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The Power of Feedback in An Online Learning Environment

Framala Krish

Abstract

This paper takes a closer look a1 human interaction between the mmstructors and

learners and among leamers during leaming in an online environment. An attemp
was made to explore and analyse the power of feedback duning online tuforals

for English courses in & synchronous mode of learmng, Based on leamer respoases
to statements via a questionnaire and interviews, the paper shares the reflection

of leamners to oral and wnitten feedback received dunng their online tutonals and
how the feedback helped in improving thetr language literacy, Data from
iranscripts of online lessons will also be used to illustrate what 5 meant by

feedback during online tutonals, The maon findings of the study suggest that
feadback has a positive impaet on the online leamners. The feedback of the

mstructors was much valued. Like the face-to-fuce mode of teaching and learmng,
it i clear that feedback on the electronic mode ¢an help to enbance the language
learning literacy.,

Introduction

Educaters in the 21" century are faced with the task of prepanng leamers @
fimction suecessfully in thes ever changing and mereasingly technological and
globalised society. This advancement in technology has also paved the way for

new approaches to promote literacy with tmpertant implications to current
practices in literacy education,

The relevance of incorporating compuler technology in language leamning has
been highlighted by Warschauer (1998). He stresses that computer technelogy iz
an eszential medivm of languaprs learnmg and heracy practice alonggide face-
to-face (FTF) communication and the printed media.

I a synchronous learming environment, learning activities tend to be less
structured than the traditional nstniction. In a FTF interaction, communication
between the instrucior and leamers is instantaneous and bidirectional, but the
commumication medium used for distance education is not all mteractive. Some
allow real time interaction between leamers and the mstructor, while others may
allow off-line interaction. An importan! point 10 note is that all learming requires
a certain degres of motivation, self-discipline and independence on the part of
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lesimers and these factors are more pertinent in the case of distance leamning as
the feamers do not have FTF contact with the mstructor, They are expected 1o be
seli-directed, and more autonomous.

In such a context, leamers can become autonomons provided they reecive the
right leamer support. Sherry and Wilson (1997) shire the notion that an effective
support environment for a leaming community is when groups of people gather
together fo provide mutual suppor and scaffolding for leaming and performance.
Feedback is crucial for distance langpuage leamers and parbicularly m the virtual
lzarning environment. It is not only as a response to learners” performance, but
alzo as a means of providing support, encouragement and motvation dunng the
teaching and leaming. Feedback is also an important part of the ongoing instrclor.
|eamner relationship. It helps the leamer sce the role of the instructor and indicates
the extent to which the instructor is prepared to provide mdividual support.
Feedback not only enhances the social presence of mnstructors but contnbutes to
better language literacy engagement online.

The purpose of feedback 15 to enable leamers to acquire information. The
mstructor must make important decisions on what knowledge information he
needs (o impart in a timely moment. The feedback leamers receive should md
them not only on how to acquire knowledpge but also how 1o acquire it well.
Constant, prompt and timely feedback to what one knows and does not know
helps i this process of learming, Frequent leedback from imstructors and
interaction among learners is a good motivator (Schlosser and Anderson, 1994,
Fisheer, 20040,

In language learming, the term feedback refers to information given 1o learmers
that can be used to revise language skills (Ellis, 1994). Feedback refers to any

idication to the learners that their tarpet lanpuage wvsed 13 meorrect, which
includes various responses that the leamers receive (Lightbown and Spada, 1999,
p.171),

Hyland’s (2001, p.233) study in the context of distance language learning states
that feedback has a “crucial role in opening and mamtamning a dialopue between
ttors and students, .., and also serves as an important function in moativating and
encouraging students™. Hyland's study relates to the product (the strengths and
weaknesses of the assipnment itself); or the lcaming process (the strategies and
actions the students should take 1o improve their langnage). Although she docs
not mention clectromic feedback, her definition stands in line with what 15 meant
by feedback in an online leaming environment. Leamer-learner feedback is now
an important option in the electronic leaming environments and Raskin (2001},
cited in White {2003, p.191) comments that it is a relatively unexplored area in
terms of viability and contribution to distance lanmmape courses,
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Feedback in the electronic mode of learning

In a synchronous learning environment, the power of feedback cannot be
underestimated, Accordmg to Whate (2003), synchronous systems can be highly
motivatig, Distance leamers feel less isolated and gin energy and inspiration
from the learmng group. The synchronous environment permits immediate
feedback by the instructor as well as opportunities for development of feedback

within the learming group.

