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Abstract

Recent technological advances make computer and Internet tools an at-
tractive alternative to traditional written teacher commentary on students’
academic writing assignments. This presentation will discuss how one
such tool was used for oral teacher commentary on the first draft para-
graphs of intermediate level English learners’ (B1 in the Common Eu-
ropean Framework of Reference for Languages) texts. Analyses of texts
from treatment and control groups will show the commentary students
received on their first draft, the changes they made to their first draft as
reflected in their second draft, and the students’ attitudes towards the tool
on each of three writing assignments collected at the beginning, in the
middle and at the end of the term. The presenters will conclude by draw-
ing comparisons between the video-based teacher commentary and recent
work on written teacher commentary to discuss potential strengths and
weaknesses of the technique illustrated in the study.

Key words: second language writing, technology, screencasts, teacher com-
mentary, multi-draft writing

Résumé

Les récentes avancées technologiques font des outils informatiques et
d’Internet une solution de rechange trés intéressante pour remplacer les
traditionnels commentaires écrits des enseignants sur les travaux d’ex-
pression écrite de leurs étudiants. Cet article présente I’utilisation par les
enseignants de I’un de ces outils pour fournir oralement des commen-
taires sur les brouillons de paragraphes écrits par des apprenants d’an-
glais de niveau intermédiaire (B1 dans le Cadre européen commun de
référence pour les langues). L’analyse de textes produits par un groupe
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expérimental et un groupe témoin montre les commentaires recus par les
étudiants sur leur premier brouillon, les changements apportés entre la
premiére et la seconde version, et les attitudes des étudiants envers 1’ou-
til, a travers trois différents travaux écrits au début, au milieu et a la fin du
semestre. Nous conclurons sur des comparaisons entre les commentaires
vidéos des enseignants et les travaux récents sur les commentaires écrits
des enseignants, pour ouvrir la discussion sur les points forts et les points
faibles de la technique illustrée dans cette étude.

Mots-clés : écriture en langue seconde, technologie, capture vidéo écran,
commentaires des enseignants, écriture par brouillons successifs

Introduction

Much of the published discussion of teacher commentary on student writing
has been around the value and type of teacher commentary. Despite a prolifera-
tion of studies, however, researchers have yet to identify the best ways of com-
menting on English as a Subsequent Language (ESL, including English as a
Second or a Foreign Language contexts) writers’ work to achieve the intended
revisions and, ultimately, improved writing quality. Although the literature
reflects some discussion on whether teacher commentary is even desirable,
increasingly, research shows that teacher commentary is beneficial to student
writing (Morra and Asis, 2009). More recent studies also show that teachers
need relevant and repeated training when learning how to prioritize and formu-
late their comments to achieve the desired effects (e.g. McGarrell, 2010). Lit-
tle has been written about the medium used for commentary. Interaction with
writing teachers suggests that many of them still comment using handwriting
but, increasingly, teachers are turning to electronic commentary such as ‘track
changes’ in MS Word. While impressionistic comments from students suggest
that ESL students, especially those from countries where English is a foreign
language, find it difficult to understand the intentions of teacher commentary,
deciphering teachers’ handwriting presents an additional obstacle for many of
them. In addition, L2 acquisition research favours multiple sources of input
as a means to address different learning styles and preferences (Dixon, Zhao,
Shin, Wu, Su, Burgess-Brigham, Unal Gezer, and Snow, 2012; Reid, 1987), as
well as a means of increasing the amount of input learners receive, especially in
a foreign language environment, where opportunities for input may be limited.
The exploration of alternatives or supplements to writing teacher commentary
thus seems worthwhile. One such potentially valuable tool for writing teachers

IThe definition of quality itself lacks agreement, especially among language teach-
ers: it may refer simply to “error free” texts or it may entail complex considerations of
the expression of ideas in relation to a specific purpose, author and topic.
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may be in the form of video recordings if both teachers and students consider
the medium acceptable and beneficial.

