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BEYOND WRITING SKILLS

Beyond Writing Skills

Lessons from a Collaborative Project-Based Learning Course

Kiyomi Fujii

Academic Foundations Programs, English Language Program, Kanazawa Institute of Technology
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Abstract: The swift evolution of technology, propelled by generative Al, has heightened concerns
about job displacement. The World Economic Forum Forecast emphasizes skills such as learning
strategies, collaboration, and creativity as pivotal for 2030 and beyond. Notably, engineers are
expected to hone communication, intercultural competence, collaboration, problem-solving, and
technical skills. To cultivate these competencies, many in higher education integrate Project-
Based Learning (PBL), enabling students to apply theoretical knowledge practically. The initial
study delved into the impact of integrating PBL within foreign-language learning, aiming to
identify essential collaborative project skills. Here, Design Thinking was applied to effective
teaching methods for curriculum integration. The core focus centers on a collaborative PBL course
conducted in the 2023 academic year within a language-learning environment. This paper reports
students' perceptions regarding the necessary skills for future competitiveness. Insights from the
2023 collaborative PBL course underscored the paramount importance of enhanced writing and
integrative thinking skills. Specifically, students recognized the need for deeper comprehension
and analytical abilities, rather than simply language skills needed for translation, to address unique

situations effectively in the future

Keywords: writing skills, Project-Based Learning (PBL), Design Thinking
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1. Introduction

Due to generative Al, the evolution of current technology is far more rapid than the evolution
of traditional technology. Even before the pandemic, it was said that many jobs will be eliminated
in the future due to the spread of Al and it is now believed that this trend will continue. Jobs that
are difficult to replace include those that require communication, such as medicine, education, and
counseling, as well as those that require creativity, such as design, engineering, and management
(Arnts et al., 2016). The report for the future skills in 2030 includes learning strategies,
collaboration, creativity, and communication (Bakhshi et al., 2017). These overlap with the
future of jobs report from the World Economic Forum (2023). For engineers, these comprise five
categories: (1) communication skills, (2) intercultural competence, (3) collaboration skills which
transcend narrow specialties, (4) problem-solving skills, and (5) technology skills (Donnelly &
Fitzmaurice, 2005; Riemer, 2007; Samavedha & Gagupathi, 2008) .

In order to acquire these skills, Project-Based Learning (PBL), in which students can apply
knowledge from the classroom to practical situations, is implemented in higher education. PBL
creates opportunities for students of various specialties to experience the process of identifying and
solving problems collaboratively across disciplines. It is often used in engineering education as a
framework for activities inside and outside of the classroom (Donnelly & Fitzmaurice, 2005). A
previous study indicated that students in a PBL context exhibited more self-directed learning (Hung
2011), became more involved in the problem-solving process, and worked more as a team, which
can increase students’ motivation and problem-solving skills (Beckett, 2002; Roschelle & Teasley,
1995). In the Japanese education setting, PBL courses create an opportunity to apply subject-
specific knowledge to practical situations (Aoki et al., 2009; Inoue & Kaneda, 2008; Kumeno et al.,
2016) . The aforementioned cases are mostly used in subject-specific settings, and they are still not
commonly implemented in a foreign-language setting.

This study examines the effects of incorporating problem-solving projects into foreign-
language learning for the acquisition of the skills mentioned above and identifies the skills that
participants need in order to effectively carry out collaborative project activities. The study seeks
effective teaching and evaluation methods for assessment in order to incorporate them into the
curriculum. In this paper, the author will provide an overview of the collaborative PBL course in a
language-course environment and report how it was conducted in the 2023 academic year, paying
special attention to student perception of the problem-solving activities and the skillset deemed

necessary to be competitive in the future.

2. Collaborative PBL Course Overview
2.1 Background
This course originally started as an extracurricular activity at the Kanazawa Institute of

Technology (KIT) in 2013. The students engaged with local residents directly and responded to
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issues discovered at the community level. The students designed and conducted resident interviews
to find out non-Japanese residents’ problems rather than relying on requests from the municipality.
This means students utilized a bottom-up approach to solve these issues in order to improve the
day-to-day life of foreign residents (Fujii et al., 2018).

Building on the experiences with this PLB extracurricular activity, KIT incorporated this PBL
project into the English language curriculum from the 2017 academic year. Because the English
Language Program is part of the Academic Foundations Programs, all students are required to take
eight credits worth of English courses. A placement test is administered at the beginning of their
freshman year, and students are divided into three groups according to their proficiency level. Table
1 illustrates the English courses, and A-C indicate the levels that students are placed into, with “C”
being highest. Students are recommended to take the sequence of courses in their level, but they can
choose any course from their second semester. Most students complete the English requirement by
the end of their second year. The PBL course was implemented in the English Seminar class, since

these courses comprise the highest level.

Table 1 Language Program at Kanazawa Institute of Technology

1* year Spring 1* year Fall 2" year Spring 2" year Fall
A | English Topics 1 | English Topics 2 English Topics 3 English Topics 4
B | English Topics 3 | English Topics 4 English Topics 5 Business Communication 1

C | English Topics 5 | Business Communication 1 | Business Communication 2 Academic Reading 1

Academic Reading 1 Academic Reading 2 Writing Basics
Writing Basics Academic Presentation STEM English
STEM English English Seminar

2.2 Collaborative PBL course

In 2020, the intention was to have the course participants collaborate with international
students in the Japanese Language Program (JLP). However, due to the pandemic, the JLP was
cancelled, and in 2022 it was conducted online. In 2023, this collaborative PBL course was finally
conducted in person.

For KIT students, the course met once a week (100 min./class) for 15 weeks in the Spring
semester starting in April. The objectives of this course were to develop the skills for discovering
problems in the local non-Japanese community and solve these problems, all while using English.
Thirty-four students were registered into three classes (Class 1, 17 students; Class 2, 7 students;
Class 3, 10 students) with one instructor per class.

The JLP is a six-week program consisting of Japanese language and culture courses. Twenty-
nine participants from universities in the U.S. and the U.K that have exchange agreements with

KIT registered for the program. The culture courses consisted of a community project course and a
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Japanese cultural experience course. The community project course is the collaborative PBL course
(Table 2) under discussion. Because the summer intensive course started in June, JLP students
joined this course from Week 9 (Table 3). They were divided into the above three KIT classes; 18
students from Japanese Communication 1 teamed up with 17 students from Class 1; five students
from Japanese Communication 2 teamed up with seven Class 2 students; six students from Japanese

Communication 3 teamed up with ten Class 3 students.