According to Schlosser and Anderson (1994), lanpuame teaching from a distance
can be effective. With the help of technological innovations, immediate feedback
as well az interaction among learners and instructors iz possible. This is the
situation when the learner can azsk his'her instructor questions about the lesson
dunng the synchronous electronic class. Good dialogue elicits those activities

that shape, elsborate snd deepon understanding.

Accordimg to Fisher (2000}, frequent feedback has been a good motivator and
has kept many participants logging on. In addition, the types of questions put
forward by the instructors to learmers are important to encourage communication.
Az with any other educational activity, tt 15 how an instructor stroctures and
answers questions that will determine the educational effectiveness of the delivery
mode, Onling courses need better questions becanse one has no access to those
subtle non-verbal expressions that exist i the FTF ¢lassroom. Similarly, feedback
i% not restricted (o that of the mstructor, but mcludes collepinl responses from
leamers in vanous geegraphical locations.

Fisher {2000 p.95) cites Iscke-Bamnes (1996) to explain that the educational
effectivencss of the Internet is similar to any educational activity and it depends
on kow one structires and answers questions. She advises instructors to respond
1o all imtial comments by leamers durmg dhscussions and ask questions in response
to leamers to encourage discussion at & more in-depth level. Such faciliative
feedback allows learners to track their progress in achieving the goal of the
learming.

In an earkier study with online mstructors, Pramela and Wong (2004) found the
practice of instructors giving immediate feedback as a common feature dunng
enline tutorials, Instructors also shared that they would wsually respond to learners
posting in a supportive and non-judgemental manner so as to create a comfortable
and non-threatening atmosphere.

Chong (2005) reported that leamers with very little expenence m online learmng
highly appreciited peer support in terms of wdeas provided and efforts made to
amve feedback on English as a foreign language (EFL) project. In addition, the
success of online courses also depends upon timely feedback designed to maximise
leaming effectiveness and satisfachon.
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Context of the Study

Thas study was condected at a prvate virlual uneversity in Malaysia wherse the
lesimers and faculty members engapge in teaching and learming through the mceed
mode of FIF and online. It aimed to seek answers to how leamers responded to
fecdback in distance language learning in a synchronons electronic mode and
the types of feedback received by the leammers dunng the online tutonals (OLT),

The study focused on empirical evidence to unveil leamner perceptions to feedback
dunng OLT. It also illustrated some extracts from the transcripts of online lessons
1o explain the nature of feedback received by the leamers. Because of the complex
nature of the language learning process and differences among leamers in the
onling environment, the researcher believes it 13 more beneficial to combine the
gqualitative and quantitalive approaches to collact the necessary data for thas study
as both methods complement each other.

The sample comprised 200 undergraduates in their 1%, 2* and 3 years of their
siudy. From the sample, ten learners who were highly recommended by their
instructors were considered most appropriate to be interviewed. These leamers
had undergone the OLTs regularly and were considered mature enough fo
understand, evaluate and give valuable informative feedback on the OLTs,

The Instrument

A questionnaire was used to gather the quantitative data. A four-pomt Likert
scuale with responses ranging from strongly agree o strongly disggrree was used
to find out leamers® responses. As for the qualitative data, the leamers were
interviewed with open-ended questions from an mierview schedule, Samples of

texct chats (transcripts of the OLT) were collected by the ressarcher to extract the
required information on feedback so-as 1o provide a clear picture of the feedback.

Data Collection and Analysis

The researcher zought the help of the instructors to administer the questonnaires
during the FTF ¢lazses. As for the mterviews, she mterviewed all ten leamers
mdividually to obtain their responses. She also obtained the permission from the
mstruciors 1o observe OLTs and collected the transcnipts of the OLT. The data
obtained from the questionnaire was analysed using percentages while the
leamers' responses from the interview were transcribed in the verbatim form.
The researcher then analysed the tvpe of feedback and transchbed them without
editing to show ‘real time’ leaming,
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Findings and Discussion

This zection on Andings and discussion are srouped under the data obtamed
from the questionnaire, the interview and the transeripts of the OLTs,

The findings below in Table 1 show responses of leamers towards feedback during
OLTs.

