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The recent two decades have witnessed a greater interest in L2 writing research to explore how individual learners engage with and participate in peer feedback. However, not much attention has been directed to peer feedback in the collaborative format, despite the fact that peer collaboration can enable learners to draw on their respective strengths and pool their knowledge. In this qualitative study, we adopted an educational psychological perspective to discover the intricate nature of learners working together to give anonymous feedback to their peers. In addition to learners’ cognitive engagement with the correction and revision process, we also investigated learners’ affective, behavioral, and social engagement in collaborative peer feedback. The findings show that, although learners can cognitively engage with the task by identifying a number of language-related problems and providing feedback, their affective, behavioral, and social engagement differed considerably. While some participants’ engagement was relatively extensive, especially in the affective and social aspect, others’ engagement was at a relatively limited level, characterized by negative emotions and low mutuality in peer interaction. The unpleasant task experience affected their attitudes toward collaborative peer feedback activities and their willingness to participate in subsequent tasks.
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Introduction

In the field of educational psychology, learner engagement is often seen as a crucial prerequisite for success in learning. It is defined as learners’ physical and psychological energies devoted to accomplishing a learning task (Fredricks et al., 2004; Schunk and Mullen, 2012). While physical energies refer to the behavioral efforts learners put forth to successfully complete the task, psychological energies embody the cognitive readiness and emotional state of the learner during task completion. Education researchers posit that learner engagement is a key determinant of learning outcomes and compare it to “the holy grail of learning” (Sinatra et al., 2015, p. 1), as it reflects not only students’ level of mental activation but also their endeavor to seek for and participate in different learning activities.

SLA researchers have adapted the concept of learner engagement to the L2 context by focusing on students’ engagement with the target language (Svalberg, 2009) or engagement in task-based interaction (Philp and Duchesne, 2016). In general, the available research has mostly followed Svalberg’s model of learner engagement, since it establishes a direct link between engagement and language learning. This is especially true among studies into peer feedback because this type of activity amplifies language use and attention to form (e.g., Han and Hyland, 2015; Zheng and Yu, 2018; Yu et al., 2019). However, while focusing on engagement with language, these studies have overlooked the communicative nature of the peer feedback task—a two-way information exchange task between the writer and the reviewer or among the reviewers. Students’ learning experience in tasks is shaped by their use of language as well as the task itself. Therefore, learners’ physical and psychological engagement with the task and engagement in interacting with their peers are of equal importance to their engagement with the target language. Drawing on Philp and Duchesne’s (2016) framework of task engagement, the present study investigated learners’ affective, cognitive, behavioral, and social engagement in an L2 writing task where learners work jointly to provide feedback. By contextualizing the different domains of engagement in collaborative tasks, the research aimed to clarify the mechanism shaping learner engagement and make a fresh attempt to address the peer collaboration process in feedback activities.



Engagement as a multidimensional construct

Contemporary approaches to learner engagement have conceptualized it as a multidimensional construct, which has been mainly inspired by the model of Svalberg’s (2009) of engagement with language (EWL) and Philp and Duchesne’s (2016) model of task engagement (Engagement with the task, EWT). EWL is defined as “a cognitive, and/or affective, and/or social state and a process in which the learner is the agent and the language is the object and may be the vehicle (means of communication)” (Svalberg, 2009, p.244). The cognitive-affective-social trio focuses on learners’ attention to form which facilitates the construction of language awareness. It uncovers the multidimensional nature of engagement in the context of language learning and use. More recently, Philp and Duchesne (2016), also acknowledging the multifacetedness of engagement, proposed the model of EWT from an educational psychological perspective. EWT, situated in the context of task-based interaction, is defined as “a state of heightened attention and involvement” (Philp and Duchesne, 2016, p.3). It consists of four dimensions: cognitive, behavioral, social, and emotional. EWL and EWT are not mutually exclusive. While EWL focuses particularly on how cognitive, affective, and social factors influence learners’ attention to the target language, EWT considers learners’ experience in carrying out an L2 activity, including their attention to both language form and task content. In a sense, EWT is a more complex and dynamic model than EWL to explain the process and outcome of L2 learning. Another similarity between the two models is their acknowledgment of the overlapping and interdependent nature of these dimensions (Lambert et al., 2017; Nakamura et al., 2021). For example, a learner who is disinterested in a task (i.e., emotionally disengaged) is likely to be behaviorally off task (i.e., behaviorally disengaged). Philp and Duchesne also contend that emotional engagement is central to EWT because it links other facets and decides whether learner engagement can be activated.

