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Abstract

This research investigates the difficulties faced by Malaysian ESL educators in delivering written corrective
feedback (WCF) to upper-secondary students using a mixed-methods approach. A survey involving 54
teachers revealed that personal teaching experience, students’ proficiency level, and learning purpose are
the most significant factors influencing WCF practices, with over 98% agreement among respondents.
Factors including academic training, institutional demands, and student expectations were supported to a
moderate extent. Thematic analysis of eight teacher interviews identified seven common challenges: heavy
workload, proficiency gaps, negative student attitudes, large class sizes, systemic pressures, limited
professional training, and sociocultural barriers. The integration of findings revealed significant
convergence regarding experience, proficiency, and exam-oriented objectives, whereas divergences were
noted in relation to training, research, and institutional expectations. A pragmatic and experience-driven
approach characterises WCF in Malaysian ESL classrooms, yet it is limited by systemic and cultural factors.
The research highlights the necessity of organised revision practices, proficiency in feedback interpretation,
consistent policy frameworks, and focused professional development initiatives. Future directions involve

utilising Al-based feedback tools to decrease workload while maintaining teacher-student interaction
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1. Introduction

Educators and linguists have long debated and researched the efficiency of written corrective
feedback for second language (L2) learners. While the benefits of such feedback have been widely
acknowledged, teachers often face numerous challenges in delivering it effectively.

For over 30 years, there has been debate about providing feedback and the appropriate types of
feedback for learners' L2 writing. Various modes of corrective feedback on form research have been
conducted. Grammar corrections have been claimed not to give a positive effect on L2 writing accuracy
(e.g., Kepner, 1991; Sheppard, 1992; Truscott, 2007). However, it was found that WCF does promote
greater grammatical accuracy by some others (e.g., Bitchener & Knoch, 2008; Chandler, 2003; Ferris, 2002;
Sheen, 2007). Meanwhile, in the 2010s and 2020s, debates have grown increasingly heated over whether
WCEF improves writing accuracy and have become even more contentious due to the variety of strategies
for implementing WCF.

The education system in Malaysia faces various challenges, particularly in ESL teaching to
secondary school students. A critical aspect of English language instruction is the provision of written
corrective feedback (WCF), which is crucial in improving students' writing skills. Hence, as contended by
Vygotsky (1978), the teacher is required to mark and correct students’ compositions because they need
assistance from an adult. However, educators often encounter a range of problems when providing this
feedback, which can hinder the overall effectiveness of the learning process.

Under Malaysia’s CEFR-aligned Standards-Based English Language Curriculum (SBELC), writing
is central to SPM English (1119) because it supports learning across subjects, clear communication, and
employability. The syllabus targets progress from CEFR B1 to B2: at B1, students recount experiences,
explain plans, and produce simple, connected texts on familiar topics; at B2, they construct clear, detailed
arguments, express viewpoints on current issues, and interact with sufficient fluency for routine exchanges.
Writing thus serves both cognitive purposes—organising ideas, reasoning, evaluating options—and social
purposes—addressing an audience, selecting an appropriate register, and persuading. This priority is
reflected in Paper 2 (Writing Skills, 1119/2), which carries 60 marks and covers three task types (short
communication, directed writing, extended writing), making control of multiple genres, purposes, and
audiences fundamental to overall proficiency.

SBELC rightly elevates writing because it underpins learning, employability, and real-world
communication at CEFR B1-B2. However, this places written corrective feedback (WCF) at the centre of
classroom practice and intensifies teachers’ workload. To move students from B1 to B2 across the three
Paper 2 tasks (short communication, directed writing, extended writing), teachers must deliver scaffolded
genre instruction, provide abundant practice, and give calibrated, CEFR -aligned feedback—all within tight
time and resource constraints. In large classes, producing substantial writing in multiple genres creates
heavy marking loads; delivering timely, actionable WCF on both macro features (task fulfilment,
organisation, development) and micro accuracy (grammar, lexis, mechanics) is labour-intensive and often
forces triage, risking superficial corrections, delays, and fewer revision cycles. Maintaining consistency
and moderation across cohorts further adds to the burden, even as teachers are expected to nurture creativity
and independent writing. The practical challenge, therefore, is prioritising high-yield, focused WCF that

demonstrably advances B1—B2 outcomes while keeping the workload sustainable—through strategies
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such as staged marking, comment banks, and required rewrites—so that SBELC’s ambitions are met
without compromising teacher capacity or student learning.

Besides, writing skills are needed as a lifelong skill (e.g., letter writing for job applications, writing
reports or speeches). Since English language proficiency has become an essential requirement in many
professions, it is valued as one of the most widely spoken and used languages (in writing) (Ebadi, 2014).
Students must face many difficulties in both spoken and written English communication.

The study on the problem of providing WCF will primarily benefit teachers by motivating them and
making learners aware of possible behaviours and actions regarding the given WCF. In the Malaysian
context, one of the biggest challenges for teachers and learners at the upper secondary level is dealing with
numerous composition tasks, such as SPM examination exercises. This leaves teachers frustrated and
anxious as Ferris (1999) highlighted providing WCF is a very time-consuming and exhausting task.

Additionally, the study finds that Malaysian ESL students often exhibit problems in key areas of
writing, such as language use, punctuation, and conventions. These writing difficulties may complicate the
feedback process, as teachers must address various issues beyond simply correcting errors. The first
language interference observed in students' writing further complicates the teachers' task of providing
relevant and constructive feedback (Esmaeeli & Sadeghi, 2020; Ghabool et al., 2012).

