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Abstract 

The present study aimed to examine the impact of Virtual Writing Tutor (VWT) software on the academic 
writing skills of Year 1 Omani EFL students in the College of Applied Science, (CAS)-Sohar and their attitudes 
towards using VWT software to enhance their academic writing skills. The sample consisted of 35 students in 
the control group and 35 in the experimental group (Total N= 70) who were enrolled in the English for 
Academic Purposes (ENAP1002) course at CAS-Sohar. The data collection tools included pre-test and post-test 
for the two groups, and attitude scale for the experimental group. The findings of the study showed a positive 
large effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.88) of VWT on writing skills. In addition, Year 1 students in the experimental 
group enjoyed using the VWT software and found it beneficial and helpful in checking the accuracy of their 
essays including spelling, punctuation, grammar and vocabulary. In light of the research findings, implications 
and recommendations for future research were outlined. 
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1. Introduction 

The teaching of the English language in the Omani HEIs has received increasing emphasis in recent years as 
students usually start with an English language foundation programme to foster their English language skills 
before proceeding to their specializations. In addition, there are many degree programmes that are taught entirely 
in English. Hence, acquiring a good level of English is necessary particularly in HEIs where it is the medium of 
instruction, as is the case in most fields of specialization in BA and MA degrees. 

Students admitted into the foundation programme of the Colleges of Applied Sciences (CAS) are required to sit 
an English placement test at the beginning of the first semester. In light of their performance on the test, they are 
streamed into four levels A (advanced level), B, C, and D (beginner level). Streaming students into these four 
levels is helpful in determining skills that require improvement and in planning teaching methods and 
instructional materials for each level. The duration of the foundation programme is two to four semesters before 
students move to Year 1. In Year 1, students start their specializations, in which they attend two courses on 
English for Academic Purposes (EAP1 and EAP2).  

Learning and teaching English as a foreign-language (EFL) necessitates great attention on writing skills for 
college students, especially, non-native speakers such as Omani students (Adnan, 2009). To develop these 
writing skills, EFL writing in particular and EFL teaching and learning in general have benefited from and are 
shaped by trends in instructional and learning technologies. 

1.1 Problem Statement 

Researchers (Al Badwawi, 2011; Al Issai, 2012) stated that like their colleagues in other Omani HEIs, instructors 
in other CAS campuses face problems with the level of students’ writing. Additionally, it was observed that 
although students take the general foundation programme prior to streaming into their majors in the college, they 
continue to struggle in academic writing as was apparent in their projects and end of semester exams. It is 
needless to say that writing skills are necessary for academic success and, thus, college students need to continue 
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developing their writing skills after the English foundation programme. Previous research provided empirical 
evidence for the pedagogical impact of technologically-enhanced learning environments on developing students’ 
academic writing skills (Al Naibi et al., 2018; Atashian & Al-Bahri, 2018; Bernacki, Aguilar, & Byrnes, 2011; 
Harris, Lindner, & Pina, 2011; Mosquera, 2017; Sliger et al 2017; Stapleton, 2010). Nonetheless, the literature 
has not been conclusive on the impact of the various types and attributes of online learning and virtual learning 
environments, particularly in the area of language learning. It is hoped that this study will contribute to the 
scarce literature in this area, and at the same time carry the debate further on the role and impact of virtual 
tutoring in language acquisition in general, and academic writing in particular.  

1.2 Purpose and Research Questions 

This study had two main objectives. First, it aimed to study the impact of Virtual Writing Tutor software on the 
academic writing skills of Year 1Omani EFL students in College of Applied Sciences-Sohar (CAS-Sohar). 
Second, it aimed to determine the attitudes of Year 1 Omani EFL students in College of Applied Sciences-Sohar 
towards using the Virtual Writing Tutor software to improve their academic writing skills.  

Therefore, this study attempts to answer the following research questions: 

 What is the impact of the Virtual Writing Tutor software on the writing skills of Year 1 students in College 
of Applied Sciences -Sohar? 

 What are the attitudes of Year 1 students in College of Applied Sciences -Sohar towards the use of the 
Virtual Writing Tutor software for improving writing skills? 

1.3 Definition of Terms 

The following terms were commonly used in this study: 

Virtual Writing Tutor: refers to online virtual writing software used by ESL/EFL students and instructors for 
developing and proofreading writing skills synchronously and asynchronously.  

In this study, it referred to online writing software that was used to assist writing composition through the use of 
automated electronic feedback on the students’ essay writing. 