Background

Teacher commentary followed by revision of an evolving text is expected by
both teachers and their students, especially in writing courses that adopt a pro-
cess approach to writing, and forms an important part of ESL writing classes.
Revisions based on teacher commentary have been shown to improve learners’
texts (e.g. Conrad and Goldstein, 1999; Patthey-Chavez and Ferris, 1997) and
control of basic grammar (e.g. Bitchener, 2008). However, their value has also
been questioned and despite numerous studies there is no agreement on what
kind of commentary is most appropriate. The delivery of teacher commentary
in face-to-face classrooms has typically been in handwriting on hard copies or
inserted into electronic texts, sometimes through short teacher-student confer-
ences. Interactions with classroom teachers confirm that teachers typically deal
with stacks of papers tucked under their arm or into their briefcase, although
increasingly they turn to inserting their comments into electronic versions of
their students’ text.

The widespread use of and interest in technology among student popu-
lations suggests that aspects of technology that motivate additional language
learning and learners’ engagement with the language to be learned should be
incorporated where possible. Many learners view the use of technology posi-
tively and are motivated by the inclusion of Information Technology tools as
part of classroom learning. A recent review of technological tools facilitating
learners’ autonomous learning (Warschauer and Liaw, 2011) confirms both the
diverse range of technological tools learners access and the appeal these tools
have for the learners. Some of these tools are intended specifically for the de-
velopment of L2 writing skills (Warschauer, 2010), but no studies seem to have
explored screencasts for teacher commentary on ESL learners’ texts.>

Screencasts are video recordings of what occurs on the computer screen
paired with audio. They have been used widely for demonstration purposes
in commercial and educational contexts, especially in science education (see
Thompson and Lee, 2012 for examples), and are considered easy to use and
share. The tool allows users to capture an image or text on their screen. With
the microphone on, they can then provide up to five minutes of oral commen-
tary about the text on the screen. Once completed, the screencast generates a
link that the teacher communicates to the student who can then access the link
through a web browser anywhere he/she has access to a computer. The software

2See, however, Sotillo (2005) on the use of Instant Messenger for corrective feed-
back activities.
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used for the purposes of this study is JING (TechSmith, 1995-2012), available
to anyone who has access to the Internet. For the purposes of this study, the
free version was used. It allows for video recordings, i.e. a screencast, of up
to five minutes each, saving the ensuing link to one’s computer, then sharing
or posting the link. A more powerful version that allows longer recordings and
offers additional features is available for a fee.

The use of screencasts to enhance written teacher commentary through
video recorded audio commentary that provides conversational elaborations of
the codes or similar marks on the written page would seem particularly ap-
propriate in light of writing students’ difficulties in deciphering teacher com-
mentary. Students’ difficulties in deciphering teacher commentary encouraged
Morra and Asis (2009) to introduce audio recordings of teacher commentary
to facilitate comprehension of the comments. A recent quote in Thompson and
Lee (2012, p. 1) from a student in a freshman composition class — “I can’t tell
you how many times I’ve gotten a paper back with further underlines and marks
that I can’t figure out the meaning of” —is likely echoed by many students in
different writing contexts. The addition of screencasts to written teacher com-
mentary would thus serve to provide auditory input in addition to the written,
visual input. In addition, screencasts give learners an additional opportunity to
listen to the teacher as often as they like, a feature that was both valued and
helpful for language learners in Turel’s (2011) study of repetitious exposure to
multimedia listening software. Reading and listening to teacher commentary
may support comprehension of teacher intentions in the commentary provided.
The inclusion of screencasts as part of teacher commentary offers learners both
written and oral input. The use of two modalities thus increases opportunities
for input, which has been shown as essential for language development (see
MacKey and Polio, 2009, for different perspectives on the role of input) and
for noticing the gap (Schmidt, 1990) that is hypothesized to precede re-analysis
and subsequent integration of forms available in the input. Input opportunities
are further enhanced as screencasts are readily available on any device that
can access Internet, allowing students to listen to their teacher’s commentary
anywhere and as often as they wish to do so. Given the appeal of electronic
connectedness, learners may be motivated to take advantage of such additional
listening/learning opportunities.