A substantial number of empirical studies have been conducted to explore the interaction between different dimensions of engagement. When drawing on the model of EWL to explore how task complexity and task mode mediated learners’ attention to language form, Baralt et al. (2016) found that learners’ social relationships with partners and their affective responses toward the task and their partners can facilitate or impede cognitive engagement. That is, when learners were supportive and interactive and perceived the task as useful and fun, they demonstrated greater cognitive engagement with the target language. Zhang (2021), also adopting the model of EWL, focused on how three dyads’ cognitive engagement was influenced by social and affective dimensions of engagement in a collaborative writing task. It was found that dyads which formed a more collaborative relationship and perceived the task as useful identified more language-related problems and elaborated on them. By contrast, a non-collaborative dyad that had negative perceptions of the task missed many opportunities to expand on their linguistic items. Although Philp and Duchesne (2016) also claim that the four dimensions in their EWT model are interdependent, there is a lack of empirical research attempting to solve the mystery. The present study aims to bridge the gap by examining how cognitive, behavioral, social, and affective engagement interacts with one another to influence learners’ task experience.



Conceptual framework of learner engagement in peer interaction

The conceptualization of learner engagement as a multifaceted and interdependent construct underpins the current study. In line with previous studies, we adapted the more complex engagement model by Philp and Duchesne (2016) which includes cognitive, behavioral, social, and emotional dimensions. The ways we operationalized the four dimensions are as follows.

Cognitive engagement refers to sustained attention, mental effort, and self-regulation strategies (Helme and Clarke, 2001). In SLA, the idea of language-related episode (LRE) has been proposed to capture learners’ attention to the target language in collaborative tasks (Swain and Lapkin, 1998). According to Swain and Lapkin, LREs are incidences where learners talk about the language they produce, question the usage of the target language, and correct themselves or others.

Behavioral engagement is described as being “on-task” (Philp and Duchesne, 2016). Commonly used measures involve the number of words and turns and the amount of time on task (Lambert et al., 2017; Phung, 2017; Qiu and Lo, 2017). Some scholars argue that this dimension overlaps with the other three dimensions. That is, learners demonstrate their cognitive, social, and emotional engagement through behavioral indicators. For example, when learners are cognitively engaged, they deliberate over language features and task content. Their cognitive engagement is manifested in language output which overlaps with the measures of behavioral engagement such as turns and words (Baralt et al., 2016; Zhang, 2021).

Social engagement is associated with social relationships between learners, manifested by the level of mutuality and reciprocity between interlocutors. Informed by Storch’s seminal work on patterns of interaction, Philp and Duchesne (2016) argue that when learners are socially engaged, “they listen to one another, draw from one another’s expertise and ideas, and provide feedback to one another” (p.10). Storch (2002) measured learners’ equality and mutuality in peer interaction to indicate their engagement with the task as well as with each other’s contribution. This approach has been employed by a large volume of research which looks into learners’ role relationship in collaborative dialog (e.g., Watanabe and Swain, 2007; Watanabe, 2008; Storch and Aldosari, 2013).

In Philp and Duchesne’s research, emotional engagement refers to learners’ enthusiasm, interest, enjoyment, and boredom during task completion. In the present study, we used the term “affective engagement” rather than “emotional engagement,” because we believe that emotional engagement provides only a partial picture of its dimension. It is affective engagement that reflects not only learners’ emotions displayed during interaction, but their attitudes and evaluations after task completion (Phung, 2017). These attitudes and evaluations will influence their subsequent performance in tasks of a similar kind, which eventually affect the L2 learning outcome. Following previous studies (Fan and Xu, 2020; Zhang, 2021), we subdivide affective engagement into two components: affect and value. Affect refers to learners’ feelings and emotions displayed during the collaborative feedback activity, whereas value refers to learners’ attitudes toward and evaluation of the value of the collaborative feedback activity.



Empirical research on collaborative peer feedback in L2 writing

The effectiveness of collaborative peer feedback has been explained in studies which investigate collaborative dialog and L2 writing through reference to sociocultural theory and process writing theory. Sociocultural SLA researchers claim that the assistance learners provide with one another in peer interaction allows them to jointly achieve what they cannot achieve individually. When learners collaborate with each other, they acquire the target language and writing skills by deliberating about language choices, articulating uncertainties, and providing suggestions (Swain and Lapkin, 1998; Storch, 2002). Process writing theory views writing as a process of meaning-making and knowledge-building rather than a single written product. Peer revision is of paramount importance in this process because it creates “opportunities for them (students) to discover and negotiate meaning, to explore effective ways of expressing meaning, to practice a wide range of language and writing skills, and to assume a more active role in the learning process” (Hu, 2005, p. 322).

