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Abstract 

ESL/EFL students need to enhance writing skills to pass various 

language tests. To help teachers reduce their teaching load and to 

give students faster feedback, several commercial AWE 

(automated writing evaluation) tools are available. Although these 

innovative tools have become popular, few empirical studies have 

examined the quality of feedback generated by these systems. 

There is a pressing need to better understand the strengths and 

weaknesses of these widely used AWE systems. In this paper, we 

examined the grammar feedback provided by two well-known 

systems, Vantage My Access and ETS Criterion. The purpose of 

this paper is to uncover the strengths and weaknesses of the 

feedback provided by these two systems. Automated feedback 

messages on 269 student essays were collected and analyzed.  

The results showed that these two systems can provide about 30 

different types of feedback messages. However, My Access 

provided many false alarm messages. Criterion performed much 

better than My Access, but it still failed to deal with several 

common errors related to word order, modals, tenses, collocations, 

conjuncts, word choice, and pronouns. It is clear that the two 

AWE systems do not provide satisfactory help to ESL students. 

Teachers and students who use these new tools should be aware of 

these problems and limitations.   

 

Key Words: ESL writing, grammar errors, automated feedback, 

software evaluation 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

It is challenging for language learners to become proficient 

writers of the target language. Second language learners need 

extensive practice before they can write fluently. In addition to 

writing practice, many teachers and researchers believe that learners 

need to receive proper feedback on their writing (Ferris, 1999; 2002). 

If learners only keep on writing and do not receive any feedback, they 

will not be able to make progress quickly.  

Contrary to what many language teachers believe, the role of 

corrective feedback in second language acquisition (SLA) research 

remains controversial. Researchers have long been debating the role 

of corrective feedback in SLA. Truscott supports Krashen’s view and 

argues that the impact of corrective feedback is marginal (Truscott, 

1996; 1999; 2007). However, Ferris (2006) showed that the students 

who received corrective feedback reduced their grammatical errors 

significantly.   

Even though the effect of corrective feedback remains 

controversial in SLA research, most writing teachers still choose to 

give feedback on students’ writing. Based on various empirical 

studies, it is clear that several factors, such as the types of feedback 

given to students, the targeted errors, the writing tasks, and the 

differences among individual students, can have an influence on the 

effect of corrective feedback on learners’ writing (Guenette, 2007). 

Thus, the controversies about the role of corrective feedback in SLA 

do not mean that writing teachers should give up providing writing 

feedback entirely. In fact, most students expect teachers to give 
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feedback on their writing, and many teachers firmly believe that 

feedback plays an important role in second language writing. 

According to Goldstein (2006), students benefit most from corrective 

feedback that is specific and clear.  

Specific and clear feedback indeed seems to be facilitative for 

second language writers. However teachers in many ESL/EFL 

settings need to work with 40 or 50 students in their classes. Reading 

and commenting on students’ essays become a great burden. It is 

often difficult for writing teachers to provide specific and clear 

feedback if the class size is too large.  

Recently, with the rapid development of artificial intelligence 

and natural language processing technologies, several automated 

essay scoring programs (e.g., Vantage My Access and ETS Criterion) 

have appeared in the market. By subscribing to these commercial 

programs, students can choose from a wide range of practice essay 

topics to write multiple drafts and receive immediate feedback in the 

form of both holistic scores and diagnostic comments on grammar, 

organization, style, and usage. 

Teachers can also benefit from these programs. With the help of 

these new computer programs, writing teachers can reduce the time 

spent correcting and commenting on students’ compositions. Given 

that these systems can help teachers provide assessment and feedback, 

they have been increasingly used as an alternative tool for assessing 

students’ writing skills. Many universities worldwide have licensed 

these products for their students.  

Even though these automated writing evaluation tools are very 

attractive, some researchers and teachers have begun to investigate 

their possible contributions and limitations. Some of these evaluation 
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studies are summarized in the sections below.  

Yu and Yeh (2003) examined the use of the computerized 

feedback from My Access in enhancing Taiwanese college students’ 

writing. They found that most students considered feedback from My 

Access useful for writing their first revisions, but they soon felt the 

program was not helpful after receiving similar feedback several 

times. Some students also pointed out that the computerized feedback 

was not specific enough to help them revise their writing.   

Yang (2004) investigated the effectiveness of using My Access 

in three different Taiwanese contexts. Her study involved 

approximately 300 subjects from freshman English classes, English 

composition classes, and one class from a self-study program. She 

found that although a majority of the students felt positive toward the 

automated essay grading tool, her students also pointed out that the 

fixed, repeated feedback became useless to them. Moreover, only 

13% of the students thought that the scores they received from My 

Access were adequate, whereas more than half felt uncertain about 

the scores.   

Chen and Cheng (2006) also investigated 68 Taiwanese college 

students’ responses to My Access. Their findings showed that only 

55% of the students felt this program was either moderately or 

slightly helpful to them in improving their writing skills. Students 

were much less satisfied with the scores assigned by the electronic 

rater. Some of them felt that My Access even gave them improper 

scores. Their dissatisfaction was mainly because this program failed 

to give specific feedback in the content and rhetorical aspects of their 

writing. This study also found that how instructors used the writing 
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tool might influence students’ attitudes toward the program.   

Chen (2006) further investigated the scoring and feedback 

mechanisms of My Access. This study compared the scores assigned 

by non-native English teachers and by My Access, with the results 

showing that My Access consistently assigned higher scores to 

students’ essays. Moreover, the grammar feedback on ESL student’s 

writing was not comprehensive and accurate. Many fragments and 

ungrammatical sentences were ignored by the grammar checker (i.e., 

My Editor) of My Access. The types of errors identified by My 

Access were also limited. The study suggested that teachers and 

students should be careful in interpreting the scores and using the 

feedback provided by My Access.  

Targeting another well-known AWE, ETS Criterion, Otoshi 

(2005) used 28 Japanese adult students’ TOEFL writing essays to 

explore what ETS Criterion could and could not do with regard to 

providing feedback on the essays. The Criterion’s critique function 

was compared with a human instructor’s error feedback focusing on 

five error categories: verbs, word choice, nouns, articles, and sentence 

structure. The results revealed that Criterion had great difficulty 

detecting errors in all of the five categories.   