However, given the lack of information available on the use of screencasts
for teacher commentary on student texts, an initial question is whether teachers
and learners would be willing to accept the tool and find it worthwhile. One
question that needs to be considered is whether a new technological tool would
be easy to use and access for both teachers and learners. Another question is
whether the tool would require additional time for busy teachers and learners.
Thus, an exploratory study was carried out to trial an Internet-based tool for
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screencasts as a means for writing teachers to give their learners written com-
mentary and to engage learners with this commentary to motivate revisions
of their draft compositions. Students’ draft compositions, teacher commentary
and students’ revised drafts as well as pre- and post-questionnaires were exam-
ined to determine the logistical and perceptual impact of screencasts on student
writers and their teachers.

Methodology
Setting

The study took place in the ESL program of a large Colombian university in
an urban area where English was rarely used outside of English classes. Un-
dergraduate students from different disciplines are required to take an English
language course to develop their academic English language skills. The pro-
gram has multiple sections of students at different levels of ability and provides
a curriculum that teachers adhere to for each ability level. For the purposes of
the study, the regular curriculum was followed; all writing assignments, topics
and materials were part of this curriculum. Teachers were invited to partici-
pate; their willingness to do so and to allow for their comments on three stu-
dent drafts to be included in the study determined which classes participated in
the larger study. The Treatment Group (TG) and Control Group (CG) with the
largest number of participants who completed all the texts and questionnaires
are included in the following descriptions.

Participants

The participants in this study were a fairly homogenous group of learners in
terms of native language (L.1), language learning and educational background
and academic goals. According to tests administered by the administration,
all the participants had tested into level B1 in the Common European Frame-
work of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001). They were native
speakers of Colombian Spanish and none had lived in an English language
country. The majority of participants had completed between 9—11 years of
ESL instruction in the school system (min. 3 years, max. 14 years, av. 9.5 years
for Treatment Group; min. 3 years, max. 14 years, av. 10 years in Control
Group). They were between 17-21 years old (TG av. 21, CG av. 20) and reg-
istered in a variety of disciplines. Nineteen participants (11 female, 8 male)
in the TG and 17 participants (12 female, 5 male) in the CG completed all the
drafts, revisions and questionnaires that were included in the following.
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Procedures

One of the two classes was designated the Control Group (CG). This group
received in-text or marginal teacher commentary with “track changes” in MS
Word enabled in their electronic first draft texts. A second class designated
the Treatment Group (TG) received written electronic teacher commentary in
the same manner. In addition, TG students also received the teacher commen-
tary as audio feedback in the form of a screencast on each draft text. Teacher
commentary was guided by a chart with error codes for commentary set by
the program administration (Appendix A) and focused primarily on morpho-
syntactic concerns.

At the beginning of the study, its purpose was explained to the students.
The students were told that all the writing tasks were part of regular course
work but that they had the option to release first and revised drafts of three
different compositions they were going to write throughout the course for in-
clusion in the study. Those who agreed to do so were also asked to complete
short pre- and post-questionnaires that collected biographical information and
attitudes towards technology. Student participation was close to 100% but sev-
eral students were absent during one or the other in-class writing session when
draft texts were generated. Each of the three texts consisted of a one-paragraph
narrative or descriptive composition on a pre-determined topic that the stu-
dents had encountered in class through readings, discussion and pre-writing
activities. The students were given time in class to compose their first drafts
of a suggested length of approximately 200 words; revisions were typically
completed as home work.

The two participating teachers were non-native but fluent speakers of En-
glish with extensive experience teaching ESL in Colombia. They were expe-
rienced users of various technologies. They were considered themselves as
‘very comfortable’ with technology; were enthusiastic about participating in
the study. The teachers had been trained and were used to using the error codes
chart provided by the administration but indicated that they sometimes also
comment on more organizational or content issues.

