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Abstract

 This article focuses on the relationship between using peer feedback in English writing classrooms and Asian cultural 
issues. The first part of the article will give a broad picture of what peer feedback is as it is a technique that is widely used 
in teaching an English writing class for second/foreign language students when English teachers apply the writing process 
approach in their classrooms. Then both advantages and disadvantages of peer feedback to English language students 
will be discussed. Finally, the main Asian cultural issues that have impacts on the use of peer feedback will be highlighted. 

บทคัดย่อ

	 บทความนี้เน้นในเรื่องของความสัมพันธ์ระหว่างการใช้เทคนิคผลสะท้อนกลับจากเพื่อนในห้องเรียนการเขียนภาษาอังกฤษและ
ประเด็นทางวัฒนธรรมเอเชีย	โดยในส่วนแรกของบทความจะอธิบายเกี่ยวกับเทคนิคผลการสะท้อนกลับจากเพื่อน	ซึ่งเป็นเทคนิคที่น�ามา
ใช้อย่างกว้างขวางในห้องเรียนที่ผู้สอนใช้วิธีการสอนแบบเน้นกระบวนการเขียนในการสอนการเขียนภาษาอังกฤษส�าหรับผู้เรียนที่เรียน
ภาษาอังกฤษเป็นภาษาที่สอง	หรือภาษาต่างประเทศ	จากนั้น	จะอภิปรายทั้งข้อดีและข้อเสียของเทคนิคผลสะท้อนกลับจากเพื่อนที่มีต่อผู้
เรียน	 และส่วนสุดท้ายของบทความ	 จะกล่าวถึงประเด็นส�าคัญทางวัฒนธรรมเอเชียที่ส่งผลกระทบต่อการใช้เทคนิคผลสะท้อนกลับจาก
เพื่อนในชั้นเรียน

Introduction

 The writing process approach has shifted the way of teaching writing from focusing on students’ final products to 
the process of writing.  Giving feedback to English as a second/foreign language (ESL/EFL) students became an important 
role in English writing classrooms. Traditionally, teachers are the only one who provide feedback to students’ writing in both 
content feedback and corrective feedback.  Then peer feedback was introduced as a new technique to further enhance 
students’ writing.  Many researchers approve the usefulness of the peer feedback. Therefore, it has been widely used in 
language classrooms around the world. However, there are still some doubts if the technique is suitable for all ESL/EFL 
students.  Research was conducted with focusing on students’ reaction to the peer feedback technique.  One important 
issue that came from the research finding was the affects of using peer feedback in the classroom and its relation to the 
students’ culture.  
 This article will first explain the definition of peer feedback including its advantages and disadvantages, and the 
different cultural issues that affect peer feedback.

Peer feedback

 Peer feedback can be referred to many names such as peer response, peer review, peer critiquing, and peer 
editing, depending on what aspects are focused on.  In a writing classroom, peer feedback is when students give feedback 
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to their classmates writing.  White and Arndt (1991) note 
that it is beneficial to students to receive feedback from 
other students in the drafting stage. Therefore, peer feedback 
is suitable for the writing classroom that is using the writing 
process approach.  Peregoy and Boyle (1997) divide the 
peer feedback into two different kinds: peer response and 
peer editing.  
 

Source: http://www.miis.edu/academics/language/epgs

 Peer Response

 Peer response focuses on the content of writing.  
Students can work with each other in pairs or in small groups.  
They can choose their own partners who they feel 
comfortable to share their work with.  With their partners, 
they need to exchange their writing. Teachers can have 
students read their partners’ paper in class or allow more 
time for them to read at home.  Moreover, teachers can 
ask students to read their own paper aloud to their pair or 
group and get the feedback from the group members 
(Calkins, 1986).  The feedback should point out strengths 
and weaknesses of the paper as well as giving suggestions 
to improve it.  Kroll (1991) suggests that giving positive 
comments should be done first, and after that students can 
ask questions and add some suggestions to the paper.
 To help students in giving feedback to their peers, 
teachers need to train them first.  The whole process of 
content response should be modeled in class. Teachers can 
select an anonymous first-draft paper for all students to 
comment on.  Students can try to give their comments as 
individuals, pairs, or by groups.  Then they can share their 
comments to the class.  Finally, the teachers will show their 
own comments to the class.   