Numerous studies have detailed the benefits of collaborative peer feedback in L2 writing, including opportunities for noticing and uptake (De Guerrero and Villamil, 2000; Hyland and Hyland, 2006; Diab, 2010), awareness of text and audience (Tsui and Ng, 2000; Berggren, 2015), and improvement in writing strategies and skills (Liu and Hansen, 2002; Hu, 2005; Min, 2005). They tend to agree that peer revision activities enable learners to focus on the use of the target language and text quality, so that they can make an interpsychological effort to achieve intersubjectivity. Researchers have also identified some features of collaborative peer feedback. When learners read their peer’s writing, they are more likely to attend to the global aspects of language use, such as organization, content information, and cohesion, than local aspects such as vocabulary and grammar (Lundstrom and Baker, 2009; Berggren, 2015). The common strategies they use to provide feedback include the use of L1 and advising and requesting clarification (Villamil and De Guerrero, 1996). To date, L2 writing scholars have pointed out two key factors that may influence students’ performance in feedback activities. First, the social relationship learners form has a direct relationship with their linguistic gains. Researchers have found that a collaborative relationship facilitates language-related discussions among peers while an authoritative stance inhibits productive corrective feedback (Zhu and Mitchell, 2012; Fan and Xu, 2020). Second, student motives play a significant role in guiding their participation in peer feedback. Yu and Lee (2015) found that students’ motives for participating in peer revisions, especially their perceptions about this type of task and previous experience in carrying out the activity, influence and interact with the stance and role relationship they adopt in the task which further impact on their revisions. When they perceive peer feedback as a valuable source of improving L2 writing, they tend to collaborate with fellow students and deliberate over linguistic issues in the text.

In spite of the influx in peer feedback studies, an overwhelming majority looked into the collaborative work between the writer and the feedback giver. Although the dialog between the author and the reviewer allows for direct negotiation, such communication discourages critical comments. A few studies have reported learners’ reluctance to disagree with their peers and criticize their work as a result of face saving in an author-reviewer interaction mode (Nelson and Carson, 1998; Kamimura, 2006). For Asian students, the interpersonal harmony may be more important than offering their peers constructive criticism (Wang, 2014; Chang, 2016). Alshuraidah and Storch (2019) believe that having learners provide feedback in pairs without the presence of the text author would encourage free share of thoughts and comments. More importantly, with both participants endeavoring to give feedback, there would be more active elicitation of reviewer comments. The researchers compared the nature and quality of collaborative peer feedback with that of individual feedback. They found more feedback points in pairs than among individuals. The pairs also provided their peers with more negative comments. In terms of quality, the negative comments contained more constructive suggestions than the positive comments. Alshuraidah and Storch thus argue that collaborative peer feedback creates opportunities for learners to draw on their respective strengths and collectively resolve their uncertainties. It involves questioning, discussing, and explaining to their peers rather than simply making individual decisions. In the interview, the research participants also reported positive attitudes toward collaborative peer feedback, as it guaranteed the appropriateness of their correction. This study offers another approach to operationalize collaborative peer revision.

In the present study, we have the reviewers work collaboratively to give feedback to an anonymous written text by their peer. When comparing the effects of anonymous and identifiable peer feedback on L2 learners’ writing, Zaccaron and Xhafaj (2020) have shown that learners feel more comfortable when giving anonymous peer feedback, because it diminishes their fear of giving too many corrections which may also contain erroneous feedback. On the other hand, although identifiable peer feedback help clarify outstanding feedback issues, it arouses some hostility between authors and reviewers and also among reviewers. The current research aimed to see whether learners can engage in anonymous peer feedback task and its potential in encouraging L2 learning. In addition to learners’ cognitive engagement with the correction and revision process, we also investigated learners’ affective, behavioral, and social engagement in collaborative peer feedback. This multifaceted model allows us to include an emphasis on both attention (the cognitive dimension) and the affective, behavioral, and social dimensions that support effective learning. Specifically, the following research questions guided the current study:

1. How did the students engage with collaborative peer feedback affectively, behaviorally, cognitively, and socially?

2. How did the four dimensions of engagement interact with one another to influence the learners’ task experience?



Methods


Research context and participants

The qualitative study was carried out at a comprehensive university in Eastern China. The 16 volunteering participants came from the same English class and were all majored in Japanese language. There were 7 males and 9 female students. They were between 18 and 19 years old and were in their second semester of the second year when the data were collected. They had two sessions of 90-min class each week for 16 weeks. While the first-year English class focused on listening and speaking skills, the second-year study aimed to improve the students’ reading and writing proficiency. In the second semester, the learners were taught how to compose argumentative essays, including text structure, grammar, and useful expressions. During the class, they had sufficient experience of peer collaboration but did not have any chance to do collaborative peer revision. However, the class teacher tended to guide them to discuss their peers’ writings and identify the strengths and weaknesses. According to the teacher’s record, all participants had passed the college English Test Band 6 (CET 6)—a nationwide English proficiency test. The exam results placed them at the intermediate level, ranging from lower intermediate to upper intermediate.



Data collection

The data collected include the recordings of students’ interaction in giving feedback, their corrections and comments, and the retrospective interview with 8 of the 16 participants. In week 1, the participants were asked to self-select their working partners and were told that their task performance would be recorded. All participants signed the consent form and agreed to be video-recorded. In week 2, they wrote an essay to explain the reason for young people spending less time on weekends to do outdoors activities and to provide suggestions to encourage them to go out. The participants were asked to write about 250 words and were given 45 min to complete the task. In week 3, they worked in pairs to give feedback to an anonymous essay on the same topic written by students from another class taught by the same teacher. They were given 30 min to carry out the feedback task. The students were not forced to use English to interact with each other, because the feedback task aimed to encourage complex metalanguage which can lead to more and richer feedback (Zaccaron and Xhafaj, 2020). The peer interaction data were transcribed and coded in the following weeks. In week 6, 8 out of the 16 participants volunteered to attend the retrospective interview. Other participants declined to be interviewed because of personal reasons or time issues. Table 1 displays the data collection procedure.