Table 2 Japanese Language Program Courses

Courses Subject Name Outline
Japanese Communication 1 This course is an introductory course to help students develop all
(Novice Level) four basic skills of communication (speaking, listening, reading,

and writing) in modern Japanese.

Japanese Communication 2 This course aims to reinforce basic grammar through
Japanese (Novice-high to intermediate communication tasks and help students further develop the four
Language level) basic skills.

Japanese Communication 3 This course aims to help students build on their previous

(Intermediate-high to advanced | knowledge and continue to broaden their knowledge of
level) intermediate-high level grammar, vocabulary, and idioms as well

as socio-cultural aspects of Japanese.

*Japan This is a collaborative Project Based Learning (PBL) course
Community that aims to develop the skills to identify problems in the local
Project community and to offer solutions. Students work in groups with
KIT students.
Japanese Japanese Essentially Japan | This course consists of 1) acquiring knowledge and 2) seeing
Culture Seminar that knowledge in action through field work. First, students

learn about specific topics related to Ishikawa or Japan, such as
working in Japan, Japanese society, religion, and architecture.

Students visit relevant places to deepen the knowledge acquired

in the classroom.

2.3 Integrating Design Thinking into the PBL course

The collaborative PBL course was based on the application of the Design Thinking approach
(Brown, 2008) . Design Thinking began with research on the application of designers’ thinking to
engineering and other fields. It has since been applied as a method to discover and solve various
everyday problems based on an understanding of users and to propose concrete solutions from a
creative viewpoint (Brown, 2008; Guaman-Quintanilla at al. 2018; Luka, 2020) . Design Thinking
is characterized by members from various fields working together on issues, empathizing with users
and customers through research and interviews, integrating their own ideas with team members,

and collaborating to propose creative solutions, which is reported to lead to the acquisition of the
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communication skills and creativity described above (Balakrishnan, 2021; Khalaf et al., 2012;
Linton & Klinton 2019; Matsushita et al., 2015) .

The Design Thinking process is built on the following process: “Empathy,” “Define,” “Ideate,”
“Prototype,” and “Test.” Table 3 illustrates the collaborative PBL course structure and activities in
this study. In Week 1, the class had a hands-on activity to introduce the Design Thinking process.
The lectures were given in English, and students were assigned homework assignments, such as
watching videos in English before class, that introduced each Design Thinking process for the
following week.

In the Empathy phase, students decided on their city of focus, as there are a few cities in the
area where KIT is located. Groups were created based on their geographic focus, and students
worked to narrow down their target demographic, such as foreign tourists, exchange students,
or non-Japanese residents who work in the target cities. Students drafted questions in English
and practiced interviewing as an in-class activity. Then, students went to observe their target
demographic and conducted interviews in person or via Zoom in order to empathize with their
subjects and identify their problems.

After collecting the information in the Empathy phase, students categorized the data using
an “Empathy Map” to gain insight about their subjects’ activities and emotions (Saso, 2015).
Students also researched more about what they learned from their interviews and visited related
facilities, such as the various city halls or tourist-information desks. Building on this information,
students created a persona. This is a method of visualizing imaginary residents based on the
characteristics of the target from information obtained through interviews and observation (Saso,
2015). In the Define phase, students analysed all data and listed the issues the target demographic
faced to define the real problem.

At this point, JLP students joined the class, and KIT students shared their information and
presented their progress. In addition to the class time, the class had icebreaker activities in Week
9. In the Ideation phase, both KIT and JLP students collaborated to come up with solutions. They
discussed the best ways to solve the uncovered problems and worked together on prototypes. In the
In the Prototype process, quick prototypes are created and improved into a form that can actually be
used. Unlike corporate prototyping, in this process many prototypes were created at an earlier stage
after the idea was conceived, without spending money. This allowed the process of refining and
improving ideas over and over again while receiving direct feedback from the target demographic
and the municipalities and created an environment in which the idea was co-created with them.
Finally, the Test phase allowed the process of refinement and improvement of ideas to be repeated

many times, while receiving direct feedback, before arriving at the finished solution.
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Table 3 The collaborative PBL course structure and activities.

Design Thinking Process Activities
Week 1 Orientation Learning the basics of Design Thinking in a workshop
Design Thinking Workshop
Weeks 2-6 Empathy Project planning
Observing in the field and conducting interviews
Week 7-8 Define Organizing and analysing data
Defining real problems
Week 9 Mid-term presentation Reporting progress
(Week 1) *
(Design Thinking Workshop) (Learning the basics of Design Thinking)
Icebreaker activity EFL and JLP students meet their group members
Reporting their progress to the group members
Week 10-11 Ideation Brainstorming and finding solutions
(Week 2-3) *
Weeks 12-13 Prototyping and testing Creating prototypes
(Weeks 4-5) * Testing prototypes, getting feedback, and revising prototypes
Week 14 (6) * | Final presentation Presenting results
Week 15 Reflection Submitting the final product

*Weeks in parentheses indicate the JFL course.

3. Report from the course

The collaborative PBL course consisted of three classes. JLP students were divided into three
classes and teamed up with KIT students to create 12 groups total (Class 1, six groups; Class 2,
two groups; Class 3, four groups) . The following report will focus on one of the groups in Class 1.
Class 1 was the largest of the three classes, with six groups. Five groups targeted foreign tourists,
due to KIT s proximity to a famous tourist area, and one group targeted residents who live in the
city where KIT is located. The chosen group was the only one that focused on residents. The group
consisted of five students; two KIT students and three JLP students, among whom two were from
the US and one was from the UK.

The present study used a wide range of materials to identify skills for collaborative projects,
including sets of assignments, presentations, final products, self-reflections, and observation by the

instructors.

3.1 Language skills needed for problem solving
One approach to identify skills needed for collaborative projects was the use of self-reflections.
The reflection sheet was divided into three sections: language, culture, and others. Each section had

things participants learned and necessary skills as perceived by the students themselves. Both KIT
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and JLP students completed the reflection sheet at the end of the course.