 In order to keep student readers on track while giving 
feedback to their peers, Kroll (1991) and Gebhard (1996, 
241) suggest that teachers should provide students guidelines 
or a short list of questions for giving feedback.  Here are 
questions from Gebhard’ peer respond guideline: 
 1. I think the best part of your paper is. . . 
 2. You could reorganize your ideas by. . .         
 3. I think you could change or omit. . . 
 4. I do not understand. . .
 5. You could add. . .
 6. You are good at. . .
 Teachers need to include the peer respond guideline 
as a classroom response process practice.  When the students 
are done with giving peer response on the first draft, they 
can move on to the second draft to give feedback on a 
different aspect of the draft. 
 Peer Editing

 Peer editing is focusing on grammatical structures. 
It is used after students are satisfied with their content.  Peer 
editing can also be done in pairs or small groups.  Students 
exchange their work and give feedback on grammatical 
errors.  They are asked to give feedback only on specific 
grammatical points that have been taught in class.  Hence, 
those grammatical points need to be frequently reviewed 
and practiced.    
 Giving grammatical feedback or corrective 
feedback can be done in two different ways: direct 
feedback and indirect feedback.  The direct feedback is 
the feedback that provides the correct forms of errors and 
notes of error explanation (Hendrickson, 1984).  The indirect 
feedback can be divided into two kinds: uncoded feedback 
and coded feedback. The uncoded feedback is the 
feedback that indicates errors by underlining or circling 
them without giving any correct forms.  The coded feedback 
is also not going to give correct forms to errors but that 
provides only codes as a clue to errors. Students need to 
figure out how to correct the errors by themselves.  Here is 
an example of the coded feedback:
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Writing correction code

    
Example

As our plane flew on the mountains we saw snow.
As our plane flew over the mountains we see snow.
As our plane flew over the mountains we was seeing snow. 
As our plane over the mountain flew we saw snow.
As our plane flue over the mountains we saw snow.
As our plane flew over the mountains; we saw snow
As our plane flew over to the mountains we saw snow.
As our plane flew over the mountains we observed snow.
As our plane flew over the mountains we saw snow.?
As our plane flew over the mountains we seed snow.
Our vehicle flies, we snow find, over mountains you saw it.

Code
 
WW 
WT.
WF 
WO 
SP 
P.
X 
R 
? 
! 
RW

Use 

Wrong word
Wrong time
Wrong form
Wrong order
Spelling
Punctuation
Extra word
Register
Not clear
Silly mistake!
Try re-writing

Figure: Coded Feedback
Source: http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/try/activities/writing-correction-code

 Teachers can assign students to give their peer editing by using either direct or indirect feedback.  The combination 
of direct and indirect feedback can be used also.  In this case, students can give the indirect feedback only to the 
grammatical points that are taught in class.  Then they can give the direct feedback to some other grammatical forms 
that are not taught in class which they know from their own experiences.  When doing the feedback activity, students 
need to be trained on how to edit their peers’ writing.  Teachers should model the process and have students practice 
giving both direct and indirect corrective feedback to a writing piece in class. They can work in pairs or groups.  Teachers 
need to be around to assist students and guide them through the whole process of proofing.  After they finish editing, they 
can show their feedback to the class comparing it with other pairs or groups, and finally, the teachers.  After the practice, 
they can start doing it by themselves.  First, they need to choose their own partner for the peer editing.  Then teachers 
can ask them to complete editing in class or at home.

Advantages of peer feedback

 Many studies confirm the benefits of peer feedback.  First of all, it can stimulate students to put more effort to write 
since their writing will be read by their classmates, not only by their teachers.  It encourages them to write more and learn 
to improve their stories (Calkins, 1986; White & Arndt, 1991; Rollinson, 2005; Wichadee, 2010).  Students can also gain more 
knowledge to improve their own writing such as different writing styles, different points of views, or new vocabulary.  
Furthermore, it gives students an opportunity to play roles as a writer and a reader.  They can gain the sense of audience 
(Keh, 1990; Kroll, 1991) which can help them to see more clearly what audiences need to know when reading someone’s 
story.  White and Arndt (1991) add that students need to learn to evaluate and write a response to each other’s writing.  
Therefore, it can develop their capacity for self-assessment and critical thinking skills.  Moreover, Calkin (1986, 10) states 
that peer feedback can create “a leaning community in the classroom and everyone in it must be both a teacher and 
a student”.  Consequently, peer feedback can give many benefits to students as they can learn from each other.
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Disadvantages of peer feedback