Data base and analysis

All the first and revised draft compositions were available in electronic for-
mat as was the teacher commentary. The teacher commentary for each draft
was coded according to its type and tone (see Appendix B for a listing). The
teacher comments on the students’ first drafts were then compared to the cor-
responding revised drafts to determine what revisions students had made in
relation to the teacher commentary. These revisions were also coded follow-
ing the categories listed in Appendix B. The written teacher commentary was
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compared to the screencasts to determine potential additions. As the screen-
casts typically consisted of contextualised versions of the written comments,
i.e. delivered in full sentences and accompanied by hedges, pauses and similar
features of aural language, but did not include additional points, the screen-
casts were not coded separately. The biographical questionnaire answers were
compiled, quantitative responses tallied and qualitative responses organized
into themes. It should be noted that the few qualitative questions included in
the questionnaire were typically answered in a short phrase or left blank.

Findings

The question of whether or not video commentary was a promising alternative
to more traditional written teacher commentary was explored through analyses
of teacher commentary and student revisions, student questionnaires and infor-
mal teacher feedback. The study sought to determine the technical implications
as explored through teacher and student reactions to the use of screencasts and
through a comparison of the quantity and quality of student revisions in re-
sponse to teacher commentary. The findings described in the following show
that although the two student groups generated comparable texts in terms of
length, the TG made more revisions compared to the CG. Both teachers and
students were enthusiastic about the use of electronic commentary and screen-
casts. No technical obstacles were identified that would impede the comment-
ing and revision processes.

Texts

Draft and revised electronic copies of three different texts, with corresponding
teacher commentary, students in the course were required to complete were
analysed. Analyses show that students in the TG and CG wrote texts of very
similar length for drafts and revised drafts. Table 1 shows that the average
length for the three compositions from each group ranged from 176.5 words
for the first draft of composition 1 (TG) to 228.3 words for the first draft of
composition 2 (TG). The length of texts did not vary greatly from one com-
position to the next or between draft and revised version within each group.
Similarly, the text lengths generated by the participants in the TG and the CG
were comparable, as shown in Table 1.

Although text length ranged from 102 to 712 words on first drafts and 191-
221 words for second drafts, the vast majority of texts were close to the average
number of words. Averages for the two groups were similar and no significant
statistical differences were found between draft and revised version in either
the TG or the CG group. In addition, comparison of draft and revision lengths
between CG and TG showed no significant differences. The similarity in text
length further supports the similarity of ability levels among the students in the
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TABLE 1

Average text length for each composition

Cl C2 C3
Draft Revised Draft Revised Draft Revised

TG averages 175.5 191.8 228.3 216.7 196.5 221.3
CG averages 176.3 199.8 225.4 215.9 190.4 215.5

TG and CG, identified as B1 by the administrative testing procedures.

Revisions

Analyses of revisions reflect consistently higher numbers of overall revisions
in the TG texts compared to the CG texts, as shown in Table 2. CG participants
made no revisions on the level of organization.

TABLE 2

Revisions in CG compared to TG texts

Grammar  Organization Vocabulary =~ Mechanics Other

CG TG CG TG CG TG CG TG CG TG
Cl 26 94 0 2 11 10 14 11 0 0
c2 47 87 0 2 8 8 16 3 0 0

c3 57 57 0 5 9 8 21 31 0 0

A clearer picture emerges when the revisions made by students in the
two groups are compared to the number of comments they received to de-
termine whether the students in the TG received more comments, thus encour-
aged more revisions. Participants in the CG received fewer comments overall.
The comments they received focused on grammar and mechanics with some
vocabulary-related comments. The overall number of comments from each of
the two teachers is, however, comparable, as shown in Table 3:

TABLE 3

Teacher comments provided overall for TG and CG texts

Grammar Organization Vocabulary Mechanics Other Total

Total TG 277 140 188 49 8 662
Total CG 345 39 64 110 0 558

Table 3 also shows that while the total number of teacher comments of-

44 Vol. 5, 2013



MCGARRELL AND ALVIRA Techniques for Teacher Commentary
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Grammar Organization Vocabulary Mechanics

FIGURE 1

Comparison of type of teacher commentary for each composition for TG and CG

fered to students in the two groups is similar, the types of comments the two
teachers made differs. Students in the TG received noticeably more comments
on organization and vocabulary compared to students in the CG. Figure 1 high-
lights this difference across the three different texts each group produced.