Since AWE systems have appeared in the market only recently, 

many ESL/EFL students and teachers are not sure about the 

effectiveness of these systems. However, based on the preliminary 

findings shown above, the performance of neither Vantage My Access 

nor ETS Criterion was satisfactory. Yet, given the ongoing influence 

of these AWE systems on ESL learning, it is necessary to further 

investigate whether the feedback of these two popular systems is 

indeed specific and clear.  
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The feedback from these AWE systems usually includes two 

major parts. One section focuses on the content, organization, and 

development of the essays, and another examines the grammar errors 

and mechanics. Some previous studies (e.g., Yang, 2004) have shown 

that AWE systems can only provide very general comments for the 

content, organization, and development. It is well-known that 

computer software programs have great difficulty in understanding 

the meaning in students’ essays. Most of the current AWE systems 

can only provide feedback at the sentence-structure level. Thus, this 

study only examines the machine feedback on grammar. For many 

intermediate-level ESL learners, immediate written grammar 

feedback is the key feature why they want to subscribe to these AWE 

programs because they still have great difficulty writing error-free 

essays.  

This study examines the grammar feedback provided by two 

popular AWE systems, Vantage My Access and ETS Criterion. This 

investigation can help ESL/EFL teachers and researchers to better 

understand the strengths and limitations of the grammar feedback 

offered by these new AWE systems. In this study, three research 

questions are proposed: 

1. What are the learner errors identified by the two different 

AWE systems? 

2. What is the accuracy rate of the grammar feedback 

information provided by these two AWE systems? 

3. What are the major grammar errors left untreated by these 

two AWE systems?  
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METHODOLOGY 

 

To answer these questions, the researchers collected essays that 

were automatically graded by My Access and Criterion. Various types 

of error feedback messages generated by each AWE system were 

extracted and analyzed. 

 

Subjects 

Both undergraduate and graduate EFL students who used the two 

AWE systems in a Taiwanese university helped to provide the writing 

samples. For My Access, 119 graded essays were randomly selected 

from a large pool of essays automatically graded by My Access system. 

For Criterion, 150 graded essays were randomly selected from a pool 

of essays automatically graded by the Criterion system.   

 

Instruments 

In the following sections, we briefly introduce the scoring and 

feedback mechanism used in these two systems. My Access is a 

Web-based automated writing evaluation system which provides an 

automated holistic score on a 6-point scale along with immediate 

diagnostic feedback in terms of the following five categories: focus 

and meaning, content and development, organization, language use 

and style, and mechanics and conventions. Based on the score and 

feedback, students might learn their strengths and weaknesses.   

In addition to providing scores for each of the five major 

categories, the My Access program also provides learners with written 

feedback. This feedback includes some general written comments and 

suggestions on each of the five categories mentioned above. In addition 
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to these different types of general feedback and comment, My Access 

also provides detailed feedback on grammar via a special writing tool 

called My Editor, as shown below in Figure 1. This function of My 

Editor is very similar to the grammar checker included in Microsoft 

Word, although it offers more types of grammar feedback.  

 

 

Figure 1 

Grammar Errors Marked by My Editor 

 

ETS Criterion is another popular online writing evaluation 

service. The Criterion service utilizes e-rater’s® automated scoring 

technology. It provides instructional Web-based tools that help 

students plan, write, and revise essays. Within a few seconds, the 

system provides annotated diagnostic feedback and a holistic score to 



 

Chen, Chiu & Liao: Feedback of Two Automated Writing Evaluation Systems 

 

 9

students, so that students can quickly review, revise, and resubmit 

essays. Faculty can also view summary reports of Criterion feedback.  

For students, the Criterion service provides instant diagnostic 

feedback and real-time scores on essay submissions. Students can 

rewrite their essays using feedback they receive online from both the 

Criterion service and their writing teachers. Its holistic scores are 

based on nationally recognized standards. The trait feedback analysis 

focuses on grammar, usage and mechanics, style, organization, and 

development. This analysis provides both a summary and in-depth 

analysis of errors in an effort to pinpoint areas that require attention. 

A screen of the trait feedback analysis is shown below in Figure 2.  

  

 

Figure 2 

Grammar Errors Marked by Criterion 
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Procedures 

To collect the graded essays by My Access and Criterion, the 

researchers downloaded EFL students’ essays automatically graded by 

these two systems. Several hundred essays were downloaded from 

these two AWE systems, and then raters randomly selected essays 

from this large set of data to conduct a thorough manual analysis. 

There were 119 essays from My Access and 150 from Criterion. 

These EFL student essays were then used to compile a mini learner 

corpus. Based on this mini corpus, the number and type of feedback 

messages were extracted and calculated. The results of the analysis 

are presented below. 

 

 

RESULTS OF ANALYSIS  

 

Types and Numbers of Feedback Messages in My Access and 

Criterion 

One of the main goals of the analysis was to find out the EFL 

learners’ errors identifiable by these two AWE systems. Through 

analyzing the feedback messages, we would identify the strengths and 

weaknesses of the feedback mechanisms of these two systems.  

When we examined the essays graded by these two AWE 

systems, there were many different types of grammar feedback 

messages. Table 1 summarizes the types of error feedback found in 

the two sets of EFL students’ writing. 
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Table 1 

The Error Messages Provided by My Access and Criterion 

 