It was argued that corrective feedback diverges teachers’ time and energy from more productive
writing instruction (Truscott, 1996), and Hyland (2007) noted that writing is often tested rather than taught.
Although written corrective feedback (WCF) is widely seen as pedagogically beneficial (Hedgcock &
Lefkowitz, 1994), practical constraints—especially time—remain. Recent approaches promote feedback
on cohesion and organisation, yet few empirical studies examine the day-to-day challenges Malaysian ESL
teachers face when providing WCF to upper-secondary students. This study addresses that gap by
investigating the specific constraints teachers encounter, how these affect SPM-oriented writing instruction,
and the strategies they use to manage them, in improving the efficacy of WCF and strengthening students’
writing outcomes (Esmaeeli & Sadeghi, 2020; Ghabool et al., 2012).

Situated at the upper-secondary level, this study investigates the challenges teachers encounter in
providing WCF on students’ compositions, to identify and explain the factors that constrain effective
feedback in everyday classroom practice. Guided by this purpose, the study's research question is: What

are the challenging factors confronting teachers in providing WCF?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Challenging Factors and Problems in Providing WCF

The heterogeneity of students' language proficiency levels and their individual needs is one of the
primary challenges teachers face. Researchers have noted that not all mistakes are created equal, and some
errors may be deeply ingrained, while others are easily corrected by students themselves. This necessitates
a tailored approach to feedback, which can be tedious and resource-intensive for teachers to implement.

Various concerns identified as particularly pertinent to teachers when correcting errors have been
highlighted. In the early 2000s, Lee (2003) agreed that in providing error correction, teachers have to decide

whether (1) to correct or not correct the errors, (2) to identify or not identify the error types and (3) to locate
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the errors directly or indirectly. Lee concluded that although teachers spend a substantial quantity of time
marking student writing, they are sceptical that their initiatives pay off in terms of learner performance. He
also listed several problems teachers face in providing WCF as reasons for applying selective marking.

1. Time

2. Long compositions

3. Heavy workload

4. Even if teachers mark all errors, students will still make the same errors next time, and they will
not learn from their errors.

5. Students cannot recall what the teachers have marked

6. All errors marking cannot help students improve their language and form

7. More time should be spent on teaching and lesson preparation as teachers are not marking
machines.

8. It is frustrating for students when they get back their compositions full of red marks

9. As not all students can handle comprehensive marking, it becomes overwhelming and
demotivating for students (who have a large number of errors in writing).

The evolution of WCF techniques has not changed significantly in recent years. Most research
continues to focus on the difficulties Lee mentioned above. Meanwhile, the extant literature on the
challenges faced by Malaysian ESL educators in providing written corrective feedback to upper-secondary
school students highlights several key issues. One study found that Malaysian ESL students struggle with
various aspects of writing, including language use, punctuation, and adherence to conventions (Ghabool et
al., 2012). The researchers attributed these challenges to the interference of the student's first language,
which led to common errors in grammar, vocabulary, and sentence structure.

Similarly, another study emphasised the vital role of written feedback in the EFL context, as it
provides students with valuable input about correct and appropriate writing forms. However, the researchers
noted that effective written feedback is hindered by various factors, including large class sizes, the heavy
workloads teachers face, and the lack of adequate training and resources available to educators in this area
(Mohamad et al., 2023).

The literature identifies several significant obstacles that teachers encounter when giving ESL
students written corrective feedback. The significant variation of student skill levels in ESL classes is one
major obstacle, making it challenging for teachers to modify their feedback to each student's needs
appropriately (Altamimi & Masood, 2021; Sermsook et al., 2017; Thi & Nikolov, 2021). Furthermore,
additional research revealed that teachers concentrated on providing thorough feedback because students
made too many grammatical errors (Cheng et al., 2025). Many students relied too heavily on their
instructors' feedback since they were unable to control their own errors (Alshahrani, 2024; Berhanu et al.,
2021; Ganapathy et al., 2020b).

Additionally, written corrective feedback is seen as a motivating technique and crucial for enhancing
students' language competency, according to Mohd Fadzil and Mohd Said (2021). Meanwhile, their
acceptance of feedback was poor, so teachers needed strategies to provide effective feedback. Teachers
may find it challenging to identify and address the underlying causes of writing issues when students have

limited proficiency in the target language because linguistic proficiency contributes to an essential task in
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the effectiveness of written corrective feedback (Alsahli & Meccawy, 2022; Hijriani & Hamzah, 2024).
Researchers have lately identified additional challenges, such as time constraints, in addition to the
difficulty of students' competency levels (Alsahli, & Meccawy, 2022; El Ouardi & Sakale, 2023; Hijriani
& Hamzah, 2024; Jiang, 2021; Lemma et al., 2020).

In addition, another prominent challenge named by many authors is the lack of training, professional
development and knowledge on WCF made available by the institution, which limits teachers’ ability in
the practice of giving WCF (Cao, 2017; Lemma et al., 2020). Other issues that are still being discussed in
the field around WCF include an excessive workload and large class sizes. There is also a discussion of the
most effective strategies for providing feedback, particularly the distinctions in the impacts of direct and

indirect feedback on students' long-term writing development.
3. Research Methodology

The study population comprised English language teachers and upper secondary students from high-
performing schools in a state in West Malaysia. These schools fall into three categories of high-performing
schools acknowledged by the Ministry of Education (MOE) and the Ministry of Rural and Regional
Development (KKLW): Sekolah Berprestasi Tinggi/ High Performance School (SBT), Cluster Schools of
Excellence, and Bitara MRSM. The schools are classified into three categories: regular day schools, fully
residential schools, and religious secondary schools. Within the state under study, there are three SBT
schools, ten Cluster schools, and one Bitara MRSM, resulting in a total of 14 schools, of which five are
affiliated with religious institutions. The specified set of schools constituted the sampling frame for the
study.