Table 1: Reponses of learners towards fecdback during QLT

Responded Positively Respanded
(Sromply dpree 1o | Nepgatively (INsagres
agree) fo strongly disagree)

I receive from my tnstrucior

el wed S wesderaband wp work beffer

s, -1
R H N

B Ok

The statement, °1 also learn from the feedback/corrections made by my mstructor
for other leamers’ received the ighest number of positive responses, 83.9% of
the leamers were attentive to the feedback given during the OLT, These leamers
e1ther histened allentively or read the text chats for feedback given to other leamers.
83.3% of the leamers agreed that the feedback from ther instrectors helped them
understand their work better. A total of 82.9% of the learners said that their
mstruciors provided them with feedback immediately. The data clearly show
that the instructors were keeping track of their learners’ progress in order to
mixmmse learmng outcomes. Clearly then, feedback from mstructors plaved an
important role in gaiding leamers to improve therr work onling.

The statement “1 leamed a lot about the language from the feedback provided by
my mstructors’ received 51.9% positive responses. Only a small perceniage of
learners {18.1%) felt otherwise. Probably this latter group of leamers needed
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personal attention or guidance (o enable them 10 keep pace with others dunng
the OLT. A total of 79.4% of the leamers felt that through feedback given by the
nstructors, they also learned a lot about the content  Leamers takmng the ESP
courses ke Business Communication 1 or Business Communication I1 which
arc content-orientated courses could have been the ones who gave favourable
responses ta this itemy. In addition 1o this, 30.7% of the learmers obtained feedback
in the form of provatle messages from therr instructors. The privale messages weare
in response to individual e-mail messages posted by the leamers or feedback
given in one-to-one consullations outside class hours.

The value of feedback given 1o leamers on the online mode and FTF differed
greadly, Leamers who were intrmsically motivated must have foumd the feedback
in the OLT beneficial, while leamers who had difficulty adapting to this mode of
feaming due to low profictency may st have clearly understood the importance
of such feedback,

The Interview

Thiz section provides the verbutim account of what Jewmers shared about their
experience on feedback dunng their OLTs.

Lead off question
I8 there imporiance given fo feedback? If so, why?

Follow-up question
How do you learn through feedback? Explain.
Laes you instruclor encourage feediveck from vou? Explain.
How do you feel i there is no feedback? Explain

Leamer & comments on feedback by his instructor by saying:
Feedback i given by explaining our mistakes. She uses the microphone fo
speak seldom writes on the lext chat, 5o during thal time we take down
Rares,

Learner 9 felt the same on the feedback by her instroctor:
Feedback ... ... the lecturer give me kelp to learn 5o far feedback emough
but i not enough I e-mail ker or I make appointment to see her, Somelimes
after FTF class [ stay back 1o ask questions,

In addition o the instructor's feedback, peers also gave feedback. Learner 2
gakd:
Feedback is very wrefidd, expecially when feedback (s given by our Imstructor
Sometimes when ! feel confident abour my answer and I knew my answer will
denefil so I give my feedback to my friends
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Leamer 5 spoke of immediate feedback amd s significance 1o her;

When my answer iz correct, she will give w pratses ke pood work or well
done, I answers are wrong, then she will give the answer but nat make us
jeel small, Tmmediale feedback is important. Makes me happy 5o that can
go oM fo answer atfler questions. [ there @5 foo much of rusk 1o answer she
will slow ux down,

All the leamners interviewed valued feedback and accepted the feedback given by
thewr instructors. They considered the feedback as supportive and they were
comfortable in accepting the corrections. Feedback during the OLT increases
confidence and this has been supported by other studies (Kivela, 1996 and Davis
and Thiede, 20007, While feedback by the instructors was valued, feedback among
their peers was limited. Probably these leamers treat peer-feedback as criticisms
and thus 1o be avoaded.

Feedback comes in many forms. For example, praising the learners such as well
done, very good, good try. Leamers who were reluctant to participate were a
umes teased by the instructors to panticipate by asking “why don’t vou speak,
vou have such good voice™. Instructors also clicked on the icons on the computer
to mve feedback. A smile or an applause icon indicates that the instructor was
happy or satisfied with the answer.

As the instructor cannot listen to all the leamers at the same time, reading the
entries by leamers i the text chat and using the cons mentioned above helped
in the teaching. Learners who did not want to interrupt their instructor, preferred
to write their queries in the text chat, They knew that their instructors would
defimitely read and give their feedback.

Transcript of the OLT

The following samples helow were extracted from the transeripts of onfine
tutorials' and are grouped according to the nature of feedback.