The teacher of the TG offered considerably more comments on organiza-
tion and vocabulary compared to the CG teacher. It should be noted that while
both teachers offered comments on organization and vocabulary, these were
not part of the error codes provided by the program administration.

The next question investigated was how many revisions students made
on their second drafts. Analyses of the students’ revisions shows that only 2
revisions were made that cannot be related to teacher commentary. The revi-
sions that were made are less numerous than the teacher comments received,
especially for the CG, and the revisions tend to be limited to specific comment
types. Tables 4 and 5 summarize the overall findings.

Comparison of the revisions made overall by the two groups show that
students in the TG group revised just over 50% of teacher comments while
students in the CG group revised 38% of teacher commentary received. In ad-
dition, teacher comments in both the TG and the CG were most frequently ig-
nored when they revolved around organization and vocabulary. Students in the
TG group addressed almost 86% of all teacher commentary relevant to gram-
mar. By comparison, students in the CG revised 38% of all grammar comments
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TABLE 4

Totals of teacher comments compared to student revisions for TG

Grammar Organization ~ Vocabulary Mechanics Other
S S S
& & & & & & & & & &
SR A P ORI PO P PO
Cl 110 94 36 2 29 10 11 11 0 0
C2 106 87 46 2 80 8 3 3 7 0
Cc3 61 57 51 5 79 8 35 31 8 0
Totals 277 238 133 9 188 26 49 45 15 0
TABLE 5
Totals of teacher comments compared to student revisions for CG
Grammar Organization ~ Vocabulary Mechanics Other
S S S S S
¥ & & & & 5 & & & 5
Q Q 2 xS 3 -O 2 O & O
§F & & F & & &5 g

C1 95 26 15
C2 122 47 12
C3 125 57 12
Totals 342 130 39

49 21
58 28 110 51

(=Nl
S
e
(=Nl
(=Nl

received. The most frequently addressed type of teacher commentary was for
mechanics, with almost 92% revisions by students in the TG, just over 46% by
students in the CG.

Analyses examined both type and tone of teacher commentary. Both teach-
ers produced primarily statements and orders for their comments. Questions
and requests were used for less than 1% of all teacher comments, while state-
ments and orders occurred with similar frequency. An analysis of the relation-
ship between the tone of teacher commentary and the commentary addressed
by students suggests that the tone of teacher commentary did not determine
whether students revised or ignored a comment.

In addition to quantitative analyses of student texts and teacher commen-
tary, informal comments from the two teachers and short student question-
naires were also analysed to explore the feasibility of using screencasts for
teacher commentary on student writing. The following provides a short report
of these sources of data.
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Teacher comments about technology

The two teachers who participated in the study did so because they were will-
ing to allow their commentary to be used in the study, which suggests that they
had a positive attitude towards the course and the technology used in the course
at the beginning of the study. The teacher who used the screencasts, JC, was fa-
miliar with the technology and enthusiastic about its use and potential. The CG
teacher was also positive about technology and would have been equally en-
thusiastic about being assigned to the TG rather than the CG. Informal requests
to the teachers for comments on their experiences in terms of practicality, time
involvement and convenience, elicited positive responses and thoughtful sug-
gestions. JC found the screencasts convenient and easy to use. He was enthu-
siastic about the opportunity to elaborate orally on his written, often cryptic
commentary, in full sentences and claimed that screencasts themselves did not
require additional time for commenting. However, screencasts encouraged him
to offer more or more detailed comments compared to what he would have of-
fered if limited to written comments. This, combined with the need to store
screencasts as JING files, indicate that the teacher who used screencasts took a
little longer overall. JC, the teacher who used screencasts, seemed pleased to in-
vest slightly more time in his screencast comments as he felt the practice more
satisfactory compared to providing written comments only. The TG teacher ar-
gued convincingly that commenting on the student texts through screencasts
did not take longer than more traditional comments. JC’s practice was to read
each student text, then insert the written codes while generating the oral com-
mentary. A potential problem JC noticed was that teachers using screencasts
such as offered by JING need to be in a quiet environment and speak directly
into the microphone to ensure audible recordings. Neither the teacher nor the
TG students reported any technical difficulties with the screencasts.