The study sample were teachers, who involved in semi-structured interviews. Total population
sampling was utilised for the teacher component, given the relatively small size of the target group. All
English language instructors teaching the SPM English subject in the 14 designated high-performance
schools involved in the survey. A total of 54 teachers engaged in the survey, representing SBT, Cluster,
and Bitara MRSM schools. This inclusion ensured representativeness across various school types while
focusing on teachers directly responsible for preparing students for high-stakes examinations.

A purposive sampling strategy was utilised for the qualitative strand. Out of the 54 teachers, eight
were selected and consented to participate in semi-structured interviews. The selection process was
informed by two primary factors: (i) the willingness of teachers to participate and (ii) the approval secured
from school administrators (gatekeepers). The selected interview participants represent a range of school
types, teaching experiences, and WCF approaches, offering varied insights into classroom practices.

This research utilised an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design. In Phase 1 (quantitative), a
teacher questionnaire was administered to assess associated challenges and the prevalence and patterns of
written corrective feedback (WCF) practices. In Phase 2, semi-structured interviews with teachers were
conducted to further investigate and elucidate the survey findings. Both strands received equal
consideration during interpretation, with integration accomplished via side-by-side comparisons and a joint
display that mapped quantitative items to qualitative themes, illustrative extracts, and meta-inferences. The

quantitative phase included all English teachers from these schools (N = 54). In the qualitative phase, a
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purposive maximum variation sample of eight teachers was interviewed to capture both typical and
challenging contexts of written corrective feedback (WCF).

Participation in the teacher survey utilised a census methodology, encompassing all English teachers
from the selected schools. Qualitative sampling employed a purposive maximum variation strategy for
teacher interviews to ensure representation across all three school categories: SBT/High-Performance
Schools, Cluster Schools, and Bitara MRSM. The Teacher Questionnaire assesses perceived challenges
related to Written Corrective Feedback (WCF) across various domains, including time and workload, class
size, learner readiness, assessment alignment, and resources or training. The study employed Likert-type
scales (ranging from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree) consisting of 89 items adapted from
validated WCF instruments (Amrhein & Nassaji, 2010; Evans et al., 2010; Lee, 2003;), ensuring alignment
with SBELC/CEFR descriptors and SPM Paper 2 requirements. The Interview Protocol included semi-
structured prompts that addressed WCF routines, decision-making (both direct and indirect, as well as
focused and unfocused), perceived constraints, and alignment with CEFR/SPM tasks.

The Teacher Questionnaire proved strong internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s o of 0.815.
Content validity was confirmed through expert review to ensure alignment with the construct and clarity.
To ensure qualitative trustworthiness, the first author utilised reflexive analytic memos, engaged in critical-
friend interrogation during theme development, and conducted member checking through participant
validation of interview summaries. Upon receiving approval from national and state education authorities,
school principals granted access to the site. Participants were provided with information sheets, signed
consent forms, and assured of anonymity, with teacher identifiers represented as pseudonyms (e.g., T6, T8).
Surveys for Phase 1 were conducted over two weeks, succeeded by interviews in Phase 2. Integration was
achieved in the final stage through the construction of a joint display that aligned quantitative findings with
qualitative themes and extracts, facilitating the development of meta-inferences.

Quantitative data analyses conducted in SPSS encompassed descriptive statistics, including
frequency and percentage distributions, as well as means and standard deviation values. Qualitative data
were analysed inductively through Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis (2006, 2019). The
analysis involved iterative familiarisation, coding, theme construction, and refinement, emphasising
meaning-making and explanatory depth rather than code counts or inter-coder reliability.

The analysis yielded seven overarching themes of challenges in providing WCF:

1. Workload and time constraints — WCF is perceived as labour-intensive within limited teaching
hours.

2. Student proficiency gaps — weaker learners struggled to interpret or apply feedback.

3. Negative learner attitudes — students often resisted feedback or showed low uptake.

4. Class size and resource limitations — large classes restricted conferencing and individualisation.

5. Systemic and policy pressures — exam orientation, syllabus coverage, and institutional
expectations constrained practice.

6. Professional training gaps — limited exposure to WCF pedagogy in pre- or in-service training.

7. Sociocultural barriers — cultural norms and expectations shaped feedback practices and

constrained open dialogue.
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4. Results

Three instruments were used to answer the study research question: a survey questionnaire, semi-
structured interviews and open-ended questions. To gain a more thorough understanding of the challenges
teachers encounter in providing WCF, the questionnaire includes 10 potential challenges (identified in the
literature) that teachers face in providing WCF. To gain more specific responses to the problems teachers

face, open-ended questions were also included in the teacher questionnaire.