Error Types of Vantage My Access Error Types of ETS Criterion 

1. Punctuation errors (723)1 1. Missing or extra article (185)  

2. Spelling errors (317) 2. Spelling (390) 

3. Similar words (289) 3. Fragment or missing comma (92) 

4. Clause errors (270) 4. Run-on sentences (87) 

5. Subject-Verb agreement (168) 5. Subject-Verb agreement (72) 

6. Missing articles (168) 6. Confused words (43) 

7. Pronoun errors (ESL) (83) 7. Ill-formed verbs (41) 

8. Misused words (64) 8. Proofread This! (22) 

9. Punctuation errors ESL (50) 9. Wrong article (20) 

10. Possible word confusions (40) 10. Compound words (20) 

11. Preposition errors (I) (28) 11. Missing initial capital letter in a sentence (13) 

12. Noun phrase consistency errors (23) 12. Missing final punctuation (12) 

13. Nouns: mass or count? (21) 13. Capitalize proper nouns (11) 

14. Unnecessary prepositions (21) 14. Possessive errors (8) 

15. Infinitive or -ing form (17) 15. Wrong or missing word (5) 

16. Unnecessary prepositions (ESL) (16) 16. Duplicates (5) 

17. Capitalization errors (16) 17. Garbled sentences (3) 

18. Unnecessary articles (14) 18. Wrong form of word (3) 

19. Formatting errors (13) 19. Missing question mark (3) 

20. Double words (10) 20. Missing comma (2) 

21. Missing prepositions (ESL) (9) 21. Hyphen error (2)  

22. Contractions (9) 22. Fused words (2)  

23. Adverbs or adjectives (8) 23. Faulty comparisons (1)  

24. Errors in word form (7) 24. Pronoun errors (1) 

25. Redundant expressions (6) 25. Nonstandard word form (1) 

26. Passive voice usage (6) 26. Preposition error (1) 

27. Verb tense (5) 27. Missing apostrophe (1)  

28. A vs. An (5)  

29. Word choice (Nouns) (5)  

30. Wordy expressions (1)   

                                                 
1
. My Access had serious problems with abbreviation as well as “apostrophe ‘s’”. It 

highlighted all the abbreviation or “apostrophe ‘s’” as punctuation errors. It had 

more than 700 errors in this category. It was not clear if the system was compatible 

with Chinese Microsoft Word. This category was not analyzed in this paper.    
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It was clear that the two AWE systems had different strategies 

and focuses in detecting errors and providing grammar feedback. My 

Access could provide 30 error messages, whereas Criterion could 

offer 27 types of error messages. The lists above are not a 

comprehensive list of all the error types provided by these two AWE 

systems, but they were the errors found in the 269 essays. 

 

Accuracy of the Top Ten Feedback Messages Provided by My 

Access and Criterion 

In addition to the numbers and types of feedback messages, it 

was essential to further determine the accuracy of the high-frequency 

error messages. Two EFL teachers were asked to review the error 

messages in the graded essays and to examine the quality of this 

feedback. Since there were so many different types of errors, it is not 

possible to discuss each and every category in this paper. Thus, only 

the top ten error messages in each e-rater system have been selected 

for discussion. In the following sections, the error categories from My 

Access and Criterion are discussed. 

Accuracy analysis of the feedback messages by My Access. My 

Access puts all feedback messages in brackets and immediately after the 

errors. Each of these top 10 feedback messages is discussed below. 

1. Spelling errors: The feedback message helped learners to 

notice misspellings in their writing. Among the 317 spelling errors 

detected by My Access, only 64 were confirmed by the human raters 

as correct feedback. The accuracy rate was only about 20%. The rest 

were either false alarms or errors which did not fit this category. Most 

of the false alarms can be further sorted into the following three 
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categories: 1. Proper nouns, place/human names; 2. Contractions; 3. 

British-English usage. 

Most of the false alarms occurred when a proper noun or name 

appeared. Moreover, contractions would be flagged as spelling plus 

punctuation errors. Last, British English would also be flagged as 

spelling errors, as shown in Table 2. Generally speaking, the accuracy 

rate of this error message was low.  

Table 2 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Spelling Errors by My Access 

Correct detection  

1. However, that did happen on that starring night in Ken-ting <Spelling errors>. 

2. Learning a new skill is very important in the modren<Spelling errors> society. 

3. The sports class is not only helpful to human bady<Spelling errors> 

False alarms  

1. I didn<Spelling errors>’t know what else I could do. 

2. the king of invents Thomas Alva<Spelling errors> Edison <Spelling errors>! 

3. a modernized <Spelling errors> oriental woman 

 

2. Similar words: This message appeared when one expression 

repeatedly occurred in an essay. The messages could serve as a 

warning to the user, but in most cases it was not necessary for learners 

to make any correction. Some examples are shown in Table 3. Among 

the 289 similar words errors, only 13 were confirmed by the human 

raters to be appropriate. The accuracy rate was only about 5%. The 

accuracy of this error message was thus very low and in most cases 

was not only useless but also very confusing for ESL learners.  
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Table 3 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Similar Words by My Access 

 

Correct detection 

1.  After talk about every time<Similar words>, the person who did over talk about 

the teacher 

2.  I have no target in the class, because she is full of<Similar words> my mind 

3.  I learn a lot from my teacher experience<Similar words>. 

4.  If I fell<Similar words> happy, I will sing 

False alarms 

1. People are wandering on the street, looking very frightened<Similar words>. 

2. I can learn the experiences<Similar words> from you so I know you more! 

3. The amount of homework<Similar words> for students in English department 

is very heavy. 

4. Many parents are not aware of<Similar words> the problems that young 

children watch too much TV.  

5. Many problems are indeed resulting from this concern. When a young child 

sits in front of<Similar words> the TV for several hours every day 

6. When sitting in front of<Similar words> a TV set and fixing their eyes on the 

screen for several hours. 

 

3. Clause errors: This error message is similar to “fragment” in 

Microsoft Word. Some examples are shown in Table 4. Among the 

270 clause errors generated by My Access, only 75 were confirmed 

by the human raters as errors. The accuracy rate for this message was 

about 28%. This error message could help learners to pay attention to 

incomplete sentences. However, My Access provided this message for 

any sentence beginning with and and but. In addition, it highlighted 

some prepositional phrases if they appeared in the very beginning of a 

sentence. Various false alarms would confuse many students. 
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Table 4 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Clause Errors by My Access 

 

Correct detection  

1. And<Clause errors> worse, she spoke even faster than the native 

pronunciation teacher did. 

2. Without<Clause errors> electricity also means without light. 

3. If<Clause errors> you have a good knowledge but don’t have good health to 

handle the pressure for school work. 