In terms of language skills, KIT students mentioned they learned conversation skills and felt
speaking and listening skills were important throughout the course. This course was an English-
language course for KIT students and was conducted in English. For JLP students, this course was
part of the culture course, so they were not required to use Japanese for group work. When JLP
students joined their group, KIT students needed to communicate with them in English. Also, JLP
students had not yet joined the course during the first phase, so KIT students needed to conduct
interviews with the residents on their own, without the assistance of native English speakers. The
goal was for students to improve their empathy and cross-cultural understanding by having them
experience the process of discovering the residents’ issues. Brown (2008) listed “empathy” as one
of the crucial elements in a successful Design Thinking process because this phase determines the
direction of a project. Empathy is cognitively knowing another person’ s thoughts or sharing another
person’s feelings while maintaining the distinction between self and others (Umeda, 2014). To
identify issues that the target demographic is facing, empathizing with people and learning form
their insights is vital. Although KIT students understood this, they felt it was difficult to achieve
with their English-proficiency level. On the other hand, JLP students who joined from the Ideation
phase indicated that it was reading and writing skills that were necessary to solve the problem they
worked on.

KIT students discovered a few problems faced by residents, such as transportation and
language issues, through the interview process. The collaborative group decided to focus on
language-related problems, especially an important resident registry document that must be filed
when people move to the city, jumin idotodoke. Students started on the translated version of the
form. Between KIT and JLP students, they faced many difficulties in translating the form, quickly
realizing that a simply translating the document wouldn’t work.

The document was a piece of paper with many sections. It was hard to understand which
sections to fill out and which sections were for administrative use. The group applied “design
ethnography” (Stickdorn & Schneider 2012) to deepen their understanding of the situation in
question by visiting city hall and learning how city hall employees communicated with foreign
residents. The group’s final product was a manual for foreign resident with instructions on how to
fill out this document. It included translations and explanations, as well as a Western and Japanese
calendar comparison chart for filling out the birthday section with the appropriate year.

In this case, writing skills were not simply translating from Japanese into English. Students
needed to apply “integrative thinking” skills and “not only rely on analytical process but also
exhibit the ability to see all of the salient — and sometimes contradictory — aspects of a confounding
problem and create novel solutions that go beyond and dramatically improve on existing
alternatives (Brown 2008).” It was apparent from the student’s reflections that, while they felt

writing skills were important, they were not sufficient for problem-solving. To arrive at a suitable
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solution, students needed to explore and interrogate the problem more deeply than the initial
straightforward attempt. While this is something that could be explained in class, because every
situation has a unique set of challenges, the author believes it is only through practical application,

such as the PBL approach, that students can understand this experientially.

4. Pedagogical Implications

This project yielded a number of challenges as well as pedagogical implications which will be
outlined here. The groups successfully designed their products. Through this course, they not only
improved their language skills, but they also experienced an actual collaborative problem-solving
process.

KIT students mentioned that they felt encouraged to use English throughout the course. One
commented that they were surprised at how actively JLP students communicated with them, and
this entire experience motivated them further to learn English. They also became more aware of
issues faced by non-Japanese people in their daily lives in Japan.

The Design Thinking process highlights that writing skills in a multilingual context extend
beyond mere translation. Students were tasked with creating a comprehensive manual, emphasizing
the importance of contextual understanding, cultural nuances, and precise language use. The process
underscores that effective writing is intertwined with integrative thinking. It is not just about
linguistic accuracy, but also about synthesizing information, considering multiple perspectives, and
creating innovative solutions to complex problems.

While writing is a fundamental skill, the activity suggests its limitations in isolation. Merely
translating or writing without integrating critical thinking may not address the depth and complexity
of real-world challenges. Students recognized that writing skills, though crucial, were not the sole
determinants of successful problem solving. The collaborative PBL course emphasizes that effective
writing often necessitates a deeper understanding and exploration of the subject matter. It’s not
about surface-level descriptions, but about probing, questioning, and delving into intricacies to
provide comprehensive and effective content. While classroom instruction provides foundational
knowledge, the true essence of mastering complex writing tasks is grasped through practical,
experiential methods like the collaborative PBL course. Such hands-on experiences allow students
to confront real-world challenges, reinforcing the importance of robust writing skills coupled with
critical thinking. The course accentuates that in today’s diverse and complex contexts, writing skills
demand more than linguistic proficiency. They require depth, integrative thinking, and practical
application to address multifaceted challenges effectively.

Beyond language skills, one KIT student also commented that it “was very meaningful to
learn about Design Thinking and it was very stimulating to learn about this, as it diversifies the
way we look at things.” This comment highlights the impact of the Design Thinking approach. One

JLP student also noted: “I thought the project was very cool and allowed us to examine problems

10
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and solutions in a fun way. I’m glad I got to interact with the Japanese students, because it made
for a new and interesting experience.” Students also reflected on the satisfaction of having real-
world effects: “The project was very interactive, which was nice. It was also nice knowing that our
work could genuinely help others.” However, one JLP student commented that some international
members did more than others. This student felt particular students had more work than other
members did, underscoring this perennial challenge of group work. For KIT students, their groups
were decided according to their chosen cities of focus. However, for JLP students who joined
this course in Week 9, the instructor assigned groups randomly. Also, at the time when all groups
worked on their own tasks, it was challenging to monitor and facilitate the entire class. These points
need to be improved upon from the standpoint of the instructor.

Evaluations used integrated performance assessments via presentations and assignments for the
KIT students because this was, technically, a language course. On the other hand, for JLP students
this course was part of their culture course, so the assessment materials were different and are still
being developed at this time. This situation is not ideal, and the assessment protocols will require
further modification in concert with the evolution of this curriculum.

Lastly, there is the issue of timing. Because the JLP program usually starts in June, when
students from the US and UK have summer vacation, they end up joining in the middle of the
Design Thinking process. Different school calendars across countries make it difficult to stick to the
same schedule, but it would be ideal if both cohorts can all work together from the beginning of the

process.

