total number of 9,275
essays were submitted toriterion, which provided feedback to the students who then
submitted a revised essay to the program. Data areby/zed from the first and last (of three)
essays submitted by US students in thehBough the 12 grade during the 2002-2003 school
year. An overall measure of grammar, usage, mecbaand style errors were computed by

summing the individual error rates, grammar, usagechanics, and style errors for each
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essay and divided by the essay length to produasranrate. Results suggested that overall
scores improved and essay length increased fose@wubmissions compared to the first
submission. Similarly, organization and developmsridres improved and the participants
were able to correct at least some types of emossbsequent versions of their essays.

Lee et al. (2009) developed a system to provideediate feedback on EFL students’
writing as regards content and organization. A camnspn was made between essays written
by two groups. The experimental group receivedidaell from the web-based system and the
control group typed their essays directly on thengoter. It was found that there was no
statistically significant difference between theotgroups in essay length, or in the final
scores given by two human raters.

El Ebyary and Windeatt (2010) examined the poténiasitive effect of using
automated feedback with the help@fiterion. The authors sought to examine the trainees’
attitudes towards the novel mode of feedback asaliavestigated both the process of writing
and their final product. Quantitative and qualitatidata about feedback practice were
collected from 31 instructors and 549 Egyptiannieai EFL teachers using pre-treatment
questionnaires, interviews and focus groups. A taienber of 24 trainees received computer-
based feedback usir@iterion on two drafts of essays submitted on each of dle fopics
assigned to participants. Data recorded by thevsoft suggested a positive effect on the
quality of students’ second drafts, subsequent &gioms, and post-treatment questionnaires.
Similarly, interviews and focus groups showed aitp@s effect on the students’ attitudes
towards feedback. In El Ebyary and Windeatt's stuldg improvements in students’ writing,
however, may have been identified partly or maidlye to the novelty (Hawthorne or
experimental) effect (McNeill & Chapman, 2005). Taethors also argued that issues of
writing organization and content were not suffitigraddressed byriterion, and that the
errors in language were mainly addressed by thevacd.

Studies in real classrooms can yield more validitesHowever, such research that
examines the effect of automated feedback is scaiverefore, this study seeks to fill this
gap in this area of investigation. Also, to dater¢his no study that has looked at how a
hybrid form of feedback (i.e. automated and teadbedback) can improve students’ writing,
and compare this form of feedback with the only doen of feedback (i.e. automated
feedback). The current study aims to fill in thepgand contribute to the literature for this
under-researched area in written feedback. Theysaittmpts to address the following

research questions:
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1. What impact canMY Access! home edition feedback have on students’ writing
improvement?

2. What impact can hybrid-mode feedback have on stsdemiting?

3. Is there any statistically significant differencetWween the AWE feedback and hybrid
mode feedback in improving the students’ writing?

4. What are the students’ perceptions about the useAWE feedback on the

improvement of their writing?

3. Methodology

3.1. Design

This study opted to use the case study approactvéstigate the efficacy of using feedback
provided by an automated writing evaluation progfama number of reasons. First, the use
of the automated writing evaluation progralY( Access writing) has never been used as a
pedagogical tool in the educational system in thedSEFL context. In fact, the current study
context is very likely to be different from othelSE contexts where such an automated
evaluation program was used. Therefore, such ardiit context merits deep investigation.
Second, we aimed to investigate and determine wén@bles could assist us in conducting
an experimental study with a larger number of gttglein the near future when

improvements, if any, in the program could be doaged on this case study.

3.2. Participants
Twelve EFL Arab students took part in this studigeif proficiency level was intermediate as
determined by the placement test administered ey Diepartment of English, Najran
University. The proficiency test used was equal @EIC. The participants’ age ranged from
22 to 24. They had been learning English for astleaght years, including their study at
primary and secondary school. All the participamsre studying at level 4 (the second
semester of the second year of their BA progrargriglish). They were from two different
sections of the same level and they were taughth&éysame teacher (the second researcher).
The participants were enrolled in a writing coutlat aims at teaching how to write an
academic essay. All the participants had never beam English-speaking country, they just
learnt English at school and university.