Feedback given for incorrect spelling

bt b MY FiC B8 ROL working,
Mas: caEme down

Instructior: D vou mean ‘calm down’,
Mas; VU, SO

The sample above shows the instructor's attempts in giving feedback. Here the
mstructor indirectly provided feedback on the incorrect spelling of the word calm,
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Fam: I agree with the topic becawse moxidly fove marry increase the
mumber of diverse. So marry zomeone who loves that make
mew refationship,

Instructor:  diverce

Ramni: VEx

The instructor enly cormected the spelling error but did not correct the noun form
of prarry and the incoherent sentence structure,

Atan: hich education — we can learn more and get more knowledpe.
With higker education it can bright our future. We can find o
better jod with kigher salary.

Instrucior: Mhohor cducation We can learn move and got more knowledga,

With higher edwcation it can briphten our fiture. We can find a
hetrer job with kigher salary

Here the instructor had chosen to reproduce the sentence and corrected selected
spelling errors. The instructor must have felt it is an area in which leamer must
recetve immediate feedback. Instructors can decide areas in which he needs 1o
give feedback during the QOLT. Though the feedback is not wholesome it can help
the leamers to mmprove their wnting skalls over a penod of time,

Feedback for incorrect usage of words

Lan: Yes, I'm pupport boys shouwld learn o cook, as examme al
tomyam fo That dah] restouranr e cookers are mens. Other
evample ke most successful chef, chef Han

Instructor:  COOOKER vs conk {explains the ervor wsing the microphone)

Lan; 0O0009,.. ...

Inn seme cases the instructor prefers 1o use the microphone to highlight the error
to the whole class.

Jeet: § refuge fo drive Ir traffic conjunciion
Jeet: I mean traffic jam

Instructor:  comgestion

In the faceless environment, where the extra lingeistic cues such as facial

expressions and gestures are not pessible, the instructors have to be more selective
m the choice of words when giving feedback.
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To tocus on form, the instructors used various other feedback technigues such as
repeating preceding errors (o direct the leamers' attention 1o the incorrect form,
They also emphasised the wnitten text by mamipulating the typography such as
using capital letters for serious mistakes. Such feedback was incorporated m
order to obtain meaningful interaction with the learners. In some cases, the
instructors did not explain the meaning of words but left it to the feamers to
understand the meaning by reading other examples of entnies {sentences),
Flexibility in the feedback helped the instructors to ensure that the OLT lessons
were conducted smoothly. Often probing questions as fecdback in the text
messapes by the mstructors also encourmped leamers 1o participate,

When the entries in the text chat were typed fast, the instructors could not read
all answers and provide feedback to them, The instructior would then select entries
at random 10 give feedback. In many situations, mmmediate feedback was given
to promote active leaming. Feedback allowed the learners to track their progress
tn achieving the geal, and can be congidered as a form of motivation as well.

The samples below show the use of feedback by instructors to imtate focus on
Torms. Thiz compelled the learners to focus on forms and Dingoistic items.
Immediate feedback gives the best results if the goal is to master a simple
procedure or srammatical structure.

Feedback to improve grammatical structure

Amni: Fm tnterested in playing dream and sing
[nstructor:  the drem and singing

Damna: {'m interested in waiching horror movie
[nstructor:  fhorror movies

Chenp! I'm dterested n chaving with my friend everyday

Instrector;  chattine with  friends

A further exanunation of the text chats revealed that leamers attempted to self-
correct their mistakes, resulting in a more farget-hike form. Leamers were awire
of the errors, becawse they read the text chat attentively, However, some leamers
have not practized peer-comrections for fear of making mistakes. Below are some
samples of peer-corrections.

Feedback by fellow learners

Atha: F supart you

Banu: siporf = fupport

Athi: I fust type 1t too fast but T kmow the spelling ...

Ana: Boys should lgran to cook even cooking Magg or fried epgs!
Jeet: Sorry! Wrong spelling leran = learn
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left to be discussed later in the FTF classes for the benefit of all leamers, This
line taken by the mstructors may benelit the whole class and saved tme on
repetitive work by the instructors.

At times the mstruciors Faced the task of which ervor to correct, Here the choice
of comecting errars which impede communication was a solution to the task in
hand. There is also a need to balance negative feedback on errors with positive
feedback on the leamers attempt to produce the language. This could help build
the conbhdence of the leamers to progress e the virlual leaming environment,

Course mates attempted 1o correct each others” grammatical and spelling errors.
This was usually done by the active leamers, as the others appear to fear making
mistakes which will be viewed by the online audience, Self-correction was an