False alarms  

1. As<Clause errors> a result, tides and waves are intermittent sources of energy 

2. In<Clause errors> 1879, he changed to use the silk of carbon to make the 

lamp shines 

3. One<Clause errors> day, my mother known this situation. 

4. Next<Clause errors> day, … 

5. On<Clause errors> the other hand, if parents give their children an allowance 

without requiring them to earn any spending money, 

 

4. Subject-Verb agreement: This category had the highest 

accuracy rate of all the feedback messages provided by My Access. 

This error message can be useful for subject-verb agreement, which is 

one of the most frequent errors by English learners. Among the 168 

subject-verb agreement errors detected, 58 were confirmed by the 

raters as subject-verb agreement errors. The accuracy rate was about 

35%. Some examples are shown in Table 5. In some cases, a sentence 

was flagged as “subject-verb agreement errors,” but it was actually 

another type of error.  
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Table 5 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Subject-Verb Agreement by My Access 

 

Correct detection 

1. places that reminds<Subject-Verb agreement errors> us of sad events or glad 

ones. 

2. he try<Subject-Verb agreement errors> to improvement the silk of lamp. 

False alarms 

1. Of course it is not his will that go<Subject-Verb agreement errors> to war. 

2. There are<Subject-Verb agreement errors> two sports class a week on general 

in the school of Taiwan. 

3.   Second<Subject-Verb agreement errors>, if I were give <Subject-Verb 

agreement errors> up, I would become a person to stop half way 

 

5. Missing articles: This feedback message was used to alert 

students to missing articles. Among the 168 errors detected by My 

Access, only 27 were confirmed by the human raters as missing 

article errors. The accuracy was only about 16%. The error message 

often appeared when EFL learners did not add the plural marker when 

using a noun phrase. However, these errors were not missing article 

errors. The more appropriate feedback for these errors would be 

“using the plural form”. See Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Missing Articles by My Access 

 

Correct detection 

1. This reminds us that only via practice can a person have good 

performance<Missing articles>. 

2. I strongly recommend you to take cable car<Missing articles> 

3. Book store<Missing articles> offorts so many informations to me such as 

economic development 

False alarms 

1. I thought I could finally get ride of these boring exams<Missing articles> in 

junior high, 

2. I think that the most help thing I learn was I have learned keeping to learn 

new thing<Missing articles> 

3. Then spiritually, I lack financial resource<Missing articles> to fulfill my 

thirst. 

4. To me, there are certain criterion<Missing articles> in my mind. 

5. In many way<Missing articles> she always patiently teach 

 

6. Pronoun errors (ESL): This feedback message marked the 

problems in pronoun usage. However, looking at these error messages, 

it was hard to figure out the underlying rules by My Access. Among 

the 83 errors detected by My Access, only 5 were confirmed by the 

human raters as grammatically incorrect. The accuracy was only 

about 6%. Some pronouns were highlighted, but learners might have 

difficulty understanding why. These messages were not useful for 

learners. See Table 7 for examples. 
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Table 7 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Pronoun Errors by My Access 

 

Correct detection 

1.  Sports not only can strong health of us<Pronoun errors (ESL)>, soul in we but 

also have many benefit. 

2.  Education them<Pronoun errors (ESL)> is more important than just offering 

them money. 

3.  After class I usually to ask she<Pronoun errors (ESL)> my questions which I 

did not understand. 

False alarms 

1. One<Pronoun errors (ESL)> has to work very hard in order to achieve their 

goals. 

2. What a beautiful world we enjoy<Pronoun errors (ESL)> because TV! 

3. I<Pronoun errors (ESL)> couldn’t image life without electricity. 

4. my husband always claimed that we<Pronoun errors (ESL)> didn’t want to 

have babies without mentioning our difficulty in conceiving a baby. 

5. Before that day, I<Pronoun errors (ESL)> didn’t hear her speaking any heavy word. 

6. This is because the brain works in different ways when one<Pronoun errors 

(ESL)> reads a book or watching TV. 

 

7. Misused words: This feedback message showed up when the 

possessive forms or some strange or unusual words were used. 

Among the 64 errors detected, only 3 were confirmed by the raters as 

suitable feedback. The accuracy rate was only about 5%. The rules for 

providing this error message were unclear, and it was difficult to 

understand why some correct items were also treated as errors. Some 

examples are shown in Table 8.  
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Table 8 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Misused Words by My Access 

 

Correct detection 

1.   I have seed the dusk with seven colors<Misused words> sky 

False alarms 

1. Parents can draw children<Misused words>’s attention to the coverage on the 

results of poor money management. 

2. In nowadays, people<Misused words>’s attitude toward after-school job has 

changed a lot. 

3. However, the most serious problem is that it will divide young 

people<Misused words>’s time to get along with their family.  

4. Many parents hold different attitudes toward the ways to giving 

children<Misused words> allowances. 

 

8. Punctuation errors (ESL): This feedback message appeared 

most often when learners used the expression “such as.” However, it 

also showed up in some other sentence structures, as shown in Table 9. 

Among the 50 errors detected, only 4 were confirmed by the raters as 

punctuation errors. The accuracy rate was only about 8%. There were 

many false alarms, and it was hard to determine the rules based on 

limited examples. 

 



英語教學 E nglish  Teaching &  L earning  

33. 2 (2009 Special Issue) 

 

 20 

Table 9 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Punctuation Errors (ESL) by My Access 

 

Correct detection 

1.  When I was sad, she will comfort me, taking toilet paper for me,<Punctuation 

errors (ESL)> when I catch a cold 

2. Although people have more powers and ideas to control the 

nature,<Punctuation errors (ESL)> such as natural disasters. 

False alarms 

1. Many of my classmates started to have different kinds of teaching 

experiences,<Punctuation errors (ESL)> such as teaching teenagers or 

teaching children, in sophomore year. 

2. What’s more,<Punctuation errors (ESL)> to reduce the number of slaves to 

credit cards, the parents have the responsibility to make the correct concept of 

using money available to their kids. 

3. Her own ideas were developed at Oxford and later in New York,<Punctuation 

errors (ESL)> where she worked at the UN. 