5. Conclusion

This paper provided an overview of the collaborative PBL course in a language-course
setting. Through the collaborative PBL course conducted in academic year 2023, the student group
highlighted in this study felt they needed listening skills to empathize with and gain insights from
their target demographic. Also, international students included reading and writing skills with
integrative thinking. Their final product indicated writing skills had to go beyond translating skills
and needed to be based on deeper understanding and analyzing the unique situation in order to
arrive at a solution. These are student perceptions of skillsets through the collaborative PBL that are

considered necessary to be competitive in the future.
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A QUALITATIVE RESEARCH SYNTHESIS OF LEARNER ENGAGEMENT WITH TEACHER WRITTEN CORRECTIVE FEEDBACK
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Abstract: Written corrective feedback (WCF) has garnered considerable scholarly attention, due
to its perceived role in offering valuable learning opportunities. Given its significance, researchers
have investigated how learners engage cognitively, behaviorally, and affectively with WCF. These
studies have uncovered that learner engagement with WCF constitutes multifaceted, dynamic, fluid
processes that mutually interact with individual and contextual factors. This qualitative research
synthesis critically reviews and synthesizes studies on engagement with WCF by learners in an
integrated language course, using Chong and Plonsky’s (2021) framework of qualitative research
synthesis. This study aims to discern patterns of learner engagement with WCF and provide
a deeper understanding of the complex nature of engagement with WCF. Employing specific
inclusion criteria, the literature search identified nine empirical studies. Relevant information to
address the research question was extracted, coded, and thematized. The findings showed that
learner engagement with WCF mutually interacts with other aspects of engagement, as well as
individual and contextual factors. Drawing from these findings, implications for future research on

learner engagement with WCF, qualitative synthesis research, and feedback practice are discussed.

Keywords: written corrective feedback, learner engagement, individual and contextual factors,

qualitative research synthesis, integrated language course
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1. Introduction

In the field of second language (L2) writing, L2 acquisition, and language pedagogy, written
corrective feedback (WCF) has been extensively examined, as it is believed to provide valuable
opportunities for language learners. WCF is commonly defined as comments provided by teachers
or peers on learners’ written work, particularly addressing language issues (Bitchener & Storch,
2016) . Some scholars suggested that WCF can facilitate L2 development due to its permanence and
slower nature in comparison to oral corrective feedback (Williams, 2012). These characteristics
afford learners the opportunity to allocate their attentional resources, thereby facilitating input
processes. Thus, WCF is expected to fill in learners’ knowledge gaps and improve the accuracy
of language use. However, despite its theoretical advantages, Truscott (1996, 2007) contested the
efficacy of corrective feedback, suggesting it might not always be effective and could potentially be
detrimental to some learners. Truscott identified flaws in earlier empirical studies that, according
to him, failed to substantiate its efficacy. Subsequently, newer studies employing more rigorous
research designs emerged, focusing primarily on various types of feedback (direct, indirect, and/
or metalinguistic explanations) , the scope of feedback (focused or unfocused), and types of errors
(see Bitchener & Storch, 2016) .

Despite the extensive research on WCF, findings across various studies present a mixed
picture. Some studies emphasize the effectiveness of explicit forms of WCEF, like direct correction,
especially for long-term learning compared to implicit WCF. This aligns with the intuitive notion
that direct correction provides learners with target-like input, directly facilitating input processing.
Van Beuningen (2008; 2012) reported that both direct and indirect WCF positively affected short-
term gains, yet direct error correction showed a more significant long-term impact. Bitchener and
Knoch (2010) also found no difference among metalinguistic explanation, underline-only, written
and oral metalinguistic explanation in immediate post-test, but found both metalinguistic groups
outperformed the indirect group in the delayed post-test. Conversely, Lalande (1982) revealed
that implicit forms of WCF are more effective, aiding problem-solving during the revision process.
Bitchener and Storch (2016) noted the absence of consensus among researchers regarding the
superiority of one feedback type over the other, emphasizing the need for more evidence.

While these quasi-experimental studies have significantly contributed to understanding WCF,
researchers raised concerns regarding ecological validity of these quasi-experimental studies
(Ferris, 2010; Liu & Brown; 2015) . In other words, studies conducted outside the classroom fail to
mirror real classroom environments and the actual methods teachers employ in delivering WCF.
For example, in a real classroom setting, students’ written work typically undergoes grading, a
motivating factor for them, and students typically receive unfocused feedback. Additionally, if
learners have built a sound relationship with their instructor, they might find it easier to consult
with their instructor. As these examples demonstrated, the use of WCF and revision practices

are influenced by individual and contextual factors. Therefore, as Bitchener and Storch (2016)
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stated, in order to find more meaningful understanding of the role of different types of WCF on
L2 development, studies should focus on other variables that influence learners’ understanding
and use of WCF. Consequently, researchers began shifting their focus from studying WCF itself to
exploring how learners actively engage with WCF and roles of individual and contextual factors.
This shift in focus has led to a surge in studies exploring learner engagement with WCF over the
last decade, revealing the intricate and dynamic nature of interactions among learners and WCF.

While numerous studies have explored learner engagement with WCF, considering individual
and contextual factors, it remains pivotal to synthesize these findings comprehensively. Shen and
Chong (2022) conducted a qualitative research synthesis focusing on learner engagement with
WCF in English writing classes. However, a comparable synthesis tailored specifically for learners
in an integrated language course is notably absent. Given the distinct purposes and learning
emphases between a writing course and an integrated language course, their practices concerning
WCEF differ significantly. Hence, this qualitative research synthesis endeavors to offer fresh insights
into how learners in integrated language courses engage with WCF. This qualitative research
synthesis is guided by the following research questions:

RQI: How do learners in integrated language courses engage cognitively, behaviorally, and

affectively with WCF?
RQ2: How do individual and contextual factors contribute to learners’ cognitive, behavioral, and
affective engagement with WCF?

By addressing these research questions, this study aims to bridge the gap in understanding the
nuanced dynamics of WCF engagement specifically within the context of integrated language

courses.

2. Literature review
2.1 Quasi-experimental studies on WCF

As WCF continues to garner scholarly attention, a plethora of studies have emerged aiming
to ascertain the types, scope, and error types upon which educators should focus their WCF for
learners. Typically employing quasi-experimental designs, these studies utilize treatment and
control groups, comparing pre-, immediate-, and delayed post-test scores to assess the efficacy of
WCF. These investigations often narrow their scope to specific aspects of feedback types (e.g.,
direct or indirect) , feedback scope (focused or unfocused), and error categories (e.g., article and
preposition errors, among others) .