The teacher whose comments were limited to “track changes” in MS Word,
AM, reported that commenting electronically was efficient and facilitated keep-
ing the students’ drafts on file for subsequent comparisons with the revised ver-
sions for final evaluation. Such record keeping was not readily available with
the previously used handwritten comments on hard copies of student texts as
the hard copies were returned to the students. AM cautioned that teachers need
to ensure that they enable track changes or their comments will simply merge
with student texts, making them difficult to identify. One difficulty AM encoun-
tered was that toward the end of the course, an increasing number of students
had heard about the use of “new” technology in another course (i.e. the TG)
and wanted the technology used in their class too.
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Students’ pre- and post-questionnaire responses

Open-ended questions asked TG participants what they liked about JING, why
they liked it and how they used the teacher commentary received through JING.
TG participants were also invited to indicate what they would change if they
could change anything about the use of JING in writing classes and to add
any additional comments they considered relevant. Student responses suggest
that they appreciated different aspects of screencasts, found them helpful to
learning and would like them used more widely.

All 19 students indicated that they liked JING but their responses were lim-
ited to short phrases such as illustrated in the following representative quotes:

120405F2815: — liked JING; can listen to feedback many times
120405F2801: —it’s fast, practical, efficient

120405F2809: — I like

120405F2804: — I like it because is interactive; I can see errors
120405M2805: — I like can listen to teacher and see my mistakes
120405M2816: — [JING] helped me in process of written text

Fifteen (88%) of the 17 TG participants indicated that they liked that they
could listen to the teacher commentary as often as they liked; 14 (82%) valued
that it was easy to use and that they could see their texts as well as hear the
teacher’s comments; 13 (76%) appreciated that they could view and listen to
the comments wherever they chose to do so. Comments that addressed how
the participants used teacher commentary indicate that most of them (15 or
88%) viewed teacher commentary as correction: their comments invariably
referred to “errors” or “mistakes” in their work that the teacher commentary
enabled them to “correct”. Eight (47%) participants expressed that screencasts
make it easier for them to understand the meaning of the teacher commentary.
Individual participants also indicated that JING was interactive, that it could
be used in subjects other than ESL, that it is fast and practical. No comments
expressed negative features of either screencasts or participants’ experience
with screencasts. However, just over half the students (53%) indicated that
they would either like to receive more teacher commentary or more grammar
explanations in particular. The same number of students also suggested that
screencasts be made available in all their courses.

Quantifiable responses are summarized in Table 6 and show that the use
of screencasts was perceived favourably by the TG participants.

The participants’ responses show that all of them considered screencasts a
helpful addition to written teacher commentary on their texts; the vast majority
of the students found screencasts easier to understand than written commen-
tary alone, motivational and suitable for their learning preferences. Similar
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TABLE 6

TG participant responses to quantifiable questions

Agree  Disagree

Teacher commentary:
— is easier to understand than written commentary ~ 94% 6%
— requires me to spend more time on revisions 24% 76%

JING in addition to written teacher commentary:

— is helpful 100% 0%
— helps me improve my writing 88% 12%
— increased my motivation to revise my writing 82% 18%
— made it easy for me to revise my texts 47% 53%
— was helpful for how I like to learn 94% 6%

numbers of respondents considered screencasts helpful for their writing de-
velopment but they were divided on whether screencasts made revisions easy.
Just over 76% of the participants indicated that they did not need more time
for their revisions by using JING.