TABLE 1 Data collection procedure.
[image: Table1]

The individual retrospective interviews were conducted to provide evidence for affective engagement and to analyze the interaction between cognitive, behavioral, social, and affective dimensions. In a retrospective interview, the interviewees are questioned regarding what they have experienced in the past. This method has been used to address a wide range of issues in L2 research, including L2 writing and collaborative dialogs (e.g., Watanabe and Swain, 2007; Watanabe, 2008; Chen and Yu, 2019; Chen and Lee, 2022).

The interview fell into two parts. It started with a stimulated recall by playing some episodes of the video recording and asking pertinent questions to the participant, in order to understand the student’s thoughts and feelings and check whether there was a mismatch between the researchers’ interpretation and the student’s actions. The purpose of adopting stimulated recalls in this study is to seek explanations for particular behaviors so as to better understand the nature of learners’ interaction and their engagement with the task. In the second part, the interviewers raised some general questions about the learner’s task experience and his/her perceptions of the task and the partner, which would generate evidence of his/her engagement.



Data analysis

The data analysis followed the multidimensional model of task engagement and consisted of four parts—cognitive engagement, behavioral engagement, social engagement, and affective engagement.


Cognitive engagement

Cognitive engagement refers to learners’ heightened attention to the target language in task. Recent research has recognized the need to measure cognitive engagement from both learners’ discussion of language features and their attention to meaning to depict learner engagement in collaborative tasks (Dao and McDonough, 2018; Dao, 2019; Dao et al., 2021). In this study, we followed previous approach by identifying the number of LREs and further categorized them into meaning-based LREs School of Foreign Languages, and form-based LREs. While meaning-based LREs center on global aspects of the essay such as text organization and cohesion, form-based LREs are more concerned with local aspects such as word choice and grammar. The LREs were further categorized as either elaborate or limited. An elaborate LRE involves the participants’ joint efforts while limited LREs lack contribution by one of the interlocutors. Figure 1 summarizes the different categories of LREs classified. Appendix 1 provides two coding examples to illustrate different categories of LRE.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Categorization of LREs.




Behavioral engagement

Behavioral engagement is usually regarded as the amount of time learners actively involve in the task. Although the participants were given 30 min to complete the task, most of them spent more time on it. In addition to time on task, we further operationalized behavioral engagement as turns and words produced to represent the behavioral efforts learners made in interacting with partners. In the interview, we also asked the participants about their perceptions of the time for task completion, which was used as supplementary evidence to indicate learners’ behavioral engagement.



Social engagement

Social engagement emphasizes the reciprocal nature of peer interaction. In the present study, it was measured by the patterns of interaction learners demonstrated in dialog. Storch (2002) pointed out four patterns: collaborative, expert/novice, dominant/dominant, and dominant/passive. While learners in collaborative and expert/novice patterns of interaction are willing to share ideas and negotiate meaning with each other, learners forming a dominant/dominant relationship and the dominant learner in the dominant/passive relationship tend to ignore their partners’ utterances. Features that helped distinguish among these patterns include the amount of individual contribution to task, the number of requests and questions, explanations, and suggestions, as well as the frequency of individualized decision-making and disregarding of partners’ utterances. In our data, one dyad did not fit into the four patterns proposed by Storch. In this dyad, one participant was devoted to the task but did not show any willingness to interact with his partner, despite the other interlocutor’s constant invitations for communication. As a result, they agreed to divide the text and each took responsibility for their own part of the text. This pattern of dialog resembles what Tan et al. (2010) called the cooperative pattern in which learners contribute different elements to achieve the task goal and fail to engage with each other’s contribution. Following Tan et al. (2010), we labeled this dyad as “cooperative” which showed low social engagement in the task.



Affective engagement

As mentioned previously, measurement of affective engagement consists of learners’ feelings and emotions during the task completion process (affect), and their perceptions and evaluations of the task (value). To gauge learners’ affective engagement, we looked for evidence from both the interaction data and the retrospective interview. During the task, learners’ expressions of their feelings and paralinguistic features such as laughter were coded as evidence. To ensure validity, these codings were checked with the participants in the stimulated recall interview. We had three deductive codes for affective engagement: (1) feelings and emotions when giving feedback; (2) interest and willingness in participating in the task; and (3) perceived value of the task. Learners’ expressions containing these codes were categorized and calculated in terms of frequency. For example, an interviewee regarded the feedback activity as a pleasant experience. The word pleasant was coded as an instance of positive evidence for feelings and emotions. In comparison, one participant felt embarrassed when working with his partner. In this case, embarrassed was coded as an instance of negative evidence for feelings and emotions. Table 2 summarizes the criteria and indicators for the analysis of the different dimensions of engagement.