To synthesize the body of quasi-experimental empirical studies on WCF, Kang and Han
(2015) conducted a meta-analysis encompassing 22 empirical studies. Their findings revealed
that while WCF contributes to enhancing accuracy in learners’ written texts, its effectiveness
is contingent upon learners’ proficiency levels and learning contexts, such as second or foreign

language settings. Notably, a more substantial effect size was observed among learners with higher
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proficiency levels, whereas beginners showed a negative effect from WCF. Furthermore, they
suggested that learners in a L2 setting tend to derive greater benefit from WCF compared to those
in a foreign language context. Although these empirical studies have advanced understandings
of WCEF, criticisms from scholars like Ferris (2010) and Liu and Brown (2015) have highlighted
concerns regarding low ecological validity in these studies. They argue that research studies that

overly restrict variables fail to accurately reflect actual classroom practices.

2.2 Holistic approach to study learner engagement and analytical framework

In response to criticisms regarding the lack of ecological validity, researchers have shifted
their focus to conducting studies on learner responses to WCF within naturalistic classroom
environments. Acknowledging that learner responses to WCF shape and are shaped mutually
by individual and contextual factors, these studies often adopt a case study approach, enabling
researchers to delve into the intricate and dynamic relationships among these influential factors,
albeit with smaller participant sizes. Typically, data collection involves diverse sources such as
interviews, verbal reports (e.g., stimulated recall or think-aloud protocols), reflective accounts,
classroom observations, examination of learners’ initial and final drafts, and course-related
documents such as assignment sheets and syllabi.

Ellis’s (2010) analytical framework (Figure 1) has been utilized in studying learner
engagement with WCF. Ellis defined engagement as “how learners respond to the feedback
they received” (Ellis, 2010, p. 342). In the analytical framework, learner engagement with
corrective feedback encompasses three key dimensions: cognitive, behavioral, and emotional
engagement. Cognitive engagement pertains to how and if learners attend to the provided WCF,
behavioral engagement refers to ways learners revise their written texts based on received WCEF,
and emotional engagement focuses on learners’ attitudinal responses to WCF. Although this
framework was initially developed for both oral and written corrective feedback, researchers
exploring WCF have expanded its scope to capture the intricate nature of learner engagement.
Han and Hyland (2015) extended this framework by incorporating cognitive and metacognitive
operations into cognitive engagement, observable strategies (i.e., looking up online dictionaries,
seeking help from a teacher, etc.) into behavioral engagement, and attitudes towards WCF
into emotional engagement. This multi-faceted framework emphasizes the interplay of student

engagement with WCF alongside other dimensions, mediated by individual and contextual factors.
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Figure 1
Elliss (2010) analytical framework of engagement
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Within this framework, learner engagement with corrective feedback is believed to be
influenced by both individual difference factors and contextual factors. Storch and Wigglesworth
(2010) delved into learners’ beliefs, revealing that when learners perceive minimal value in
the WCF provided, their engagement in effectively revising their drafts tends to diminish.
Additionally, Han and Hyland (2015) stated that metalinguistic knowledge stands out as another
influential individual factor. Furthermore, Goldstein (2006) highlighted the significant role of
motivation in utilizing WCF effectively. Contextual factors, on the other hand, encompass macro
and micro levels. The macro level encompasses sociocultural factors, institution policy, and
instructional practices. According to Lee (2008), in classroom cultures that lean towards being
more teacher-centered, such as in Hong Kong, learners are often more receptive to receiving
extensive and explicit WCF, as learners expect their teacher to tell them what to do. Furthermore,
Lee highlighted that the administration of WCF by teachers is influenced by institutional
and curriculum goals. At the micro level, one prominent area of research revolves around the
characteristics of WCF (e.g., explicitness and scope) and their impact on various facets of learner
engagement (see Bitchener & Storch, 2016, for review). Additionally, Lee and Schallert (2008)
indicated that the teacher-student relationship significantly influences how learners revise their
essays.

While studies have synthesized learner engagement with WCF in English writing courses (e.g.,
Shen & Chong, 2022), there exists a notable gap in the synthesis of studies focusing on learner
engagement within an integrated language course. Recognizing the significance of context as a
pivotal influencing factor, this study aims to address this gap, seeking to offer a comprehensive
understanding of the complexity of learner engagement with WCF, specifically in the context of an

integrated language learning environment.

3. Methods
3.1 Framework of qualitative synthesis

This study employed the qualitative research synthesis framework proposed by Chong and
Plonsky (2021) to systematically synthesize existing qualitative studies and mixed methods

studies primarily featuring qualitative data related to WCF in integrated language courses.
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Following the guidelines set forth by Chong and Plonsky (2021), the data collection process
involved several key steps:

1. Designing research questions to guide the synthesis process.
Identifying keywords pertinent to the research area for conducting a literature search.
Conducting a thorough literature search to gather relevant studies.
Evaluating the identified literature based on predetermined inclusion criteria.
Extracting qualitative data from the selected studies.

Synthesizing the qualitative data through systematic analysis and interpretation.

I N I

Composing a comprehensive report outlining the findings and insights derived from the
synthesis process.
Adopting this systematic approach allowed for a structured and rigorous synthesis of qualitative

findings regarding WCF within the specific context of integrated language courses.

3.2 Keywords development and conduct relevant literature

Once the research questions were established, keywords were developed to search relevant
literature to address the research questions. With some articles already identified due to prior
familiarity with the subject, key terms were extracted, including “written feedback,” “engagement,”
“student engagement,” “responses,” “cognitive engagement,” “behavioral engagement,” and
“affective engagement.” To effectively locate relevant articles, specific search terms were formulated:
“(L2 AND) written corrective feedback AND teacher AND qualitative AND (engagement OR
response OR motivation OR proficiency OR emotions OR strategies OR context).” The search was
conducted across 16 digital databases (Table 1), primarily focusing on leading academic journals
based on their impact factors. Additionally, two dedicated journals, “Feedback Research in Second
Language” and “Journal of Response to Writing,” specializing in feedback and student responses
to WCF, were included. To refine results in education journal databases such as “Assessment
& Evaluation in Higher Education” and “Teaching in Higher Education” the term “L2” was
appended to the search terms. Limiting the publication years from 2015 to 2023 ensured a focus
on recent publications, capturing the most up-to-date research. The collective search across
databases yielded a pool of 1216 articles. Furthermore, the search extended to ProQuest to include
relevant Ph.D. dissertations and encompassed Google Scholar to ensure a comprehensive review of

available literature.
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Table 1

Identified academic journals

Journal # of studies by initial search

1 Applied Linguistics 2

2 Assessing Writing 40
3 Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 20
4  ELT Journal 11

5 Journal of English for Academic Purpose 16
6  Foreign Language Annals 130
7  *Feedback Research in Second Language 12
8  Language Teaching Research 190
9  Language Learning 43
10 The Modern Language Journal 102
11 Journal of Response to Writing 119
12 Journal of Second Language Writing 55
13 Studies in Second Language Studies 251
14 System 88
15 Teaching in Higher Education 14
16 TESOL Quarterly 123

Note: The search engine on the “Feedback Research in Second Language” database website was unavailable,
resulting in the inclusion of all articles from the journal.