4.1. Quantitative findings: Teacher Factors Influencing WCF

Table 1. Challenging factors confronting the teachers in providing WCF

Frequency and Percentage

Teachers’ Factors M SD Strongly Agree Agree

1. Personal teaching experience (WCF) 4.61 0.50 33 (61.1%) 21 (38.9%)
2. Students’ proficiency level 4.57 0.53 32 (59.3%) 21 (38.9%)
3. Learning purpose 4.56 0.60 32 (59.3%) 21 (38.9%)
4. Academic & education training 4.30 0.76 23 (42.6%) 26 (48.1%)
5. Ideas from a colleague 4.15 0.76 17 (31.5%) 30 (55.6%)
6. Particular draft (First, Final, etc.) 4.04 0.80 14 (25.9%) 32 (59.3%)
7. Ideas from research & conference 3.93 0.90 15 (27.8%) 25 (46.3%)
8. Students’ expectations 3.74 0.76 6(11.1%) 32 (51.9%)
9. Institutional expectation 3.67 0.97 8 (14.8%) 28 (51.9%)

For the questionnaire items, the challenges faced by teachers are based on the limited of personal
teaching experience which refers to teacher’s limited knowledge in WCF strategies, students’ proficiency
level which refers to the challenges of limited proficiency level of their students, learning purpose which
refers to the method of WCF given was dictated by the aim (or essence) of the composition (e.g. test
question and exercise question require different WCF strategies), personal language experience which
refers to teacher’s limited English language experience, academic & education training which refers to
teacher’s limited exposure to educational and education on WCF, ideas from colleague(s) which refers to
restricted acquisition of WCF expertise from their colleague, particular draft which refers to the different
requirement of different draft (such as 1st (pre-writing) 2nd (while-writing) 3rd (revision) final (finished)
and correction draft) ... ideas from research & conference which refers to limited knowledge obtained from
the research and conference, students’ expectation which refers to student’s different expectation of the
WCEF strategy preferred and institutional expectation which refers to the criteria or types of WCF strategies
set by teacher’s institution.

Table 1 above presents data from the survey questionnaire. According to the outcomes of the
questionnaire (mean scores and standard deviation), the survey data (N = 54) indicated that teachers’
personal teaching experience (M =4.61, SD = 0.50) and students’ proficiency level (M =4.57, SD = 0.53)
were the most influential factors shaping WCF practices, with more than 98% of teachers either agreeing
or strongly agreeing. Learning purpose (M = 4.56, SD = 0.60), reflecting exam and academic orientation,
was also rated highly. Moderate influence was attributed to academic/educational training (M = 4.30, SD

=(.76) and colleagues’ input (M = 4.15, SD = 0.76), while institutional expectations (M = 3.67, SD =0.97)
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and student expectations (M = 3.74, SD = 0.76) were rated lower, suggesting that teachers drew more on
individual experience and student realities than on policy or institutional directives.
This quantitative pattern demonstrates a teacher-driven, student-sensitive orientation in WCF, with
institutional and research-based inputs exerting a weaker influence. Such findings are consistent with prior

studies showing that Malaysian ESL teachers prioritise experiential knowledge and exam demands over

formal training or policy directives (Almanea, 2025; Liu, 2024; Mao et al., 2022).
4.2. Qualitative findings: Thematic Analysis of WCF Challenges

Reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of eight teacher interviews yielded

seven interconnected themes, elaborating the constraints underpinning survey patterns:
1. Workload and time constraints

Teachers consistently described WCF as labour-intensive and unsustainable within their existing
workload. T6 explained that “with 32-35 students in one class, it is impossible to practise extensive
marking”, while T4 admitted she could only attempt intensive rewriting exercises for “one or two essays a
year... because it is very time consuming”. T3 similarly highlighted the emotional toll: “when I mark

essays, I get a headache... I check even for a full stop”.

“We did 5-6 essays, and after they improved, we do 10—15 essays every year... just imagine, |
cannot afford to look at all the paragraphs, and I do not have all the time in the world to do

extensive marking. Time is the biggest enemy.” (T6)

Remarks: This theme highlights the mismatch between teachers’ aspirations for detailed WCF

and the structural time constraints of large classes and administrative duties.
2. Student proficiency gaps

Many teachers noted that students lacked the linguistic foundation needed to benefit from WCF. T5
observed that students often translate directly from Malay, producing unnatural expressions: “their thinking
is in Malay, so the expressions are in Malay”. T4 described how reliance on memorisation undermines
authentic writing: “you can detect that they actually memorise... it is very risky”. T7 and T8 added that a

poor reading habit deprives students of vocabulary and ideas.

“Most of them cannot write very well because they are very lazy in doing reading... how could they

come out with better writing? Lack of ideas, vocabularies and so on.” (T7)

Remarks: Without vocabulary and grammar basics, WCF corrections often fail to transfer into long-

term improvement.
3. Negative learner attitudes, Motivation, and compliance issues

Teachers frequently lamented students’ reluctance to revise and low motivation. T2 noted that “some
students. .. do not bother coming or even doing the correction. Or they make the correction without referring

to me so that they will repeat the same mistakes”. Similarly, T4 admitted that some students “ignore
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corrections” and continue repeating errors, while T8 explained that learners often “just put it [corrected

essays] away” unless called for personal coaching.
“If you do not call them to come in front of you... some of them would just put it away.” (T8)

Remarks: This theme illustrates that WCF uptake is hindered by avoidance, fear of mistakes, and

exam-driven mentalities, limiting the impact of teacher effort.
4. Class size and resource limitations

Teachers emphasised that large classes made individualised WCF unrealistic. T6 described marking
across 32-35 students per class as “impossible”. T4 highlighted the lack of English labs or conducive
environments to support writing: “We do not have a language lab... we just bring the CD player to class

and play the CD”. Teachers often resorted to group error analysis or peer coaching to compensate.