 The value of peer feedback is still skeptical to many 
English teachers because they are not sure about the quality 
of feedback that students give to their peers as well as it is 
a time consuming technique.  It may be not worth spending 
time doing it because ESL/EFL students may think that their 
peers have the same or lower level of English proficiency 
as they have; therefore, they question if their peer feedback 
is really correct.  Thus, they do not take their peer feedback 
seriously or even ignore it (Hyland, 2000).  Moreover, some 
students do not feel comfortable to exchange their paper 
with their classmates. They may not want their classmate to 
see their writing because they do not have confidence in 
their own writing proficiency.  They do not want to humiliate 
themselves.  Moreover, after reading their peers’ paper, 
they may feel reluctant to give feedback to their peers, 
especially a negative one.  Students may not be confident 
in their own abilities.  In some cases, if they have to read 
a paper from a classmate who they know has higher English 
proficiency than they do, they are reluctant to give any 
negative feedback.  Instead, they may only give short and 
general feedback such as “good” or “very interesting story.”  
Their peers will not be able to learn anything from such 
simple feedback.  As a result, the peer feedback may be 
just a time-wasting activity that makes students feel 
uncomfortable.  
 Many researchers studied students’ reaction to the 
peer feedback and found that some cultural issues of Asian 
students are a major problem to the peer feedback.  They 
affect students in such a way as to not being able to fully 
benefit from this technique as mentioned above.  Therefore, 
the next part of this paper will explain some of the main 
cultural issues that affect peer feedback.

Cultural issues

 Carson and Nelson (1996) and Hyland (2000) found 
that culture differences are a problem in peer feedback 
activity.  They found that students’ culture awareness was 
blocking them from performing their best in giving feedback 
to their peers.  The main cultural factors that affect Asian 
students are individualism and collectivism, power distance, 
and the concept of “face.”

 Individualism and collectivism

 Individualism is a cultural pattern that states people 
are independent, expect to take care of themselves, 
emphasize self-reliance, and pursue individual goals (Carson 
& Nelson, 1996).  People from individualist culture do not 
belong to any group. However, they can change their 
groups regarding their personal interests and benefits.  For 
example, Americans are individualists who are independent 
and tend to look after themselves (ClearlyCultural, 2009).  
On the other hand, collectivism puts stress on group behavior; 
as a result, they rely on their groups.  They also tend to stick 
with one particular group for a long time or even for a 
lifetime (Nelson, 1997).  Collectivists are concerned about 
their groups’ interests more than their own.  They usually go 
along with their own group to maintain good relationships 
and keep the group in harmony.  Asian people such as 
Chinese, Thai, or Japanese are collectivists (International 
Business Cultures, n.d.).  As a result, there is no question that 
they would feel uncomfortable to freely give feedback to 
their classmate.  They would fear that their feedback might 
break the harmony of the group relationship because it 
may hurt their peers’ feeling.  It may make their peer 
embarrassed and angry with them.  Hence, they hesitate 
or avoid giving negative feedback even though they know 
that the feedback is useful to their peers.  They will choose 
to give only positive feedback.  As a result, their peers will 
miss an opportunity to know their own problems and benefit 
from their feedback.

Power distance

 Power distance is one of Geert Hofstede’s cultural 
dimensions (Psychology Wiki, n.d.).  It measures the degree 
of interpersonal power between two people.  Curtiss (n.d.) 
explains that power distance refers to “how much a culture 
does or does not value hierarchical relationships and respect 
for authority.”  Power distance in a class refers to the distance 
between teachers and students.  Teachers are the authority 
while students are subordinates.  In low power distance 
cultures, teachers have less power than in high power 
distance cultures.  Teachers and students are equal in class.  
Students can even challenge their teachers.  In contrast, 
in high power distance cultures such as Asia, students are 
taught to give high respect to the teachers (Valle, 1995).  
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Teachers are the only authority in class because students 
believe that teachers are the ones who have knowledge.  
They believe only in their teachers.  They do not believe 
that their peers can help them since they do not have 
confidence in their peers’ abilities.  Thus, they do not want 
their friends to give feedback or correct their paper.  They 
prefer the feedback and correction only from their teachers.  
Nelson (1997) states that high power distance students would 
value peer feedback less than low power distance students.  
They see the peer feedback as a useless activity and a 
waste of their time.  Therefore, they might ignore or do not 
want to join in any activities.  Even worse, they might do it 
because teachers ask them to, but they probably would 
never really pay attention to giving or reading their peer 
feedback.  