The screening process involved a thorough examination of the title, keywords, abstracts, and,

most importantly, the methods section of each study. Studies meeting the following criteria were

considered for inclusion:

1.

4,

Primary studies were included, excluding theoretical pieces, commentary, review articles,

and any articles without data.

Studies conducted within an integrated language classroom were included, while those conducted

solely in L2 writing classes or lacking clear descriptions of the setting were excluded.

Articles addressing at least one aspect of learner engagement with WCF, as delineated in

Ellis (2010), were included.

Studies employing qualitative or mixed-methods approaches were included.

Following this screening, employing the snowballing technique, as advocated by Shen and Chong

(2022), further literature searches were conducted within each identified study, resulting in the

discovery of nine delete studies in total meeting the specified criteria (Table 2).
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Table 2
Articles included in this qualitative research synthesis
Author (s) Context Target language  Proficiency
1 Cheng etal. (2023) College in China English College English Test Band 4
2 Han (2017) College in China  English N/A
3 Han (2019) College in China  English N/A
4 Han & Hyland (2015) College in China  English College English Test Band 4
5 Han & Xu (2021) College in China  English N/A
6 Lira-Gonzales & Valeo Adult learners in French Beginners
(2023) Quebec, Canada
7 Saeli & Cheng (2019) College in Iran English TOEFL writing 6-30
Takahashi (2022) College in the US  Japanese ACTFL Novice
9 Zhang & Hyland (2018) College in China English IELTS 5.5-7.5

3.3 Synthesizing identified studies

The extraction and synthesis of qualitative data involved multiple steps. Initial codes were
assigned to the extracted data from the identified studies using an in-vivo coding method.
During this phase, qualitative notes were taken to capture the researcher’s immediate thoughts
and reflections. Subsequently, focused coding was employed, necessitating iterative readings
and reiterations of initial codes to categorize and cluster related codes together. The final phase,
axial coding, aimed to discern relationships among the coded data. This involved a thorough
examination to establish connections and patterns between the various codes, contributing to a

more comprehensive understanding of the synthesized qualitative data.

4. Findings and discussions

This systematic synthesis review analyzed nine empirical qualitative studies on learners’
engagement with WCF within an integrated language course. The subsequent section will
illustrate the results and discussions in response to each research question.
RQI: How do learners in integrated language courses engage cognitively, behaviorally, and
affectively with WCF?

4.1 Cognitive engagement

In this study, cognitive engagement encompasses learners’ attention to errors and WCF,
alongside cognitive and metacognitive operations. The studies reported varying levels of learner
understanding of WCF, spanning from “full understanding” to “partial understanding,” “identified
but not understood,” “misunderstood,” and “ignored,” manifested in provided explanations.
Notably, while learners showed different levels of understanding, instances emerged where

learners misinterpreted the intentions behind received WCF, even though writing is believed
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to facilitate processing WCF due to its permanence and slower pace (Williams, 2012). For
example, Dai in Han and Hyland’s study (2015) misread feedback aimed at a language issue as
addressing vagueness. Similarly, Liu in Han (2019) mistook a lexical error for a logical problem.
Conversely, their understanding of their errors and WCF were facilitated by multiple factors,
including metalinguistic knowledge (Han & Hyland, 2015), experiences with WCF (Han, 2019),
and behavioral engagement such as individual student-teacher conferences (Han & Hyland, 2015).
However, these factors interplay with others, making it challenging to attribute deep cognitive
engagement solely to one factor.

While cognitive and metacognitive operations received less emphasis compared to other
aspects of engagement in the identified studies, certain high-achieving learners, such as Jia in Han
and Xu’s study (2021) and Nick in Takahashi’s study (2022), displayed a remarkable ability to
associate errors with past instructional moments when they were analyzing errors. For instance,
upon encountering a marked fragment error with an “F” indicating the error on his draft, Jia
promptly recalled a previous in-class grammar instruction covering the same grammar. Similarly,
when Nick noticed a conjugation error marked with coded feedback, he immediately recognized
the same error he had made in a previous homework assignment. Conversely, some struggling
learners tended to rely on unreliable intuition rather than strategic recall, manifested in their
explanation of underlying grammar rules such as “it sounds smooth” or “that sounds right.” (Han
& Hyland, 2015; Takahashi, 2022) . Regarding metacognitive strategies, these can be classified into
two types: strategies for revising essays and strategies to prevent recurring mistakes. In the former
category, some learners exhibited a preference for addressing specific issues over others. For
instance, Ying in Han and Hyland (2015) prioritized addressing major concerns before focusing
on local ones, while Claire in Takahashi’s study (2022) rectified treatable errors initially before
tackling more intricate ones. Learners in Cheng et al. (2023) reflected on their writing processes
after they received WCF to improve the revision performance. In the latter category, Liu in Han
(2017) read aloud coded WCF and target structures to memorize so that she will not make the

same errors in the future.