“When we are rushing, it is impossible to do thorough marking... we list down all the wrong

sentences on the board.” (T7)

Remarks: Institutional resource limitations directly undermine the feasibility of comprehensive

WCF.
5. Systemic and policy pressures

A recurring frustration was the instability of curriculum and assessment policies. T6 criticised
policymakers for implementing exam format changes that “actually give problems to our students”. T7
echoed that frequent syllabus changes “are not helping the students and the teachers”. TS described students

as “experiment subjects” of shifting language policies.

“Firstly, the format and syllabus that changed frequently; it is not helping the students and the
teachers too.” (T7)

Remarks: This indicates that the exam-oriented system pressures teachers to provide WCF in ways

that prioritise marks over deeper writing development.
6. Professional training gaps

Several teachers acknowledged a lack of formal training in WCF. T4 stated: “There is no specific
guideline on correction... I think the Ministry should organise this kind of course”. T6 admitted she “did
not get enough exposure” before applying the current exam marking formats. T7 and T8 confirmed they

rely only on LPM marking formats.

“So far, there is no specific guideline on correction... therefore, I can’t say we have an expert on

this.” (T4)

Remarks: This lack of systematic training results in inconsistent practices, with teachers relying on

experience, peer-sharing, and SPM marking exposure.
7. Sociocultural and environmental barriers

Teachers in rural schools highlighted the lack of English exposure outside class. T8 explained:

“English is only exposed to them in class... very limited access to English language”. T7 agreed that rural
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students “hardly hear someone speak English”. T1 described the challenge of teaching in communities

where English was socially resisted, particularly in West Malaysia.

“If by doing code switching, learning takes place, then why not? It’s different here in the rural

area... environment is another important reason for learning the language.” (T7)

Remarks: Such contexts reduce students’ willingness to practise and internalise WCF, especially

when coupled with fear of mistakes or stigma.

A cross-theme synthesis highlighted how workload, proficiency, and exam orientation converged

across both data strands, while divergences emerged around training, research exposure, and institutional

expectations. Integration juxtaposed item-level distributions (e.g., >98% of teachers agreed that experience

and proficiency strongly influenced WCF, but <50% agreed that institutional expectations were significant)

with thematic accounts, allowing mechanism-oriented interpretation.

ii.

4.3. Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings

The integration of strands demonstrated convergences and divergences:

Convergences: Both strands highlighted teacher experience, student proficiency, and exam
orientation as primary drivers of WCF practices. Quantitatively, these factors ranked highest,
while qualitatively, they manifested as workload constraints, proficiency gaps, and systemic exam
pressures.

Divergences: Training, research exposure, and institutional expectations ranked relatively low
quantitatively, but qualitatively, teachers emphasised their significance as barriers (e.g., lack of
WCF-focused training; inconsistent institutional guidelines). This divergence highlights a hidden

layer of systemic challenges that survey ratings do not fully capture.

Table 2. Joint display: integration status across factors

Teacher Factor QUAN % Integration Qualitative Insight
(Mean/SD) Agree/Strongly  Status
Agree

Personal teaching 4.61/0.50 100% Convergence We rely on what works...

experience no official guideline.

Students”  proficiency 4.57/0.53 98.2% Convergence Weak ones need direct

level correction; stronger ones
can handle hints.

Learning purpose 4.56/0.60 98.2% Convergence It depends on SPM
format... the exam drives
the feedback.

Academic/education 4.30/0.76 90.7% Divergence We had courses, but they

training were not specific enough
for writing correction.

Ideas from colleagues 4.15/0.76 87.1% Partial Sometimes we share tips in
meetings, but it’s not
consistent.

Draft stage 4.04/0.80 85.2% Convergence [ ask them to resubmit... it

helps them notice their
mistakes.
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Ideas from research & 3.93/0.90 74.1% Divergence We rarely apply what we

conferences read in research... time
and syllabus are different.

Students’ expectations  3.74/0.76 63% Divergence They  just want the
answer... many ignore the
feedback.

Institutional 3.67/0.97 66.7% Divergence Policy changes actually

expectation make it harder... we just

follow exam trends.

Table 3. Joint display matrix: Factor, agreement, integration & qualitative insight

Quantitative Factor Agreement Integration Qualitative Insight

Personal teaching 100% Convergence Experience-driven, no formal guidelines.

experience (WCF)

Students’ proficiency 98.2% Convergence Direct feedback for weak; indirect for strong.

level

Learning purpose 98.2% Convergence Exam-oriented; SPM marks and banding
dominate.

Academic & education  90.7% Divergence Teachers value training but find exposure

training insufficient.

Ideas from colleagues 87.1% Partial Peer-sharing exists, but practices vary by

Convergence school/module.

Particular draft 85.2% Convergence Staged revision routines enforced: multiple

(first/final) rewrites.

Ideas from research &  74.1% Divergence Little impact; LPM (Malaysian Examinations

conference Board) exam training outweighs research.

Students’ expectations  63% Divergence Students resist corrections and often ignore
feedback.

Institutional 66.7% Divergence Exam-driven policies, frequent syllabus/

expectations format changes

The joint displays (Tables 2 and 3) illustrate the areas of convergence and divergence between the
quantitative survey and qualitative interview strands. Teachers consistently emphasise students’ proficiency
levels, revision routines, and personal teaching experience as the primary drivers of written corrective
feedback (WCF) practices across both datasets, indicating strong convergence. Partial convergence is
evident in collegial sharing and institutional expectations, where findings from both areas align; however,
qualitative insights indicate inconsistencies in peer-sharing practices and increasing frustration with policy
demands. There is a divergence between academic training and research, which, despite receiving high
ratings in the survey, was characterised by educators as inadequate for practical application. Teachers
indicated a greater dependence on personal experience and the formats established by the Malaysian
Examinations Board (LPM). Student expectations varied across the strands, with interviews revealing
resistance and avoidance of feedback—an element that the survey may not have adequately captured.