TABLE 2 A summary of the analysis of EWT.
[image: Table2]

To ensure inter-coder reliability, the peer interaction data including analysis of the LREs, patterns of interaction, conversation turns, word count, and time spent on task completion were coded by at least two researchers in this project. The three researchers did the coding in the first 10-min episode of a dyad, and then had a discussion and adjusted understanding of each criterion. After that, they did coding, respectively, to finish all the work. The initial inter-coder reliability for LREs and patterns of interaction were 89% and 87%, respectively. Discrepancies were then discussed until total agreement was reached. The inter-rater reliability for conversation turns, word count, and time spent on task completion ranged from 97% to 99%. For the interview, 20% of the data were jointly coded by the first author and the third author while the remaining were coded individually. Inter-coder agreement was 92%.





Results


Cognitive engagement

Learners’ cognitive engagement with the collaborative feedback activity was examined in terms of meaning-based and form-based LREs generated by peer dialog. A total number of 209 instances of language-related discussions were identified from learners’ dialogs. Table 3 shows the results concerning the number of LREs produced by each dyad. Of the 8 dyads, the first four pairs in Table 3 produced an overwhelming number of meaning-based LREs as opposed to the form-based, two directed a greater deal of attention to language form, and the last two dyads paid roughly equal attention to form and meaning. The results failed to illustrate any clear tendency for learners’ choice of language focus, but it did suggest a great difference in the number of LREs across dyads.



TABLE 3 Results for form-based and meaning-based LREs.
[image: Table3]

To determine the level of cognitive engagement, we further categorized the LREs as limited and elaborate. Figure 2 and Table 4 summarize the results for this analysis. In terms of form-focused LREs, the majority of the instances were elaborate, accounting for 35.89% of the total. However, four dyads tended to make joint efforts to expand their discussion over local aspects of the target language, while the other four were more likely to solve linguistic problems individually.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Distribution of LREs.




TABLE 4 Results for elaborate and limited LREs.
[image: Table4]

Similarly, most of the instances of meaning-focused LREs were elaborate, accounting for 44.02% of the total. In 7 pairs, the number of elaborate discussions was much greater than that of limited LREs, which indicates that these participants could elaborate on the meaning-oriented issues they noticed during the task. Specifically, of the seven pairs, five always scrutinized the language issues they discovered. However, in Jin and Su’s dialog, not only was the number of LREs quite limited, but these instances were limited in terms of the level of scrutiny.

Overall, these results show that when completing the collaborative feedback task, learners were able to cognitively engage with both language meaning and form and most of the dyads could make joint efforts to deliberate over LREs.



Behavioral engagement

We examined learners’ behavioral engagement with the collaborative feedback activity through three indicators: the amount of time on task, the number of turns, and word count. These indicators represent learners’ behavioral engagement in both reviewing the composition and interacting with partners.

Table 5 presents the results for these indicators. In terms of time on task, 7 out of 8 pairs spent more than the allocated time on this task. Although they were given 30 min to carry out the task, the average time for task completion reached 43 min. In the interview, all the eight interviewees stated that 30 min was not enough. As Yan said, “We ran out of time, but we still wanted to ensure that we could find as many problems as possible to make the essay a better one.” Han also admitted that he needed more time to focus on local aspects of the composition, although he completed the task with his partner within 30 min.



TABLE 5 Results for behavioral engagement.
[image: Table5]

Regarding turns and word count, four dyads produced more than or equal to 300 turns which in turn generated a high word count. Clearer results can be found when we compare the means. Although the pairs of Han and Wu and Chen and Yue had less exchange of turns (3.30 and 3.63), they produced a considerable number of words during the task, which means each turn was at a greater length (48.74 and 25.37). By contrast, the other two pairs (Jin and Su and Ru and Jun) generated the lowest mean number of turns (2.64 and 2.66), although the time they spent was not the shortest. This indicates their low productivity and lack of communication with each other. Another pair worth noting is Yin and Yang who produced the most turns per minute (9.81) but shortest as well (10.96).

To conclude, according to the results of the three indicators, six dyads were behaviorally engaged, whereas the other two demonstrated greater behavioral engagement in reviewing the composition than in communicating with partners.