4.2 Behavioral engagement

Behavioral engagement primarily encompassed two facets: revision types and observable
actions facilitating comprehension. Across all identified studies, learners’ essay revision operations
in response to received WCF were illustrated, ranging from “successful revision,” “unsuccessful
revision,” “deletion,” “substitution,” and “no revision.” Their successful revision operations
were mainly supported by deep cognitive engagement (Han & Hyland, 2015; Takahashi, 2022).
While learners showed many instances where they understood the errors and WCF fully and thus
they successfully corrected them, an observed common revision tactic among these studies was

the adoption of an avoidance strategy (Han, 2019; Takahashi, 2022; Zhang & Hyland, 2018).
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When learners encountered challenges in revising sentences even after receiving WCF, they
often opted to delete or substitute these sentences with simpler alternatives. The perception of
difficulty varied, influenced by factors such as students’ proficiency levels, the nature of feedback
received, and the complexity of the original sentences. For instance, as reported by Liu in Han’s
study (2019), extensive revisions involving deletions and substitutions were driven by a desire to
make alternative errors and to receive a better grade. Similarly, studies reported some instances
where WCF facilitated error correction but not understanding. In other words, learners were
able to correct errors successfully when they received direct WCF without understanding them
(Takahashi, 2022) or their peers told them how to correct the errors (Han & Hyland; 2015) . Thus,
successful correction did not always reflect learners’ deep understanding of errors.

In an integrated language course, learners demonstrated various revision strategies to
facilitate their understanding the errors and WCF. These strategies encompass seeking assistance
from instructors, peers, tutors, or friends, utilizing online dictionaries, employing spelling checks
in word processing software, referencing course textbooks, and engaging in online discussion
forums. Interestingly, while some learners proactively sought one-on-one conferences with their
teachers and benefitted from such interactions (Han & Hyland, 2015), many others hesitated
to consult their native-speaking teachers, perceiving them as authoritative figures and feeling
apprehensive about potential communication hurdles (Han, 2019), even though learners think
that the instructor is caring and approachable (Takahashi, 2022). In addition, learners were
concerned that they appear to be competitive and be under-prepared by asking simple questions
(Han, 2017; Han & Xu, 2021). Moreover, when struggling learners accessed external resources
such as online dictionaries, they occasionally failed to fully engage with these materials (Han
& Hyland, 2015; Takahashi, 2022) . For instance, Lin in Han and Hyland (2015) used an online
dictionary but utilized the discovered word without reviewing carefully its definition or example
sentences. Hence, actions taken to enhance their comprehension do not always result in a deeper

understanding of the errors and WCF.

4.3 Affective engagement

Affective engagement in this study encompasses learners’ attitudes toward WCF and their
emotional responses to the feedback they receive. Regarding attitudes toward WCF, learners
viewed it as a valuable tool to enhance their learning and writing in the target language. While
generally positive about WCF, they showed a preference for specific types of feedback from
their teacher. The most favored feedback types were those that helped learners understand
their errors and provided a clear pathway for enhancing their writing. In particular, struggling
learners strongly favored explicit forms of WCF, as implicit WCF can be difficult to understand.
Interestingly, some advanced learners preferred implicit forms of WCF, finding it more engaging

in the learning process (Takahashi, 2022). Furthermore, beginner learners expressed a preference
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for WCF delivered in a language they could comprehend (Lira-Gonzales & Valeo, 2023) .

The study revealed that learners exhibited a wide range of emotions upon initially receiving
and reviewing the WCF provided to them. These emotions varied significantly and encompassed
feelings of happiness, a sense of being cared for, disappointment, guilt, sadness, embarrassment,
curiosity (in finding better ways to express ideas), surprise, among others. The diverse
array of emotions experienced by many learners was attributed to the multifaceted nature of
emotional constructs within learners (Han & Hyland, 2019). Initial emotional responses seemed
predominantly rooted in achievement emotions—those linked to expected and actual outcomes
of the revision process—and social emotions connected to interpersonal interactions. Positive
emotions, such as happiness and relief, often stemmed from learners’ overall positive attitude
towards WCEF, perceiving it as an opportunity for learning and improvement, especially when
learners received a satisfactory grade. Simultaneously, many learners also experienced negative
emotions because they anticipated better results and believed they could have performed better
than the actual outcomes. For example, Flora in Zhang and Hyland (2019) and Nick in Takahashi
(2022) felt embarrassed upon discovering errors they deemed to have resulted from their
carelessness. Furthermore, social emotions played a role in shaping these positive feelings, too.
For instance, learners felt cared for as they recognized their teachers’ dedication to enhancing
their writing skills by providing WCF (Lira-Gonzales and Valeo, 2023; Takahashi, 2022; Zhang &
Hyland, 2018).

However, understanding the intricate relationship between learners’ emotions and their
engagement with WCF goes beyond the simplistic categorization of positive and negative
emotions. For instance, certain learners anticipated and welcomed WCF from their teachers,
recognizing their ongoing language development (Han, 2017; Han & Xu, 2021). Conversely,
some learners who struggled academically found contentment in the grades received on their
drafts, leading to reduced engagement with WCF (Han & Hyland, 2015; Takahashi, 2022).
Interestingly, high-achieving learners also grappled with emotions like anxiety, embarrassment, or
guilt. However, they adeptly regulated these negative emotions into motivation, leveraging them
as driving forces to enhance their writing skills and master the target language. This complexity
showcases how learners’ reactions to WCF are shaped by diverse factors beyond mere positive or

negative emotions.

4.4 Individual and contextual factors
RQ2: How do individual and contextual factors contribute to learner cognitive, behavioral, and
affective engagement with WCF?

Certainly, the depth of learner engagement appears to strongly correlate with their level of
feedback literacy, as indicated in previous studies (Shen & Chong, 2022). Feedback literacy
encompasses both the capacity and willingness to comprehend WCF (Han & Xu, 2021). While

25



FWFBRRFET AT IV I IFAT v v Z— WREIAT 4 THE] H3 5

individual factors like metalinguistic knowledge have been identified as influential in learner
engagement, it is evident that these factors do not act alone. Instead, they interact with various
other individual and contextual elements to mold learner (dis) engagement with WCF. For instance,
consider the case outlined in Han and Hyland (2015) where Ying, despite not being the most
proficient participant in terms of grades and initial error frequency, exhibited extensive behavioral
engagement with WCF. Her fervent aspiration to enhance her English skills drove her to initiate
a one-on-one teacher-student conference, showcasing her commitment to improvement. This
led to her deep understanding of WCEF, facilitated by her metalinguistic knowledge. In contrast,
Song, who demonstrated better proficiency based on initial writing scores, did not engage as
actively as Ying. Consequently, Song struggled to grasp the underlying grammar and word usage
rules, indicating a lack of thorough engagement. While metalinguistic knowledge unquestionably
contributes to learner engagement, it is clear that other multifaceted factors play significant roles
in shaping how learners engage with WCF. Therefore, taking a holistic approach to understanding
engagement with WCF becomes imperative to capture the complexity of this interaction.