 

9. Possible word confusions: This error message appeared when 

some words were not used properly. In addition, the message also 

popped up when some confusing word pairs (affect vs. effect) were 

used by EFL writers. It showed up to remind the learners that they 

might be using the word incorrectly. Sometimes this error message 

could be useful as a reminder; however, it could be very confusing if 

learners believed that all the confusion errors marked should be 

corrected. Among the 40 errors detected, only 3 were confirmed by 

the human raters. The accuracy rate was only about 8%. Some 

examples are shown in Table 10.   
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Table 10 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Possible Word Confusions by My Access 

 

Correct detection 

1.  Winner of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991, she leads without armies, media 

manipulation or economic<Possible word confusions> might. 

False alarms 

1. Thus sometimes to much homework not only kill their creativity and sense of 

humor but also limit their time on discovering<Possible word confusions> 

themselves and others. 

2. Education is not to make everyone the same but to discover<Possible word 

confusions> the differences and respect the development of every individual. 

3. Placing a limit on the amount of homework is only to ensure<Possible word 

confusions> that … 

4.  Besides, more and more students acknowledge that studying without any 

practical<Possible word confusions> experience is useless. 

 

10. Preposition errors (I): This feedback message appeared 

when some prepositions were not used properly. It could be useful to 

help learners pay attention to prepositions. However, the error 

message often appeared when there was no preposition error, as 

shown in Table 11. Among the 28 errors detected, only 5 were 

confirmed by the human raters. The accuracy rate was only 18%. 

There were again too many false alarms.   
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Table 11 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Preposition Errors by My Access 

 

Correct detection 

1. While it was spread in fate by mischief of God, strongly grew and arrived 

to<Preposition errors (1)> one’s house. 

2. I will just work during<Preposition errors (1)> weekends and will not work 

for long hours. 

3. Fortunately, with good background knowledge on<Preposition errors (1)> the 

language, I gradually could understand the lectures in a month. 

False alarms 

1. For all that time, if they don’t have any homework to keep them busy, with 

their parents all busy at<Preposition errors (1)> work, who knows where the 

students will go and what will they do after school to kill all that time! 

2. The sports class is not only helpful to human body after a long time sitting 

on<Preposition errors (1)> the chair in the classroom to learn  

3. but they are not thinking at<Preposition errors (1)> all and their ability of 

thinking will surely decline 

 

General comments on the performances of My Access. Based 

on the analysis of the top ten error messages provided by My Access, 

only three of these messages—spelling, clause errors, and 

subject-verb agreement—reached 20% accuracy. The other seven 

messages had very low accuracy rates. Table 12 summarized the 

accuracy rates of each feedback message. Most of the feedback 

messages provided by My Access were false alarms. This large 

number of false alarms would be very confusing and frustrating for 

students. These messages are neither specific nor clear to EFL learners.  
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Table 12 

 Summary of the Accuracy Rates  

of the Top Ten Error Messages of My Access 

 

Errors Accuracy rate 

1. Spelling errors   20% 

2. Similar words   5% 

3. Clause errors   28% 

4. Subject-Verb agreement  35% 

5. Missing articles  16% 

6. Pronoun errors (ESL)   6% 

7. Misused words       5% 

8. Punctuation errors ESL  8% 

9. Possible word confusions  8% 

10. Preposition errors (I)    18% 

 

Based on the examples found in graded essays, it was difficult to 

understand why some error messages appeared in certain sentences. 

In the following section, the error messages provided by ETS 

Criterion are examined. 

Accuracy analysis of the feedback messages by Criterion. 

There were 27 types of error messages provided by Criterion. Each of 

the top ten feedback messages in Criterion is discussed in this paper. 

In Criterion, all the errors are underlined and the feedback messages 

appear at the end of the feedback message box.  

1. Missing or extra article: This message showed up to mark 

missing or extra articles. As shown below in Table 13, one of the 
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major rules was to check if count nouns were either preceded by an 

article or used in plural form. This helped to detect many cases of 

missing articles. However, the system was too strict sometimes and 

marked some definite articles as redundant (false alarm 3, 4, & 5). 

Among the 185 missing or extra article errors, 145 were confirmed by 

human raters as real errors. The accuracy rate was about 78%.   

 

Table 13 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Missing or Extra Articles by Criterion 

 

Correct detection 

1.  From going to lab to do experiments 

2.  here is an old lady who speaks some words she sees on street randomly 

3.  In first grad of high school 

4.  It is honor that I am one of her best friends. 

5.  Bear could get good relationship with everyone in our class. 

False alarms 

1.  I do not even want to be friend with him 

2.  how treasury it is to become an honest person 

3.  at the moment when having to stepping out of the high school lives 

4.  Samantha's preference to be close to the nature 

5.  but I think that with the three main events planned above, 

 

2. Spelling errors: This message helped to mark many 

misspelling errors. Some examples are shown in Table 14. Among the 

390 spelling errors, 340 were confirmed by human raters as real errors. 

The accuracy rate was about 87%. Most of the false alarms were 
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proper nouns, place/human names, and self-invented words (like 

machi). The accuracy rate of Criterion was much higher than that of 

My Access because Criterion did not highlight all the proper names, 

and place/human names. My Access was very sensitive to proper 

names and unknown expressions. Thus, My Access provided too 

many false alarms.     

 

Table 14 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Spelling Errors by Criterion 

 

Correct detection  

1. I am a deligent student 

2. She hated to study the textbook and even frquently skipped the class. 

3. but it seemes everyone is so busy. 

4. she is also humurous 

5.  For insatnce 

False alarms  

1. if the target one is your “machi”, so-called bosom friend 

2. Through GITI’s (Graduate Institute of Translation and Interpretation) training, 

3. That was his favorite toy,Doraemon. 

 

3. Fragment or missing comma: Among the 92 feedback 

messages in this category generated by Criterion, 60 were confirmed 

by the human raters as errors. The accuracy rate for this message was 

about 65%. Many fragments (a subordinate clause stands alone as a 

sentence) were correctly detected by Criterion, as shown in Table 15. 
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However, false alarms occurred when exclamatory sentences like 

“What a …” sentences were detected (see False alarms 2 and 5 in 

Table 15) or when students forgot to leave a space after a comma (see 

False alarm 4 in Table 15). Criterion offered some help for fragments, 

but it also gave false alarms in certain sentence structures. 