Social engagement

Learners’ social engagement with the collaborative feedback activity can be manifested in the patterns of interaction they displayed. Table 6 presents the patterns of interaction across the eight dyads. Six dyads interacted in a collaborative pattern in which learners contributed jointly to reviewing the essay and engaged with each other’s contribution. Five learners in the six dyads were interviewed. They all agreed that they formed a collaborative relationship with their partners during the task. In the retrospective interview, Yin said that neither of them dominated the task and they supported each other. One dyad, Ru and Jun, displayed an expert/novice pattern, as Jun actively encouraged Ru to express her ideas and offered assistance to Ru throughout the task. In the interview, Ru mentioned a trait that Jun exhibited,



TABLE 6 Results for social engagement.
[image: Table6]


“Even though he was more competent than me, he never directly objected to my opinions. Initially, I was too discouraged and I even didn’t know what I should do. However, he encouraged me constantly and helped me when I had difficulty in expressing my opinions. Thus, I became gradually confident, and I could say more and contribute more to the revision.”
 

By contrast, Jin and Su worked in a cooperative manner. There was little negotiation in which both of them were actively involved. In the interview, both of them admitted that they failed to collaborate with each other. Overall, the results indicate that one dyad displayed low social engagement in this task, while others were socially engaged.



Affective engagement

Learners’ affective engagement with the collaborative feedback activity was reflected in their feelings and emotions displayed during the activity as well as their attitudes toward and evaluation of the activity. Table 7 demonstrates the frequency of the interviewees expressing their positive and negative affects.



TABLE 7 Results for affective engagement.
[image: Table7]

Learners generally displayed positive feelings and emotions during the activity. This can also be exemplified by the frequent occurrence of laughter in some pairs’ interaction. A noteworthy case is that Jun teased about Ru in an unfriendly way during the activity by saying “you are not useless at all.” In the interview, both of them agreed that the interaction was enjoyable. Ru stated that “I do not mind the jokes he made at all” and “I felt happy when I worked with my partner to revise the essay.” Additionally, some other students also expressed their happiness and enjoyment. Han commented in the interview, “It’s more fun when you work with a partner. You can exchange ideas with him. I prefer this kind of atmosphere.”

However, two learners, Jin and Su, explicitly expressed disappointment and dissatisfaction during the activity. Jin complained about the composition and the task from time to time, such as “I’m fed up with this essay” and “I’ve never heard that one can write an essay with others in an exam.” Likewise, Su assessed the essay as one written by a junior high school student. In the interview, Jin emphasized that he felt unhappy and restless when completing the task. Interestingly, Su mentioned that his negative emotions were triggered by Jin’s reluctance to engage in collaboration.

With regard to learners’ attitudes and evaluation, 6 out of 8 learners interviewed had positive attitudes toward the activity and perceived it as a useful and valuable activity. They regarded the activity as an opportunity to learn from the merits and weaknesses of other students’ essays and to reflect on their own shortcomings. More importantly, they appreciated the value of collaborating with peers. Yin’s comments illustrated,


“I hadn’t noticed that the essay had a poor logical flow until I discussed it with my partner. Only through exchanging ideas with my partner, did I have the chance to reconsider the essay or some ideas in it. When working together, we could pay more attention to details and revise the essay more thoroughly.”
 

In addition, three learners also mentioned the psychological support offered by their partners. As Jun said, “the support she gave to me was not only associated with writing skills, but was a kind of trust that made me feel assured.” His partner, Ru, said, “I felt more confident when I worked with my partner, because I cannot trust my ability.” Given the usefulness and value they perceived, 6 learners expressed their preference and willingness to perform a collaborative task in the near future.

In comparison to these positive comments, Su and Jin’s attitudes were opposite. In the interview, Su said that he preferred to complete the task individually, since he believed that individual work could guarantee the coherence of the essay. His partner, Jin, could not perceive any benefits of the activity. What’s more, he raised a concern about the efficiency of reviewing essays with peers. It should be noted that both of them expressed their unwillingness to participate in collaborative peer feedback in the future.

To sum up, most learners showed great affective engagement with the collaborative feedback activity, as they felt agreeable and relaxed during the activity and could perceive its value. One dyad, Jin and Su, was not as affectively engaged as other learners, given the negative emotions and perceptions they expressed.



Interaction between cognitive, behavioral, social, and affective dimensions

To illustrate the interaction between the four dimensions, we selected two pairs, Jin and Su and Yan and Zhi, since they displayed strong contrasting pictures when completing the task, as shown in Table 8 and Figure 3.



TABLE 8 Comparison of EWT between Jin and Su and Yan and Zhi.
[image: Table8]
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FIGURE 3
 Comparison of EWT between two pairs.


In Jin and Su’s case, negative attitudes toward this activity undermined their willingness to collaborate with each other. As the task proceeded, the low level of social engagement led to the participants’ destructive emotions and they became independent of each other without any collaboration. Finally, the pair did not generate sufficient turns and language-related negotiations.

Jin had negative attitudes toward collaborative peer feedback and was dissatisfied during the task, as he complained a lot. When Su made efforts to involve him in negotiation, he ignored the invitation and focused on independent thinking. According to Su’s self-report, as all these attempts failed, he turned a bit upset and angry. Consequently, in the middle of the task, he suggested dividing the essay into two parts and each of them revised their own part individually. The lack of social engagement further influenced their behavioral engagement with the dialog, which was reflected in a small number of turns and words. Additionally, the non-collaborative relationship also affected their cognitive engagement, as most of the LREs they produced were limited. That is, language-related issues were often initiated and solved by one of them without joint deliberation, as shown in Excerpt 1.