The synthesis across themes reveals that various interconnected factors limit the implementation of
WCF in Malaysian ESL secondary classrooms. At the systemic level, unstable education policies and an
exam-oriented culture exert pressure on teachers to prioritise grades over formative processes. Large class
sizes and insufficient resources at the institutional level restrict opportunities for individualised feedback.
The labour-intensive aspect of marking, combined with inadequate professional training in WCF

approaches, complicates practice from a pedagogical standpoint. Weak language foundations, low
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motivation, and poor compliance among learners impede their capacity to engage with feedback effectively.
At the sociocultural level, factors such as limited exposure to English, resistance in rural contexts, and
stigma surrounding English use diminish the effectiveness of corrective feedback. These systemic,
institutional, pedagogical, learner, and sociocultural challenges demonstrate that, although teachers

acknowledge the pedagogical value of WCF, they encounter ongoing, interconnected obstacles that hinder

its consistent application.

5. Discussion

The study highlights the significant challenges Malaysian ESL educators face in providing effective
written corrective feedback to their upper-secondary students. These challenges include the teachers’
personal teaching experience and knowledge, students' linguistic proficiency and attitude, time constraints,
heavy workloads and large class sizes, and the lack of comprehensive training and resources available to
teachers.

A cross-theme synthesis shows that time, proficiency, and policy pressures form the structural core
of WCF challenges, while training gaps and sociocultural barriers act as contextual amplifiers. This
confirms earlier calls (Adzhar et al., 2025; Jatoi & Kabilan, 2025) for systemic calibration of WCF
pedagogy and capacity-building for teachers. The practices of teachers regarding written corrective
feedback in Malaysian ESL classrooms are predominantly influenced by their experience, the proficiency
levels of students, and the emphasis on exam-oriented objectives, indicating a significant alignment
between quantitative and qualitative results, which is in line with the findings from Selvarajoo et al. (2023)
and Ganapathy et al. (2020a). Further, as highlighted by the current study, training, research exposure, and
student expectations exhibited divergence, as these elements were frequently perceived as impractical or
misaligned with classroom realities. This finding supports the studies by Chen et al. (2025) and Sun &
Ramakrishnan (2022). Lastly, the present study indicates WCF is fundamentally rooted in classroom
pragmatics, yet systemic and institutional factors limit it as revealed by other authors (Marzaini et al., 2024;
Saidon et al., 2018).

One of the principal obstacles is the students' linguistic proficiency. Malaysian ESL students often
struggle with various aspects of writing, including grammar, vocabulary, and sentence structure, due to the
interference of their first language (Ghabool et al., 2012). This makes it difficult for educators to diagnose
and address the root causes of writing problems, as they must first address the underlying language
deficiencies. Additionally, it was shown that how teachers conceptualised CF and WCF depended on their
previous experiences as language learners, and that ESL professionals exerted a powerful influence on how
they conceptualised CF and WCF.

The questionnaire responses show that teachers highly value WCF. However, heavy workloads and
large class sizes (as shared by T8) frustrate many ESL teachers in Malaysia. With limited time and
resources, educators often cannot provide the detailed, personalised feedback students need to advance their
writing skills. The findings align with a study by Mao and Crosthwaite (2019), which found that time
constraints, excess workload, and perceptions of students’ attitudes toward WCF appear responsible for the
limited WCEF practice. Furthermore, as Truscott (1999) claims, students often ignore corrections, repeating

the same mistakes even after they are corrected. Thus, apart from coping with students’ disability in ESL
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proficiency, teachers also had to deal with student attitude problems and were burdened with administrative
work. Ellis (2010) further examined the causes of students' disengagement from teacher feedback and noted
that this could have several effects, including on students' cognitive perception by making them lose interest
in it, on their behaviour by making them disregard it, and, lastly, on their affective development by making
them lose motivation for it.

In a study, Mori (2011) found that instructional focus, time limits, error frequency, student
personality, and communication competence affected whether teachers provided WCF and how they
corrected errors. Nonetheless, more researchers agree on those factors and added more challenges such as
teachers’ lack of training and knowledge on WCF, large class size, teachers’ writing proficiency, heavy
workloads, students’ insufficient engagement, institutional support and restrictive school regulations
(Alshahrani, 2024; Berhanu et al., 2021; Cheng et al., 2025; Ganapathy et al., 2020b; Lemma et al., 2020).
It was also proven that teachers’ prior experiences as language learners and ESL professionals exerted a
powerful influence on how they conceptualised WCF, as substantiated in many teacher cognition studies
(e.g. Adzhar et al., 2025; Alam, 2025; Mao et al., 2024; Moradkhani et al., 2023).

Students' attitudes (such as being lazy and careless, not appreciating WCF, and having bad
handwriting) are one of the most significant findings for the current studies. Truscott (1999) asserted that
L2 writing error-correction research showed that grammar correction did not help student writing,
potentially because students tend to ignore corrections and frequently repeat the same mistakes even after
being corrected numerous times. In short, apart from having disability in ESL proficiency, teachers also
had to deal with attitude problems from the students (Alshahrani, 2024; Berhanu et al., 2021; Mohd Fadzil
& Mohd Said, 2021; Patra et al., 2022;).