 

Table 15 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Fragment or Missing Comma by Criterion 

 

Correct detection 

1. Although now we are in various area over this island. 

2. Because his or her friends are someone who relate to him or her and know 

about him. 

3. When our friends’ or family’s birthday is coming. 

4.  In a word, because people analyze the question in different ways, such as the 

TV station and audience. 

False alarms 

1. Before you are asked to hold a party, a note book at hand is absolutely needed. 

2. What a creative and novel advertisement! 

3. Everybody dreams. 

4. If you have time to come, that'll be great. 

5.  What a glorious mission! 

 

4. Run-on sentences: Run-on sentences are a prominent error in 

Taiwanese learners’ writing because they often join two or more 

independent clauses without using conjunctions. Among the 87 errors 

detected, 67 were confirmed by the raters as run-on sentences. The 
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accuracy rate was about 77%. The accuracy rate was high, and false 

alarms occurred when students used “that is” at the very beginning of 

a sentence. However, the reason why some correct sentences were 

highlighted is not clear. Some examples are shown in Table 16.  

 

Table 16 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Run-on Sentences by Criterion 

 

Correct detection 

1. Like I would play strong and tell her firmly that she should go to Purdue no 

matter what and that’s a chance of a life time, though in reality, and actually the 

first instinct, I forbid her to go. 

2. Then the day came, Bob received the grading and bounced to Charlie. 

3. Bob was turned down and felt disappointed and, however, felt angry at Charlie. 

4. We have people and place, the rest is food. 

5. It was like a dream, I was flying! 

False alarms 

1. Sometimes I listen to rock music and learn why he likes it, and he does this, 

too. 

2. Since once you tell a lie, you will have to tell lies forever. 

3. When you have troubles and feel down, a good friend will give you their 

support and listen to you patiently. 

4. That is, the importance of advertisement cannot be overemphasized.  

 

5. Subject-Verb agreement: This message is useful for English 

learners because subject-verb agreement errors are one of the most 

common errors. Some examples are shown in Table 17. Among the 72 

subject-verb agreement errors detected by Criterion, 57 were 
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confirmed by the raters. The accuracy rate was about 79%. The reason 

why some errors were classified as subject-verb agreement errors is 

not clear. 

 

Table 17 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Subject-Verb Agreement by Criterion 

 

Correct detection 

1.  there are many advertisement 

2.  My teacher
 
tell me 

3.  No matter what I plans after graduation 

4.  the advertisement appear in TV 

False alarms 

1.  we still need to make the plan a secret in order to give he or she a surprise 

2.  It points out the impacts of global warming, includes the polar bears 

3.  the ice on polar may disappear due to the hotter and hotter day 

 

6. Confused words: This message appeared to remind learners 

about confused words. This system was very accurate in detecting 

misuse of the articles a and an. Detections other than a/an were 

largely incorrect and not useful, as shown below in Table 18. Among 

the 43 errors detected, 25 were confirmed by the human rater. The 

accuracy rate was about 58%.  
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Table 18 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Confused Words by Criterion 

 

Correct detection 

1.  should be an perfect idea 

2.  I was a ambassador sent by the Chin dynasty 

3.  she is more independent as a individual 

4.  it was teaching an translated (French to English) novel. 

5.  and then he made a obeisance to the player 

False alarms 

1.  Finally, the quite essential one is the presents for the birthday star. (suggestion 

by Criterion: quiet) 

2.  She said she was a fairy sent by God (suggestion by Criterion: cent) 

3.  With your age, your different situations, friends come and go. (suggestion by 

Criterion: you’re) 

4.  I would like to spread the idea of this commercial to people around me. 

(suggestion by Criterion: two) 

5.  He enjoyed riding alone under the forests and at the same time looked for the 

possible preys carefully. (suggestion by Criterion: praise) 

 

7. Ill-formed verbs: The feedback message marked many 

incorrect verb forms. Among the 41 errors detected, 40 were 

confirmed by the human raters. The accuracy rate was about 98%. 

Accuracy of this feedback message was very high, and there was only 

one false alarm. Examples are shown below in Table 19.  
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Table 19 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Ill-formed Verbs by Criterion 

 

Correct detection 

1.  experiences that the lessons have gave us 

2.  I should have react like Washington when I face the situation 

3.  We are excel at different subject. 

4.  New York's soon recovery can be contribute to it’s good advertisement 

5.  be sure that they are satisfy with 

6.  she and me are so happy to had a friend like this. 

False alarms 

1.  Nowadays, in order to attack to consumers’ interests, manufacturies put a lot of 

emphasis on advertising, especially TV advertisement. 

 

8. Proofread This!: Various errors, including spelling errors, 

possessive errors, hyphen errors, ill-formed verbs, and wrong word 

form, were all classified as “Proofread This!.” Examples are shown 

below in Table 20. The reasons why they were grouped as “Proofread 

This!” instead of being classified as other types of errors were unclear. 

Among the 22 errors detected, 21 were confirmed by the human raters. 

The accuracy rate was about 95%, and the message was very useful 

for EFL writers. 
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Table 20 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Proofread This! by Criterion 

 

Correct detection 

1. She had a warn family 

2. I mayor in engineering at school 

3. he father could punish him 

4. One of my happy, funny even weird dream but with a well prepare plan every 

thing can be done.  

5. I'm a fourth years student of National Taiwan Normal University 

6. I find a job that I desirable 

7.  The famous player kicked the ball at the time they bended! 

8.  And so I would kind of enhance my pace of walking 

9.  They model people’s thought 

False alarm 

1.  The famous player kicked the ball at the time they bended. 

 

9. Wrong article: The error message helped to mark incorrect 

articles. Among the 20 errors detected by Criterion, 15 were 

confirmed by the human raters as grammatically incorrect. The 

accuracy was about 75%. The accuracy rate was high when the article 

errors were related to singularity and plurality. However, it was not 

clear why sometimes it highlighted some definite or indefinite articles 

which were used properly. Some examples are shown in Table 21.  
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Table 21 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Wrong Article by Criterion 

 

Correct detection 

1.  we will encourage each others. 