[image: Figure 4]

EXCERPT 1
 


In this excerpt, Su initiated a question about the use of “and” at the beginning of a sentence. Instead of offering a direct answer, Jin suggested rewriting the whole paragraph. Su expressed his disagreement (turn 5), but he did not receive any response from Jin. In turn 6, he invited Jin to revise the sentence again. Jin complained about the essay (turn 7), rather than negotiating with Su to find an appropriate solution. The episode ended with Su’s monolog (turn 8). This excerpt illustrates that they were unable to expand their negotiation over language-related problems and make resolutions jointly.

A clear contrast was found in the other pair, Yan and Zhi. Affectively, they had a positive disposition toward the task, which facilitated the formation of a collaborative relationship. When collaborating with each other, they affectively engaged more. Consequently, the high level of affective and social engagement contributed to greater behavioral and cognitive engagement.

Yan and Zhi were nervous at the beginning of the task, as Yan reported in the interview. Different from Jin, Yan held positive attitudes toward working with peers. She stated that she trusted more in joint efforts than individual work. The positive perception was reflected in her attempts to actively negotiate with Zhi. Influenced by their positive affective states, a collaborative relationship was gradually built between them. In the interview, Yan said that the collaborative relationship made them less stressed and more relaxed. This can be triangulated by a high frequency of laughter in their interaction. It suggests that a high level of social engagement could in turn positively contribute to learners’ affective engagement. The great affective and social engagement further facilitated their behavioral engagement. Not only did they spend additional time revising the essay, but they were highly engaged in interacting with each other, as they produced a sizeable number of turns and words. Similarly, the high level of affective and social engagement also led to greater instances of cognitive engagement. A majority of language-related issues were jointly deliberated, as illustrated in Excerpt 2.

[image: Figure 5]

EXCERPT 2
 


In this excerpt, Yan and Zhi were considering adding a clause to the third paragraph of the essay. Zhi initiated an option and found it not appropriate (turn 1 and turn 3). In the following turns, they mulled over this issue and pooled their resources to resolve it. Their laughter continued over several turns (turn 4 to turn 9). Interestingly, in turn 7, Yan rephrased her suggestion by changing “let me” to “let us.” The choice of first-person plurals reflects joint ownership of the task and shared responsibility for task completion (Donato, 1988; Villamil and De Guerrero, 1996; Storch, 2001). In contrast to Jin’s repeated ignoring of his partner’s request, Yan in this excerpt shows active participation, attentive listening, and conscious awareness of peer collaboration. Although both excerpts were coded as form-based LREs, one was limited without any peer support whereas the other was elaborate and resulted in a successful resolution.




Discussion

By adapting Philp and Duchesne’s (2016) EWT framework, this study investigated how Chinese EFL learners engaged with a collaborative peer feedback task. It initiated two major research questions. One was the level of learner engagement in anonymous peer revision. The second research question explored the interaction among the different dimensions of learner engagement.

The results revealed that a majority of these intermediate adult learners were actively engaged in the task. Cognitively, the students were able to notice a range of problematic language-related items in their peers’ essays. In opposition to previous findings that intermediate learners usually direct more attention to meaning than form in peer feedback (Lundstrom and Baker, 2009; Berggren, 2015), the students in our study seemed to prioritize meaning or form at random. In the interview, some expressed great concern about the presentation and organization of ideas, whereas others considered vocabulary and grammar as the major weakness in their allocated essay.

Although the dyads differed from one another in terms of the foci of LREs (meaning vs. form), they tended to elaborate on most of the LREs in order to make joint decisions. The finding here lends more support to this format of peer feedback. In comparison to the author-reviewer collaboration in which the reviewer individually decides the language focus and points out the error, collaborative peer feedback allows learners to tentatively initiate their concerns and negotiate with each other to confirm the problem and provide correction, with both members invested in this endeavor. Alshuraidah and Storch (2019) also pointed out the potential weakness of lacking counter-suggestions in traditional peer feedback activities, and thus called for attention to collaborative feedback among reviewers. When we manipulate task design to encourage collaboration and interaction, the ultimate goal is to maximize L2 deliberations, as we tend to believe that two heads are better than one. In this regard, the interaction between/among reviewers has a comparative advantage over the author-reviewer mode of communication.

The results for behavioral engagement indicated that the participants were generally on task. Most of them spent more than 30 min on the task. However, their contribution to the collaborative dialog differed markedly. While some spent their task time sharing thoughts with partners, others preferred to use the time for independent thinking. This finding uncovered two facets underlying behavioral engagement in collaborative activities: engagement with the task and engagement with the dialog. Those who devoted themselves to the task and required additional time for completion showed a high level of task engagement, but they can be disengaged in the communication with their fellow partners. Such behaviors may undermine the benefits that peer collaboration can bring to task success and to individual students. In fact, the dimensions of behavior and social relationship are interwoven here, as learners are more likely to participate in peer interaction when they form a collaborative relationship.