Time constraint is a significant problem that most questionnaire respondents and interview
participants face. The fact that teachers at Malaysian schools are required to do more than teach puts them
in a state of frustration, as minimal time is available to provide WCF, as found by a few other researchers
(Berhanu et al., 2021; El Ouardi & Sakale, 2023). For example, as T8 explained during the interview
sessions, teachers are required to conduct excessive administrative tasks. The present findings seem to be
consistent with other research, which found that WCF is very time-consuming (e.g. Alsahli & Meccawy,
2022; El Ouardi & Sakale, 2023; Hijriani & Hamzah, 2024; Jiang, 2021; Lemma et al., 2020). Providing
feedback on many errors may overwhelm learners and be highly time-consuming for teachers (Storch,
2010). She suggested that teachers should improve their method and structure selection, guided by students’
needs.

Another challenging factor confronting teachers when providing WCF is the environment.
According to Tatawy (2002), interaction between innate and environmental factors is necessary for
language acquisition. Moreover, in Long’s Interaction Hypothesis (1996), Long indicated that
environmental inputs to acquisition are moderated by selective focus on the learner's developing L2
processing ability, and that the resources are brought together most beneficially, but not solely, during
negotiation for meaning. In short, teachers need to play their role effectively in dominating the influence of
the innate environment of the L2 learners in the teaching and learning of ESL writing. This study considers

teachers who face difficulties such as their limitations in writing proficiency and ability to give written
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corrective feedback to ESL students as part of the environmental contributions to acquisitions, as also found
in a study by Salmani Nodoushan and Khakbaz (2017).

The findings confirm that WCF in Malaysian upper-secondary ESL classrooms is primarily
experience-driven, proficiency-sensitive, and exam-aligned. Teachers’ reliance on experience reflects both
their accumulated expertise and the absence of systematic WCF training or policy guidelines. The
quantitative consensus on students’ proficiency level aligns with qualitative accounts of weak foundations,
where low vocabulary and grammar hinder feedback uptake. Similarly, the centrality of “learning purpose”
converges with the reality of exam-oriented classroom cultures, where WCF is framed by high-stakes
assessments (SPM).

However, several divergences merit our attention. Although training and research were moderately
valued in the survey, interview data showed that teachers find such inputs infrequent, overly generic, and
hard to apply in exam-focused contexts. Students’ expectations, rated moderately, also diverged; teachers
reported that learners often ignored or resisted feedback, preferring quick answers to iterative revision.
Institutional expectations likewise showed limited impact, as policy instability and curriculum changes
often disrupt consistent WCF practice.

WCF in Malaysian upper-secondary ESL is characterised by its pragmatic nature, responsiveness to
proficiency, and alignment with examination standards. Teachers’ accounts elucidate the mechanisms
underlying survey methodologies: reliance on experience is necessitated by the scarcity of formal training
or guidance in written corrective feedback; proficiency is significant due to students' inadequate
foundations, such as limited reading and vocabulary skills, as well as first language transfer, which
constrain the effectiveness of feedback; the emphasis on “learning purpose” is predominantly exam-driven,
as national rubrics and bands dictate the criteria for what constitutes improvement. The duplicate accounts
elucidate the reasons for the underperformance of certain quantitative factors in practice: while training and
research are acknowledged, they are seldom implemented due to time constraints, large class sizes, and
frequent policy changes; additionally, student expectations often clash with the iterative revision process.

Overall, the integration suggests that WCF is anchored in teacher pragmatism but constrained by
systemic and cultural barriers. This has three implications:

1. Pedagogical: Embed structured revision cycles, differentiate feedback by proficiency, and build
student feedback literacy.

2. Policy: Stabilise syllabus requirements and invest in smaller class sizes or dedicated marking
time.

3. Professional development: Provide WCF-specific training, emphasising practical strategies
(direct vs. indirect feedback, group error analysis, staged resubmission).

The findings provide valuable insights into the difficulties Malaysian ESL educators confront in
providing effective written corrective feedback to upper-secondary school students. By understanding these
challenges, teachers and policymakers can adopt focused interventions to enhance the feedback process and

ultimately enhance the writing skills of ESL students in Malaysia.
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6. Recommendation and Implication

This study adds to the growing body of research on ESL educators' challenges in providing effective
written corrective feedback, particularly in Malaysia. The findings align with previous studies that have
identified similar issues, such as the impact of student language proficiency, teacher workloads, and the
lack of training and resources (e.g., Alsahli & Meccawy, 2022; Alshahrani, 2024; Cao, 2017; Cheng et al.,
2025; El Ouardi & Sakale, 2023; Hijriani & Hamzah, 2024; Jiang, 2021; Lemma et al., 2020)

This study highlights the multifaceted challenges Malaysian ESL teachers encounter when providing
written corrective feedback (WCF) in upper-secondary classrooms. The integration of quantitative and
qualitative findings underscores that while teachers’ experience, student proficiency, and exam-oriented
purposes strongly shape feedback practices, systemic restrictions such as limited training, large class sizes

and shifting policies significantly impede consistency and effectiveness.
Three key implications emerge from this analysis:

1. Pedagogical Implications: Teachers would benefit from structured, staged revision routines,
differentiated feedback strategies based on student proficiency, and stronger cultivation of
feedback literacy among learners. Embedding WCF within iterative drafting cycles could enhance
uptake and transfer.