Discussion

Findings from the exploratory study suggest that the use of screencasts in addi-
tion to written teacher commentary on student drafts was considered favourably
by the students and teachers involved. The teachers indicated that the technol-
ogy in question is easy to use and that oral comments do not impose a burden
on teachers’ time. Although only one teacher used screencasts and one teacher
used ‘track changes’ in MS Word in this study, the findings confirm previous
findings (Nijhuis and Collis, 2003; Sun, Tsai, Finger, Chen and Yeh, 2008)
that a positive attitude towards technology on the part of the teachers who use
it tends to lead to positive classroom implementation of technology. In many
learning environments, the implementation of technological features into the
curriculum may necessitate teacher training to enable teacher to expand their
range of technical competencies as well as their comfort zones (Nijhuis and
Collis, 2003).

Analyses of teacher commentary and student revisions suggest that the ad-
dition of screencasts leads students to address more teacher comments in their
revisions compared to when they receive written comments only. However,
the analyses also indicated that the concept of revisions is interpreted more as
editing: the majority of commenting categories (Appendix B) teachers were
to use focus on a limited number of grammar issues rather than the expres-
sion of clearly organized ideas. Revisions entailed minimal changes, primarily
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at the morpho-syntactic or mechanical level, as indicated by the teacher com-
mentary or code. Participants did not add, move or otherwise re-organize their
texts. Teacher comments that addressed organizational or content matters were
ignored in all but a handful of student revisions.

The absence of significant differences between draft and revised version
lengths suggests that the participants in the two groups were at highly com-
parable levels of ability. Alternately, it may suggest that the participants had
a limited understanding of drafting and revision purposes, a suggestion that is
reinforced by the primarily surface revisions that occurred. The findings pre-
sented reinforce the notion that student writers need training in how to revise
based on commentary they receive (McGarrell, 2012) and that the use of new
technologies does not replace sound pedagogy (Peachey, 2012).

The question of what should be the objective of a writing class needs to be
determined at the institutional level prior to the identification of suitable ped-
agogical tools. In contexts where English is a foreign language, teachers and
students often focus on correcting mistakes, resulting in a narrow definition
of ‘writing’ as producing error-free text (McGarrell, 2011; Morra and Assfs,
2009) rather than expressing ideas clearly in relation to reader needs and topic.
The latter would require a more formative technique to teacher commentary
as discussed for digital technology in e.g. Denton, Madden, Roberts and Rowe
(2008). One interesting consequence of this focus on grammar as opposed to
development and expression of ideas is that over half the TG participants re-
quested additional, more detailed teacher explanations on the use of grammar.
Despite the fact that participants had, on average, experienced close to 10 years
of grammar instruction, they felt that more talk about rules would lead to im-
proved writing ability.

The TG participants liked screencasts and considered them easy to use and
a helpful learning opportunity. They appreciated seeing and hearing teacher
commentary at the same time, a combination that likely contributed to the fact
that 94% of these participants indicated that they would like to see screencasts
used more fully and more widely, i.e. they would like their teacher to give ad-
ditional comments and more extensive grammar explanations in screencasts.
They also indicated that they would welcome the availability of teacher com-
mentary in the form of screencasts in all of their classes.

Despite the limitation of the exploratory study described in the above,
finding suggest that screencasts as a tool for teacher commentary are viable
from a technical and logistical perspective. They are attractive as they are easy
to use, readily available. Screencasts increase input in English, provide an addi-
tional modality thus accommodates different learning styles. Studies involving
additional teachers will determine whether screencasts suit different teaching
styles. As the findings suggest, students need to understand the objectives of
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any writing assignment they are asked to complete within the context of insti-
tutional goals. If a multi-draft approach to writing is in place, the purpose of
multi-draft writing and the differences between revising and editing students’
work needs to be reflected in pedagogical approaches and include training rel-
evant to potential error codes used in commentary. Finally, students need to
be shown how to deal with teacher commentary in a manner that develops the
purposes of the writing course. Future research exploring the applicability of
new technologies might ensure that both learners and teachers have received
relevant training to help identify any effects that can be attributed to the tech-
nology.
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Appendix A:

Categories for teacher commentary and student revisions

Type of commentary

Organization: teacher commentary that relates to the organization of ideas within the

text

Vocabulary: teacher commentary that relates to the choice or meaning of lexical items

Grammar: teacher commentary that relates to word order

Mechanics: teacher commentary that relates to matters of format, spelling

“Fix”: teacher commentary that provides a form that represents the teacher’s formula-
tion of an idea or segment

Positive Unspecific refers to teacher commentary that cannot be attributed to any spe-
cific type coded, e.g. “good” without stating what is considered to be ‘good’

Tone of commentary

Order: expressed as an imperative

Request: expressed primarily through modals such as “could you do x”

Question: expressed through formulation of yes/no or wh- question

Suggestion: expressed primarily through modals such as “you might try...”