2.  turned these experience into my own energy for next challenge 

3.  Those stuff in high school days is absolutely insufficient. 

4.  People always like to be a popular guys. 

5.  It is a little pathetic for a common people like me. 

6.  If you do not have a slightest idea 

False alarms 

1.  deal with a big project related to a field I was unfamiliar 

2.  If I want to plan a birthday party, I will find the place first. I would like to have 

the party at beach  

3.  I have three sisters, one lives in Australia, another lives in Taipei, 

 

10. Compound words: This message indicated incorrect use of 

compound words. Among the 20 errors detected by Criterion, 16 were 

confirmed by the human raters as grammatically incorrect. The 

accuracy was about 80%. The accuracy rate was high and Criterion 

correctly advised students to write the two separate words as one 

compound word. The only false alarm was with “can not.” The 

system asked learners to use “cannot” instead of “can not.” Some 

examples are shown in Table 22.   
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Table 22 

Examples of Correct Detection and False Alarms  

for Compound Words by Criterion 

 

Correct detection 

1.  When ever I feel longly 

2.  Do no say any thing when you don't now what you are saying. 

3.  Every one should have experience of making friends with others 

4.  But don’t made your self and the guests feel in restriction 

5.  I'll enjoy my life for ever. 

6.  I try to find any one to substitute but it seemes everyone is so busy. 

7.  At last, no body will get benefits from cheating. 

8.  It goes with out saying that 

False alarms 

1. He can not believe anyone in his class.   

2.  I can not only learn so many thing but also rerine my life vision. 

 

General comments on the performance of Criterion. Based on 

the detailed analysis of the unique error messages generated by ETS 

Criterion, the system provided seven different categories of feedback 

messages. Four of these feedback messages, such as ill-formed verbs, 

proofread this, spelling, and compound words, reached 80% accuracy 

or higher, as shown in Table 23. These messages were very helpful for 

learners since they contained few false alarms. The other four 

categories—subject-verb agreement, run-on sentences, missing or 

extra article, and wrong article—also reached 70% accuracy. Only 

two categories (confused words and fragment or missing comma) 

were not so accurate.   
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Table 23  

Summary of the Accuracy Rates  

of the Top Ten Error Messages of Criterion 

 

Errors Accuracy Rate 

1. Missing or extra article 78% 

2. Spelling 87% 

3. Fragment or missing comma 65% 

4. Run-on sentences 77% 

5. Subject-Verb agreement 79% 

6. Confused words  58% 

7. Ill-formed verbs  98% 

8. Proofread This!  95% 

9. Wrong article  75% 

10. Compound words  80% 

 

According to the analysis above, ETS Criterion had higher 

accuracy rates and fewer false alarms. Most of its feedback messages 

could reach 70% accuracy. Its performance was clearly better than 

that of My Access. 

 

Common Errors Not Covered by My Access and Criterion 

In the sections above, various error messages provided by My 

Access and Criterion were identified. The top ten errors of each AWE 

system were also analyzed. While reading and analyzing various error 

messages, we noticed that many learner errors were untreated by 

these two systems. To better understand the limitations of these two 
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systems, we compiled a common error list based on the common EFL 

writing errors found in EFL writing textbooks such as 

Problem/Solution: A Reference for ESL Writers and several reference 

books related to learners’ errors such as Longman Dictionary of 

Common Errors. The list of common errors was then compared with 

the 30 categories of feedback messages from My Access and Criterion. 

It was found that the following types of errors were either not covered 

or inadequately covered by these two AWE systems: (1) Word order, 

(2) Modal auxiliaries, (3) Verb Tenses, (4) Collocations, (5) Conjunct 

errors, (6) Word choice—improper words, and (7) Pronouns. 

It seems clear that both systems had similar problems in dealing 

with the various types of errors mentioned above. For certain types of 

errors, such as collocations, the systems might not be able to provide 

very specific suggestions. Even if the systems were loaded with 

collocational information, they still had to know what the writer 

intended to express in that context. It would be very difficult for AWE 

systems to suggest clear and specific feedback.     

 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

Writing instruction has attracted the least attention among the 

four language skills because it involves time-consuming work and 

less obvious results. Recently, there have been increasing demands 

for college students to improve their writing ability. Thus, the need 

for a good automated essay scoring system has become very strong in 

many ESL/EFL settings. The new AWE systems have great potential 

to alleviate some of the workload on writing teachers as well as 
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provide students more opportunities for writing. In fact, many 

universities and colleges in Asia are using My Access program and 

ETS Criterion program.  

The present study conducted a thorough analysis of the 

feedback messages provided by two different well-known AWE 

systems. The first major finding was that both AWE systems could 

identify many learner errors and provide various feedback messages. 

Each system could identify about thirty types of grammar errors made 

by EFL learners. If we judge the two AWE systems merely from the 

numbers of feedback messages they generated, the performances of 

these two systems seem quite impressive.   

However, when we judge the various feedback messages 

provided by these two systems more closely, two major problems 

emerge immediately. First, for some of the high-frequency error 

messages, there were many false alarms hidden in these feedback 

messages. The false alarm problems were very serious in the My 

Access program. Some of the feedback messages generated by My 

Access had less than 10% accuracy rate. These inadequate feedback 

messages can be very confusing and frustrating for learners who do 

not have enough grammar knowledge to filter out these false alarms 

(cf. Chen, 2006).   

Another AWE program, Criterion, performed much better than 

My Access, and many of its feedback messages could reach about 

70-80% accuracy. Although Otoshi (2005) found that Criterion was 

not effective in providing corrective feedback to Japanese EFL 

learners, the findings of this study show that the new version of 

Criterion program can provide many useful feedback messages to 
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Chinese EFL learners. Although the Criterion system sometimes still 

offered inappropriate feedback messages, most of the feedback 

messages were useful for EFL learners to improve their writing 

accuracy.    