When measuring learners’ social engagement, we counted not only their utterances but their amount of effort to engage with each other’s production. Seven out of 8 pairs were interactive and supportive. They co-constructed the dialog by frequent requests and questions and extension of each other’s talk. Previous studies into L2 writing have detailed how collaborative and expert/novice patterns facilitate the generation of LREs (e.g., Kim and McDonough, 2008; Storch, 2008; Chen and Yu, 2019). In the present study, learners forming a collaborative relationship produced LREs of higher quantity and quality than those employing expert/novice and cooperative patterns. When socially engaged, learners were more willing to unravel complex linguistic issues as they became empowered by their supportive peers. Conversely, learners in a cooperative interaction manner missed many opportunities to negotiate meaning and form with each other. As a result, they turned the collaborative task into an individual one with monologs and individualized decision-making.

In the pair of Jin and Su, Jin’s utter disregard of Su’s invitation for dialog led to Su’s disappointment over collaborative tasks. In the interview, he perceived the task as an inefficient way to revise text. Throughout the task completion process, these emotions and perceptions were intertwined with their role relationship in this dyad. The interaction between social engagement and affective engagement has been demonstrated by a few studies. Some found an impact of social relationships on affective engagement and claimed that low affective engagement undermined interpersonal relationships (Zhang, 2021), while others held that peer exclusion in collaborative dialog can result in negative emotions and deliberate disengagement (Baralt et al., 2016). Philp and Duchesne (2016) even claim that affective engagement is the key to determine the level of social, behavioral, and cognitive engagement. In the current research, we identified not only the interaction between the two dimensions and its effect on behavioral and cognitive engagement, but the joint effect of the two dimensions on learners’ willingness to participate in future tasks. The collaborative and expert/novice pairs all expressed enthusiasm for participating in similar tasks in the future, the cooperative dyad, however, preferred to do this type of task alone. The interviewers also asked members of the cooperative dyad whether they would give it another try by working with a different partner. Both declined. Since it was the first time these students carried out the collaborative peer feedback task, their social experience and attitudes toward this task type may have long-term influence on their L2 learning. From this perspective, the influence of social and affective engagement should not be limited only on the amount of LRE production in a one-off task. Rather, the influence is profound and has far-reaching consequences.



Conclusion

The study, adopting a qualitative approach, advances previous research on peer feedback by drawing on the EWT model of Philp and Duchesne (2016) to examine the cognitive, behavioral, social, and affective dimensions of engagement in a collaborative task. We believe that the EWT framework is better suited to analyze learners’ participation in peer interaction because it recognizes the complexity of peer collaboration, which is not only a way to encourage attention to language but also a source of peer support. In line with previous studies on learner engagement (Baralt et al., 2016; Lambert et al., 2017; Nakamura et al., 2021; Zhang, 2021), the results revealed the interwoven and interdependent nature of the four dimensions. In particular, those who demonstrated high social engagement and perceived benefits of peer collaboration tended to be increasingly engaged with the task in the cognitive and behavioral aspects. By contrast, negative emotions and perceptions of the task and the non-collaborative interaction mode led to a withdrawal from interaction, which, in turn, impeded the identification and resolution of LREs. More importantly, these dimensions interact with each other to shape learners’ task experience which consequently affected their attitudes toward collaborative peer feedback activities and their willingness to participate in subsequent tasks.

These findings suggest that an anonymous collaborative peer feedback activity is able to reduce learner anxiety and encourage reciprocal feedback. Without the presence of the writer, the reviewers can speak their minds more openly and freely. In Alshuraidah and Storch’s (2019) study, the collaborative reviewers provided more negative comments than positive ones, although their personal information was not anonymous. In the present research, we did not identify any positive comments by the 8 pairs. According to previous findings, negative feedback can elicit more critical and constructive feedback and result in a higher uptake rate (van den Bos and Tan, 2019; Zaccaron and Xhafaj, 2020). Therefore, we call for more research into this relatively infant area and more attention to this type of peer feedback as a useful technique in the L2 writing classroom. Moreover, as a small-scale study contextualized in a writing class, the present research also welcomes future research to employ a quantitative approach with more L2 learners and in diverse L2 settings to understand this type of peer feedback for the better.

The results also inform both SLA researchers and education practitioners that learners’ affective and social engagement has long-term influence on L2 teaching and learning. For researchers, longitudinal studies can be conducted to explore whether learners could change their perceptions of the task and role relationship with their partner given more practice. For teachers, learners’ foretaste of a new task will have a cumulative impact on their attendance and engagement in similar tasks. The design and manipulation of the initial task should be carefully considered in order to increase the level of affective and social engagement.
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Appendix 1: The coding of LREs

A meaning-based and elaborate LRE.
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