Purposive sampling was used by the teacher/resmatohselect the participants. A

multiple case study was utilised to find the simiies and differences among the cases and to
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increase the reliability of the outcomes. The g@acof the participants was based on their
academic performance in the teacher’s class asagelheir academic grade point average
(GPA). The researcher selected those participants&academic GPA was in the range of 3
and 4 out of 5. Based on the academic descripfitimeanstitution, this range represents good
academic performance. This selection was to erthateall the participants would have the
same level of writing proficiency. The participam®re briefed about the purpose of the
current study. They were assured that participatiaa voluntary and that the outcome of the
study would not have any effect on their gradeswutnber of participants had attended the
first task and then dropped from the study. Onky ftudents completed the two assigned
phases of treatments.

3.3. The software program

The software used to gauge students’ correctivengrduring the assigned sessions WaS
Access. It is one of the most well-known AWE programsassist learners in writing skills. "It
is a web-based AWE program that uses the Intelliriel@utomated essay scoring system.
The software, created by Vantage Learning, proviggsvities for instructors to develop
content ideas, organization, language use, helgesta see other essays that represent
different levels of proficiency to understand ewion criteria, evaluate and grade writing.
The program enables students to write their essagigives them help options such as word
bank, feedback, and scoring. Learners can log @& gilogram with their IDs and start
recording their input in a file. They can input ithessays and save it for later use. Upon
automatic scoring provided by the program, the esttgl can polish their inefficiencies and
improve the quality of their writing. Figure 1 amidgure 2 are snapshots frolhY Access

program .
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Figure 2. Example of essay writtenNtY Access with some available functions

3.4. Study Design and Writing Procedures

This study was run over a period of four weeks mtuded two phases. The second phase
(weeks 3 and 4) was based on the findings fromeha@veeks 1 and 2). On Day 1 of the
study, the six students were brought to the compakeat the University and were trained to
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use MY Access writing by the teacher (the second researcherg tHacher explained the
different functions of the program and the wayseasponding to the feedback. The students
were asked to write an essay on a topic chosen d&rtist. Since the program offers the writer
the option to write on a topic from a multiple abficiency levels (e.g., 8-10, 11-14, 15-18),
the students were advised by the researcher tosehaotopic from level 4 to suit their
proficiency level.

On Day 2 in the first phase, the students Ud&dAccess program to write their first
draft and then received feedback immediately fromgrogram. The instructor assigned the
following topic “The effect of smoking on healthThe students wrote a 3 paragraph-essay on
the topic. The instructor chose this topic since skudents were familiar with the issue of
smoking as it was one of the topics they studiethair textbooks. The students wrote their
essays, saved them and then submitted them tordigeapn for feedback. After submission,
they immediately received a holistic score out ofn6the second session, two days after the
first session, the students were asked to log théxr account and revise their last saved
essays. In this session, they were again instruarelsow to uséy tutor to get feedback on
their writing content, style, and organization. yheere also instructed on how to revise their
language errors usingy editor. Then, the students submitted their second draftraceived
a holistic score out of 6. The researcher then ected semi-structured interviews with the
students in order to find out how they perceived pinogram and how it could help them
improve their writing.

Based on the findings from phase 1, it was cleat the teacher’'s oral feedback
intervention was necessary in the areas of theestadwriting content and organization.
Thus, a hybrid mode was used in which the studeeste required to correct their language
errors throughMy editor in the program and received feedback from theheaonly on the
area of writing content and organization. In thretfsession of the second phase, the students
wrote an essay of their own choice. Each studeoselto write a different topic from the
range of proficiency levels (8-10, 11-14, 15-18he$e topics were of different genres. For
example, some were informative (e.g. a good fricatd some were narrative (e.g. your
dreams). After writing their essays the studentgedaand submitted their work and
immediately received a holistic score (a maximuorsof 6).

In the second session, the students were instrioteevise their saved drafts in the
same manner as they did in the first phase. Howavdhis stage, they were not instructed to
useMy tutor to receive feedback on their writing content, migation and style. It was rather

the researcher who provided them with the necedsadback. Then, the students submitted
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their second drafts and received another holistices During the two sessions, the instructor
took some notes and conducted interviews at theo&tite two sessions.