2. Policy Implications: Policymakers should consider stabilising syllabus requirements and reducing
class sizes, or allocating specific time and resources for teachers to manage WCF effectively.
Consistency in institutional expectations would reduce uncertainty and help align classroom
practices with assessment standards.

3. Research and Professional Development Implications: There is a need for WCF-specific
professional development that bridges the gap between theory and practice. Future research should
explore technology-augmented feedback systems, including Al-driven platforms, to ease

workload pressures while preserving the dialogic value of teacher-student interaction.
Specifically, the study has listed some important pedagogical implications:
1. Establish systematic revision practices.

Incorporate staged resubmission into the schemes of work by implementing shorter, more
frequent tasks to ensure that feedback results in observable improvements; utilise in-class correction

time to address non-compliance.
2. Distinguish WCF based on proficiency.

Utilise direct WCF for less proficient writers while employing indirect and metalinguistic
prompts for more proficient writers, incorporating explicit modelling and mini-lessons focused on

recurring patterns.
3. Prioritise language resources.

Integrate WCF with vocabulary and reading schemes, such as graded fiction, topic readers, and

newspapers, to enhance the lexical foundation required for transfer.
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4. Integrate modalities to optimise time efficiency.

Implement group error analysis, peer coaching, and targeted personal coaching for the lowest-

performing students, particularly in large classroom settings.
5. Feedback literacy among learners.

Clarify expectations regarding the reasons, timing, and methods for revision; normalise errors as

valuable learning opportunities; and maintain a supportive tone and rapport to prevent disengagement.
Meanwhile, the implications for policy and institutions are as follows:

i Stability and coherence - Minimise frequent format changes; synchronise curriculum, assessment,
and WCF guidance to prevent "teaching to the churn."

il. Size of the class and associated workload - Limit class sizes or allocate time for grading;
acknowledge that WCF is a time-intensive task requiring adequate resources.

iii. Focused professional development - Develop WCF-centred professional development that
includes designing revision cycles, calibrating direct and indirect WCF, and enhancing feedback
literacy. Additionally, publish practice-oriented guidelines that extend beyond generic assessment
courses.

iv. Ecosystems of resources - Invest in environments rich in English, such as reading rooms, graded

libraries, and language labs, to enhance exposure beyond the classroom.

Hence, the study recommends implementing more robust teacher training programs, allocating
additional resources to support the feedback process, and exploring technology-assisted feedback tools to
address these issues. By addressing these issues through targeted professional development, resource
allocation, and the implementation of innovative feedback strategies, educators can boost their productivity
effectiveness of their written corrective feedback and ultimately improve their students' writing skills

(Abdullah & Aziz, 2020; Esmaeeli & Sadeghi, 2020; Huo, 2019, Mohamad et al., 2023).

7. Conclusion

Researchers have suggested several pedagogical approaches and recommendations for teachers to
address these challenges. One key recommendation is that teachers carefully understand the nature of
students' errors and the underlying processes of second language acquisition rather than simply correcting
the mistakes (Gulzar et al., 2013). Moreover, integrating technology-based tools, such as automated
feedback platforms like Grammarly, can complement the teacher's feedback and help address the time and
resource constraints teachers face (Thi & Nikolov, 2021).

Ultimately, effective written corrective feedback requires a nuanced and multifaceted approach.
Teachers must balance students' individual needs, the most appropriate feedback strategies, and the long-
term impact on writing improvement. By resolving the difficulties and applying evidence-based best
practices, teachers can enhance the effectiveness of their written corrective feedback and foster the
development of their ESL students' writing skills. Teachers face multifaceted and complex challenges in
providing effective written corrective feedback to ESL learners. These challenges include the heterogeneity

of student proficiency levels, the ongoing debate on the effectiveness of different feedback types, and the
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long-term impact of feedback on writing improvement (Alshahrani, 2024; Berhanu et al., 2021; Cheng et
al., 2025; Ganapathy et al., 2020b; Hijriani & Hamzah, 2024).

In short, teachers should adopt a nuanced and evidence-based approach to address these challenges,
drawing on theoretical frameworks such as Sociocultural Theory, Noticing Hypothesis, and Interaction
Hypothesis. By understanding the underlying processes of second language acquisition and integrating
technology-based tools, teachers can enhance the effectiveness of their written corrective feedback and
foster the development of their ESL students' writing skills.

Thus, it can be implied that instructors require help from numerous parties, including students,
colleagues, the school authority, policymakers, and the school community, to ensure acquisition and
improved accuracy. They should take immediate action to help lessen the teachers’ burden. For example,
they could reduce teaching periods, administrative burdens, and the number of students in one class (Alsahli
& Meccawy, 2022; Alshahrani, 2024; Berhanu et al., 2021; El Ouardi & Sakale, 2023; Jiang, 2021; Lemma
et al., 2020; Mohd Fadzil & Mohd Said, 2021). Additionally, the study found that many teachers lack
adequate training and professional development opportunities in written feedback. Respondents indicated
that they would benefit from more comprehensive training on feedback strategies, error correction
techniques, and the use of technology-assisted feedback tools. In summary, future training courses should
expose teachers to many strategies for providing WCF. These steps would do teachers a big favour, as they
would have ample time to provide WCF, and, most importantly, it would be provided efficiently.

This study concludes that WCF remains an essential but challenging practice in ESL classes in
Malaysia. Students' demands are satisfied by teachers' flexible use of experience and pragmatism, but
structural changes in workload management, training, and evaluation procedures are required to maintain

and improve its efficacy.
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