The second major problem shared by these two systems was 

that several types of common ESL/EFL errors—word order, modals, 

tense, collocations, conjuncts, word choice, and pronouns—were not 

treated or were treated inadequately. These errors are in fact very 

common ones made by many EFL learners. It is clear that both 

systems have to improve their error feedback mechanisms to detect 

these errors and provide specific and clear feedback. 

With the emergence of these new AWE systems, some EFL 

writing teachers worry that these systems might replace them. This 

empirical study indicates that these systems are not as intelligent as 

teachers. Many developers of these programs have suggested that the 

automated essay grading tool should be used only as a supplement to 

classroom instruction (Burstein, Chodorow, & Leacock, 2003; 

Burstein & Marcu, 2003). Language teachers should not assume that 

AWE systems can, or will, replace human teachers. At this stage, 

these AWE programs can only detect some surface errors in EFL 

students’ writing. Many lexical and syntactic errors, such as 

collocation errors and sentence fragments, can not be detected or 

corrected by these writing tools. More importantly, these programs 

still fail to examine the content or rhetorical aspects of students’ 

writing. Even if these AWE programs could detect more errors, the 

program still cannot show students how to improve the content and 

organization of their writing. For these and other more sophisticated 

writing problems, only writing teachers and tutors can provide 
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valuable suggestions to individual students.  

Since these AWE systems are not yet mature, EFL teachers and 

students who subscribe to these two AWE programs should not expect 

too much. If these tools are used as self-access learning tools, students 

need to be careful in using the feedback messages provided. Teachers 

should provide students with additional assistance if possible.  

The disappointing findings about the unsatisfactory 

performance of these new AWE systems again indicate that it is very 

challenging to develop high-quality grammar checkers. To design and 

develop intelligent grammar checkers has been a daunting task, even 

for a company like Microsoft. Recently, Microsoft has been 

developing a new Web-based grammar checker called “ESL 

Assistant” (http://www.eslassistant.com/). In the FAQ section, the 

Microsoft research team indicates that the new program can only 

process the following eight types of errors: article insertions and 

deletions; confusion of prepositions; the confusion of adjectives; word 

order; the singular and plural forms; verb forms; the modal auxiliaries; 

and gerunds/infinitives.    

Daniel Kies, on his web site (http://papyr.com/hypertextbooks/ 

grammar/gramchek.htm), compares several popular word processors 

and one grammar checking utility for the Mac. These tools are 

Microsoft’s Word (both the Windows and the Mac versions of the 

program), Corel’s WordPerfect (Windows only), Grammarian Pro X 

(Mac only), and Open Office Writer with the Language Tool 

extension added (platform independent). The best program for 

Windows is Corel’s WordPerfect, but it could only reach about 40 

percent accuracy for Kies’ twenty target sentences. 
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One might wonder why it is so difficult to develop a 

high-quality grammar checker. Researchers have identified some 

possible reasons. First, the errors made by second/foreign language 

learners are complex and diverse. There are so many different types 

of errors in learners’ writing. Because of these complexities, it is not 

easy to provide satisfactory feedback. Second, the NLP technologies 

which are used to support these grammar checking tools are not yet at 

a mature stage. Computers still cannot understand the meaning that 

students try to convey. Many EFL errors cannot be detected and thus 

feedback messages cannot be provided effectively.       

Although it is very complicated and time-consuming to develop 

a robust AWE system which can provide specific and clear grammar 

feedback, teachers and students should ask the developers of these 

AWE systems to reduce the false alarms generated by their systems. 

In addition, the AWE system should also expand the types of 

feedback messages they provide. Some very common errors made by 

learners, such as tense and collocation errors, should be included in 

their error list. It is essential to improve these two weaknesses before 

the systems can be used independently by language learners.  

This study is a preliminary study on the feedback messages 

provided by two AWE systems. Several limitations should be noted. 

There were only 269 essays analyzed in this study, and these essays 

were all written by Chinese EFL learners. More essays on various 

topics by English learners from different L1 backgrounds should be 

included in future research. In addition, the raters were non-native 

EFL teachers, and it is possible that they might have misjudged or 

misclassified errors found in students’ essays. If possible, native 

English teachers should be invited to participate in the analysis in 
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future studies.  

As indicated at the beginning, feedback plays a central role in 

the second language writing process. If specific and clear feedback 

messages can be provided to learners, it is very likely some learners 

can incorporate the feedback to further improve their writing 

performance. For developers of AWE systems who want to reduce 

writing teachers’ load and enhance students’ writing performance, the 

top priority goal is to develop a system which can provide specific 

and clear feedback to second language writers.  
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分析兩套全自動英文文章批改系統的文法回饋分析兩套全自動英文文章批改系統的文法回饋分析兩套全自動英文文章批改系統的文法回饋分析兩套全自動英文文章批改系統的文法回饋    

 

 

摘要摘要摘要摘要    

英語為第二語言的學生須要加強寫作能力以通過各式

語言能力測驗。為了減輕老師的負擔與提供學生立即的

回饋，市場上已有幾個商業化的寫作自動評量系統可供

選擇。雖然這些創新系統很受歡迎，但針對系統提供的

回饋進行檢測的實證研究卻很少。由於越來越多人使用

這些系統，瞭解系統優缺點的需求也與日俱增。本文將

檢驗兩個著名的自動寫作評量系統 Vantage My Access 

與 ETS Criterion 所提供的文法回饋。本文主要目的在

於發現此二系統文法回饋的優點與缺點。首先，我們先

收集此二系統針對 269 篇學生文章所提供的文法錯誤

回饋並加以分析。結果顯示此二系統提供各約 30 種不

同的回饋訊息。然而，My Access 提供了過多的錯誤回

饋。Criterion 的表現較好，但它仍然無法偵測一些學

生的常見錯誤，像是詞序、語氣、時態、搭配詞、連接

詞、選字、與代名詞等。很明顯的此二系統對於英語為

第二語言的學生無法提供令人滿意的協助。欲使用此類

寫作自動評量系統的老師與學生須留意它們的不足之

處與可能遇到的問題。 

 

關鍵詞：英語為第二語言  文法錯誤  自動回饋  軟體

評鑑    

 