3.5. Interview

To gain insight into the students’ perspective égards to this new automated feedback,
semi-structured interviews were used. The semeiirad interview type was chosen for this
study because it offers a balance between thebilggyiof an open-ended interview and the
focus of a structured and restricted interview.

The aim of the interviews was to investigate inagge depth the students’ perceptions
regarding the new type of feedback by inquiringwtlibeir experiences of using it and their
preferences over the type of feedback they usegetoin their classroom. The questions
comprised three different sets. The first set asgwns concerned the students’ background
regarding their learning of writing and receiviregélback. The second set was related to their
experience of using their new type of feedback #ral difficulties faced. The third set
covered the students’ preferences regarding this andomated feedback over the one they
used to get in their classroom.

The interviews were conducted at the end of thdystu a quiet room. This was done
in Arabic (the participants’ first language) to igsshe students to express their ideas and
perceptions more easily; thus, allowing for greaterestigation by the researchers. The
interviews lasted for about twenty minutes withteatudent and the students’ answers were

audio-recorded

4. Results and findings

The results generated by this study were triangdlahrough administering different data
collection tools throughout the study: written sestemi-structured interviews, observation,
note-taking and informal interviews. Quantitativatal were collected from the written test
while qualitative data were reported from the fins¢émi-structured interviews, the
observations, and the informal interviews. Desorgptand inferential statistics were
performed to find answers to the research questiéribe current study. All the statistical

significance level was calculated at .05.
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4.1. Quantitative analysis
To answer the first research question which corscéhe impact of hybrid feedback on
students’ writing, students’ scores were providgdVY Access and are depicted in Table 1

and Table 2 (Note: students are given pseduo-namesprotect their privacy).

Table 1 Students’ scores in the First Phase (AWHeaho

Student's name 1% draft 2" draft
Al 2.7 3.2
Ahmad 1.8 2.3
Hussein 2.0 2.4
Wael 1.9 2.2
Tariq 2.6 3.1
Saad 2.1 2.4

Table 2 Students’ scores in the Second Phase (tHijbote)

Student's name 1% draft 2" draft
Ali 2.8 3.5
Ahmad 2.0 2.8
Hussein 2.2 3.1
Wael 2.1 2.9
Tariq 2.7 3.8
Saad 2.3 2.9

Descriptive statistics were used to see the meashsiandard deviation for both modes. They

are summarized in Table 3.

Table 3.Descriptive statistics for students’ scaresr AWE vs. Hybrid modes

No. Item N M SD SEM
1 AWE 1 6 2.18 .37 15
2 AWE2 6 2.6 43 A7
3 Hybrid1 6 2.35 .32 13
4 Hybrid2 6 3.16 .39 .16

Table 1 shows that the students’ scores improveunh fihe first session to the second one
across the two modes of treatment. For the firsisphmeans scores increased from the first
sessionX=2.18,9D =.37) to the second ong=2.6,SD=.43). A paired-t-test revealed that the
improvement from the first session to the secorsdisa was significart{5)=-10.38,p=.000.
Likewise, means scores of the students in the dyhnde were statistically significat{b) =
-11.6,p =.000. This result suggests that students’ writhauld significantly improve when
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learners were exposed to the second session gheeawhere they can revise their input and
make use of the feedback from both the programtiaaéhstructor.

In order to determine if there was a statisticalignificant difference between the
two types of modes (AWE and hybrid), a paired satypbst was run. Findings show that the
students in the hybrid mode=2.75,3D=.39) significantly outscored the same studentfién
AWE mode &=2,39, SD=.40, t(5)= -9.64,p=.000. This reveals that the hybrid mode was

beneficial for evaluating students’ output and wioatlvance the students’ writing skills.