Statement: expressed as a declarative, typically neutral (e.g. “Sentence has no subject”
or “This is not a narrative paragraph”)

Appendix B:

Institutional error codes for teacher comments on writing assignments

Legend Meaning

Mistake (examples)

Correction (examples)

Sp Spelling beatifull beautiful
studing studying
MW Missing word Is important. It is important.
The only important was to The only important thing was
work. to work.
WP Wrong pro- Marfa is my sister. He is 20 Marfa is my sister. She is 20
noun years old. years old.

Juan was the most impor-
tant person of the family, the
youngest, and it was 7 years
old.

Juan was the most impor-
tant person of the family, the
youngest, and he was 7 years
old.
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. con’d

Legend Meaning

Mistake (examples)

Correction (examples)

SVA Subject verb He walk to school everyday.  He walks to school everyday.
agreement
Colombian people is nice. Colombian people are nice.
WPR  Wrong prepo- In the other hand ... On the other hand ...
sition
He was in the beach. He was at the beach.
wC Wrong con- She is tall. However, she is in- She is tall. Also, she is intelli-
nector telligent. gent.
Seatbelts are known to save Seatbelts are known to save
lives but many people wear lives therefore many people
them wear them.
IC Insert connec- My best friend is tall, well- My best friend is tall, well-
tor built, shy. built, and shy.
By taking regular exercise By taking regular exercise like
running you feel healthier and running you feel healthier and
happier happier
7? Nonsense El Meson is menu food Bo- El Meson menu is the best in
idea gotd best. Bogotd.

. because they can stayed Because it can take 3 hours, 5
to London from Boston in 3 minutes & 34 seconds to get to
hours, 5 minutes & 34 sec- London from Boston.
onds.

WT Wrong tense  Yesterday I go to the movies. Yesterday 1 went to the
movies.
On her journal writing she ar- On her journal writing, she
gues that Joe get ill with can- argues that Joe gor ill with
cer. cancer.
SS Sentence In the afternoon tomorrow he He will travel to Israel tomor-
structure will travel to Israel. row afternoon.
In 1995, in Zipaquird I live I lived with my aunt in Zi-
with my aunt. paquird, in 1995.
WO Word order ~ She has eyes blue. She has blue eyes.

They told their parents where
were they last night.

They told their parents where
they were last night.
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. con’d

Legend Meaning

Mistake (examples)

Correction (examples)

uw Unnecessary  His happy birthday is on Jan- His birthday is on January 15.
word uary 15.
. when somebody called to ... when somebody called

Alejandro . .. Alejandro. . .

PUN  Punctuation Crepes staff are helpful Crepes staff are helpful,
friendly and polite friendly and polite.
The other 2 boys recognized The other 2 boys recognized
the voice, it was the other the voice; it was the other
boy’s voice, they began to run boy’s voice. They began to run
again. again.

WW  Wrong word The Nile River is the largest The Nile River is the longest
river in the world. in the world.
The country of Bogotd is the The city of Bogotd is the Dis-
District Capital. trict Capital.

VA" Wrong verb I have 20 years. I am 20 years old.
I like to see TV. I like to watch TV.

WA Wrong article The France is having a rough France is having a rough win-
winter. ter.
Sue had a excellent final Sue had an excellent final
exam. exam.

FCG  False cognate Actually I am assisting En- Currently 1 am attending En-
glish classes. glish classes.
Shakira’s had an early exit. Shakira’s had an early

success.
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