Learners demonstrated significant engagement with WCF when both individual and contextual
factors were aligned. This study contributes to previous research by reinforcing the notion that
engagement is fostered through such alignment. Alignment operates on various levels: firstly,
in learners’ preferences for specific types and quantities of WCF, which is in line with previous
studies (Storch & Wigglesworth, 2010). To be more specific, deeper engagement occurs when
learners receive their preferred types and amounts of feedback. For example, participants in Saeli
and Cheng’s study (2019) expressed disinterest when receiving WCF types they did not prefer.
Liu in Han (2019) was willing to work on errors that received coded WCF because she believed
that coded WCF was more important than other types of WCF. Secondly, alignment between
teachers’ and learners’ understanding of writing assignment goals and expectations. For instance,
when learners perceive an assignment’s goal solely as error eradication, while instructors aim
for error-based learning, expected engagement might not transpire. Thirdly, learner engagement
correlates with learners’ comprehension of WCF; deeper engagement is observed when learners
grasp the meaning behind WCF. In Takahashi’s study (2022), some learners remained unaware
of the meaning behind coded WCF, despite receiving instructions and illustrative handouts from
their instructors. Similarly, Feng in Han’s study (2019) faced difficulty deciphering codes due to
limited listening comprehension, which hindered understanding classroom instructions related to
the codes.

The role of learners’ prior experiences with WCF was pivotal in shaping their engagement
with this feedback mechanism. In various studies, learners occasionally interpreted received WCF
based on their prior encounters with it. For example, Takahashi (2022) highlighted that nearly all
participants found revising the second essay easier than the first essay. This ease stemmed from

their familiarity with expectations, feedback provision methods, and external resources after

26



A QUALITATIVE RESEARCH SYNTHESIS OF LEARNER ENGAGEMENT WITH TEACHER WRITTEN CORRECTIVE FEEDBACK

undergoing a writing-feedback-revision cycle. Those drawing from previous experiences managed
their emotional responses better and identified effective revision strategies. Similarly, Liu in Han
(2019) comprehended coded feedback due to prior exposure during high school, provided by an
English teacher. However, prior experiences did not always ensure profound understanding; for
some learners, it proved perplexing. John, as mentioned in Takahashi’s study (2022), found caret
feedback confusing as its application in his Japanese course differed from its usage in his English
class. Hence, personal histories of engaging with WCF served both as a facilitator and an inhibitor

of learner engagement with this feedback mechanism.

5. Conclusion

This qualitative research synthesis explored nine empirical studies concerning learner
engagement with WCF within an integrated language course. The findings highlighted a spectrum
of engagement levels among participants, influenced either positively or negatively by individual
and contextual factors. These influential elements intricately interacted, molding each learner’s

distinct engagement pattern with WCF.

5.1 Pedagogical implications

An important finding from this study underscores that deeper learner engagement with
WCF occurs when individual and contextual factors align. Several researchers, such as Saeli &
Cheng (2019), have stressed the significance of educators customizing feedback strategies to
accommodate learner diversity. While tailoring feedback to meet learner needs remains pivotal,
equally crucial is the explicit communication of the assignment’s purpose, grading criteria,
expectations, available external resources, and the rationale behind the feedback methodology
employed by instructors. Transparent communication provides students with clarity regarding
the purpose behind received feedback, guidelines for effective revision, and avenues for seeking
clarification when WCF is unclear. Furthermore, beyond transparency, offering practice
opportunities with WCF before actual writing tasks prove beneficial in preparing learners
for effective engagement, as prior experiences of using WCF is expected to facilitate learner

engagement with WCF.

5.2 Implication for future synthesis studies on WCF

Future synthesis studies on WCF could significantly enhance their comprehensiveness by
expanding the criteria for relevant research. This expansion might involve encompassing a broader
range of publication years and datasets, such as master’s theses, book chapters, and conference
proceedings. A more extensive search strategy would enable the inclusion of diverse publications,
enriching the understanding of the intricate nature of learner engagement with WCF. Moreover,

future synthesis studies could delve deeper by comparing learner engagement across different
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proficiency levels (e.g., novice vs. advanced learners), varied learning contexts (e.g., second
language vs. foreign language contexts), diverse learning purposes (e.g., writing-to-learn vs.
learning-to-write contexts (Manchén, 2011) ), and various feedback sources (e.g., teacher vs. peer
vs. automated written evaluation). Such comparative analyses would offer valuable insights into
the nuanced roles of individual and contextual factors in shaping WCF engagement. To achieve
this, a call for more empirical qualitative studies is essential, particularly studies conducted
within non-English classrooms. This broader scope of research will contribute significantly to
the comprehensive understanding of learner engagement with WCF across diverse educational

settings.

5.3 Implications for future studies on WCF

Future primary studies exploring WCF within the context of integrated language classrooms
can significantly contribute by diversifying learning contexts beyond those predominantly
observed in this study, often situated in English classrooms. Expanding research contexts to
other foreign language learning environments would offer valuable insights into the impact of
varied learning contexts on shaping learner engagement with WCF. Furthermore, to broaden
the scope, future studies should focus on diverse learner groups, such as high school students,
heritage learners, and immigrants. This approach would offer a comprehensive understanding of
how different learner profiles engage with WCF. Additionally, addressing the impact of language
proficiency on WCF engagement is crucial. Most reviewed studies concentrated on English
learners in China, typically having prior compulsory English education before college. This focus
demands exploration, especially given findings that proficiency levels influence engagement with
WCF (Kang & Han, 2015) . However, only a few studies, like Lira-Gonzales and Valeo (2023) and
Takahashi (2022), have delved into engagement among beginner learners. Ensuring consistency
in the terminology used, such as “proficiency,” is paramount. Some studies define “proficiency”
based on scores from national entrance exams (Cheng & Liu, 2022), third-party tests like IELTS
(Zhang & Hyland, 2018), or ACTFL standards (Takahashi, 2022). Regardless of the assessments
utilized by researchers, it remains crucial to offer clear explanations regarding the proficiency
scale employed and the meaning of each level. This practice enables readers to gain a precise

understanding of the research context.
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