4.2. Qualitative analysis

The data collected from the interviews and obsewmatwhile the students performing their
writing tasks and responding to the feedback prexvidy the program and the semi-structured
interviews provided insight into the students’ mgtions and experience of using this new
program of providing written feedback. The secoegearcher interviewed the students about
their use of the new program in teaching L2 writiige findings indicated that it was a new
experience for the learners to write an online essal to get feedback from both the AWE
program and the instructor. The learners showeil gneat interest ifMY Access program,
especiallyMy editor. However, in their response to the benefits they fgoin different
functionalities of the program, they mentioned thay did not benefit from the toolbox
features such as word bank, although the instructpeatedly recommended using this
feature. This could possibly be explained by the that students had little exposure to the
new unfamiliar program. Instead, students prefetoedse their well-known dictionary apps
in their phones to look up new words. Moreover, plaeticipants expressed the difficulty in
understanding the feedback on their writing contard organization that is provided by the
feature ofMy tutor, except the feedback provided on their writingusacy that is provided
by the feature oMy editor. In the second phase of the study, in which theher intervened
and provided feedback on the students’ writing enhtand organization, the students
reported that the feedback provided by the tea@heicontent and organization) was clearer
and dialogic as compared to the feedback provigeithd programNly tutor) on content and

organization.

5. Discussion
The findings reported in this study suggest an @lwiimprovement in the students’ second
draft scores during the second phase comparecetsetond draft scores in the first phase.

This can be attributed to the effectiveness ofgisie hybrid mode on students’ final score.
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The findings of the current study support the prasi findings in that AWE immediate
feedback could help students improve the qualitihefr writing skills to an acceptable level
(Attali, 2004; Lavolette et al, 2015) and humareméntion could ensure the accuracy of
AWE programsMY Access helped the participants polish out the mecharecairs such as
spelling, grammar, and punctuation. However, itethito correct clarity, coherence, and
ambiguity of writing which a human can only do. Timstructor evaluated the students’
output and made sure that the ideas were well-argdn their works were free from
ambiguity and the ideas were made crystal cleais €hhances the notion that technology
can assist instructors in acquiring second langbageve cannot fully rely on it or we cannot
replace human instructors (Chapelle, 1999).

The findings from the observation notes and thalfinterviews could provide an
explanation to this claim. The students argued ulsaigMy tutor could be intimidating as it
provided complex instructions. This can obvioustyunderstood given that the feedback on
content and organization was both not specific g long. In fact, this feedback requires
the student to go through multiple stages and wogktl considerable time to complete. This
would be difficult for an intermediate level of Hisdp proficiency who studies English as a
foreign language. The researcher’'s own observatimmfirmed the students’ perceptions
regarding the complexity of instructions providegt Bbly tutor. When the participants
attempted to uskly tutor, they could hardly follow the instructions that atwved a number of
steps. In other worddvly tutor involves detailed explanations and it refers thelents to
other activities that may take a long time to castel

Furthermore, the findings from the interviews astzservation notes indicate that
feedback provided specifically byly tutor is very general and is not tailored to the specifi
needs of the student’'s own essay. This is not simgrgiven the fact that these instructions
are provided by a computer, which lacks person@raation with the learner. This finding
corroborates Stevenson and Phakiti’s (2014) regploout the difficulties of using automated
writing systems for providing feedback to meetl#daner’s specific needs.

In contrast, the feedback provided by the instuetas dialogic and was tailored to
each student’s own needs. The instructor was abhelp overcome the difficulties that the
participants faced while completing the writing igasnents. In order to further assist the
learner, the instructor used the students’ motbregue (Arabic) as needed. The use of Arabic
helped overcome difficulties and enabled studemtgniderstand different aspects of writing

including organization and content.
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6. Conclusions, limitations and suggestions for thieiture research

The study findings prove that the use of the sakwaogram can help students improve their
writings from the first session to the second anéhe two scenarios. The students benefited
much from the hybrid mode where the instructor gives/her feedback more than the
program’s feedback. This suggests that L2 instrecioe advised to delay corrective feedback
from the program but to give their own one. Intéigraof human instructors may diminish
the faults and inefficiency of the AWE programs.

The study has some limitations because of thelssaatple size. Therefore, future
studies should use a large number of participdhiire research should track the students’
activities when exposed to writing through AWE todf out how their performance is
correlated with students’ interactions with the ietiate feedback provided by AWE

programs, and whether many activities could leamjptomal writing output.
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