The concept of “face”

 The concept of face is mainly related to collectivist 
cultures.  As addressed earlier, most Asian countries are 
collectivists who always try to maintain personal or group 
relationship and group harmony.  The concept of face is 
counted as an important factor of keeping the relationship 
and harmony within groups.  Hu and Grove (1991, 115) 
mention a Chinese proverb that gives high value to the 
concept of face.  The proverb is “a person needs face as 
a tree needs bark”.  This proverb reflects how important 
Chinese people are concerned about their face because 
the face refers to a person’s integrity, dignity, and self-
respect.  The concept is also related to another two phrases, 
“saving face” and “losing face.”  Collectivists save each 
other’s face in order to keep a good relationship and avoid 
conflict.  That means they will not do anything that makes 
someone lose his or her face or in other words, humiliate 
them.  Saving someone’s face is considered the same as 
saving that person’s integrity.  
 As a result, using peer feedback in the ESL and EFL 
classroom is not an easy technique.  Students may not gain 
any benefits from the feedback because they may not 
receive a true and sincere feedback from their peers.  
However, it does not mean that their peers want to do them 
any harm but, in fact, it means quite the opposite.  They 
are afraid that if they give bad comments, it would make 
their peers lose face.  It would make them feel embarrassed, 

and finally, they might be angry with each other.  They 
believe that this situation can lead to conflict among the 
groups.  Therefore, it is better for them and their groups to 
decide to give only positive comments and ignore negative 
ones although they actually know that those negative 
comments might help their peers improve their writing more. 
Moreover, the student writers might not want to let their 
peers read their work.  They might feel that their peers might 
think that they are stupid if they write something wrong.  
They never want to lose their face on that.  Finally, Asian 
students probably prefer teachers to give feedback over 
their peers since they do not feel embarrassed with their 
teachers, and therefore, would not need to feel 
uncomfortable as they would if they give feedback to their 
peers.

Conclusion and suggestion

 It is true that peer feedback has many benefits to 
students in developing their writing.  It helps them enhance 
not only writing skills, but also reading skills, critical thinking 
skills, and self-evaluation skills.  However, for the Asian 
cultures, it seems to be difficult to get all the benefits from 
the peer review technique since Asian students have cultural 
barriers.  Those barriers seem to be big and strong in a 
classroom.  Teachers can find it hard to persuade students 
to give sincere feedback to their peers or accept and follow 
the feedback they receive.  Nevertheless, regarding it 
benefits, the peer feedback is still worth using in the writing 
classroom.  It becomes a teacher’s responsibility to help 
and prepare students to be ready for this challenging 
technique.  
 To successfully use the peer feedback in ESL/EFL 
classes, the suggestion is that teachers need to start with 
pointing out its benefits to students and make them 
understand and agree to use it.  Teachers and students 
need to set a goal and agreement in using this technique 
together, and at the end of the course, they need to 
evaluate the course together.  After that, when students 
set their mind to cooperate with teachers to willingly do this 
activity, teachers need to provide them with tools to succeed 
such as demonstrate the whole process in class, give them 
enough lessons to practice, provide them guidelines or 
checklists for giving feedback and make themselves 
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available for students to consult if they face any problems.  
 Practicing is very important because students will 
gain more confidence as they practice as well as they will 
understand more clearly how to perform the technique.  
Furthermore, student writers would probably understand 
student readers more since they know that the readers give 
feedback as they are trained.  They would understand that 
all feedback is for improvement, and not for embarrassment.  
Students can gain trust and learn from each other without 
creating any conflict.
 Even though students can help each other to respond 
or to edit each other’s work, it does not mean that teachers 
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