Writing Skills: Urquhart (2006, p.33) stated that “writing is a recursive process, which means students revise 
throughout the process, frequently moving back and forth among the different stages”. Recently, Hayes (2012) 
defined writing as a mental activity or process resulting from the interactions of multiple cognitive sub-processes 
that a writer implements to generate, express, and refine their ideas while formulating a text. 

In this study, it referred to a demonstration of a proper academic writing which involves a development of a 
student's ideas and thoughts on a specific topic in a written format with a clear organization of ideas, and an 
appropriate content taking grammar and vocabulary into consideration. 

1.4 Literature Review 

1.4.1 Conceptual Framework of Academic Writing 

According to Flower and Hayes (1981, p. 369) academic writing is considered as “a process of forming opinions 
and making choices, with various opinions about the directing forces governing the writer’s thinking process, 
ranging from the writing’s purpose, topic, situation, and audience to syntactic structures and lexical access”. 
Academic writing requires the students to collect information related to different subjects from different sources 
and then reproduce this information into a new piece of writing (Ezer, Margolin & Sagi, 2009). According to 
Myhill and Watson (2011), the pedagogy for writing needs to draw on the perspective of cognitive psychology, 
socio-cultural theory and linguistics that establish the theoretical frameworks for writing research studies. 
Therefore, a sound pedagogical writing approach is formed by a holistic theoretical basis that includes all of the 
three mentioned perspectives; cognitive psychology, socio-cultural theory and linguistics perspective (Al 
Badwawi, 2011).  

When Grade 12 students leave school and join HEIs, they experience a very new culture differing completely 
from that of the school environment since the former has its own demands and methods needed for academic 
surviving. That is to say, Year 1 students need to acquire new literacy practices so that they can function 
effectively in the context of HEIs. Hyland (2009) believed that HEIs emphasizes academic writing since learning 
and teaching process takes place through written language. Some research studies (Bacha & Bahous, 2008; 
James, 2016) have emphasized that essay writing is the most common assessment method in higher education as 
it shows students’ academic success in various fields including Humanities, Social Sciences, Engineering and 
Medicine, to name but a few. Likewise, Year 1 students gain a deeper understanding of their specializations 
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through reading writings related to their disciplines before lecturers ask them to compose academic assignments 
and projects representing improvements in their knowledge. Academic writing is essential not only for 
English-major students but also for students specialized in various majors. With the basic premise that blending 
technology in language teaching will be beneficial for Engineering and IT students, James (2016) conducted an 
experimental study involving a class of 26 Omani post-foundation learners for a period of one semester in both 
Engineering and IT specializations. He explored how ICT tools such as WebQuest, Quizlet Quiz, and Blog can 
be integrated in the teaching of academic writing. The findings indicated a positive impact of these tools on 
students' academic writing. The study recommended careful blending of emerging technologies in teaching to 
improve the learner's performance in a more stimulating and creative manner. 

Although academic writing is critical for students' college survival, it is important to point out that it is one of the 
most challenging skills to develop as it entails both knowledge of the subject-matter (specializations) and 
knowledge of language use. Therefore, the development of academic writing is essential since it is embedded 
into the curriculum of the disciplines and is premeditated to fit the diverse subject areas as a means of improving 
students’ performance in that discipline (Al Badwawi, 2011). Manchón and Larios (2007) indicated that 
developing academic writing in the first year in college helps students to make meaningful writing experiences. 
Moreover, it can help them to put into practice what they learn in their subject courses (Ellis, 2004), because 
they use their writing to summarize information, organize text, and think critically (Bacha, 2002). Finally, 
Academic writing can reinforce the second language learning since students it can improve their second 
language learning because when students write, they are involved in processing linguistic problems as Manchón 
and Larios (2007) asserted. 

Research findings have shown a strong correlation between learners' academic achievements in HEIs and their 
academic literacy skills. Cohen-Gross (2003) proposed that academic writing skills are viable predictors of high 
performance during the first year of college. Ellis et al. (2007) studied undergraduate biology students’ 
perceptions of writing. They found that students’ conception of and approaches to writing were affected by their 
previous writing experiences of positive perceptions about the importance of academic writing in understanding 
their majors.  

1.4.2 Technology and English Language Education 

Technology integration in education is evolving at a rapid speed, and consequently, changing conventional ways 
of learning and teaching (Metin et al., 2012). It is believed that technology-based instruction can qualify of the 
teaching and learning experience. Research indicates an exponential increase in technology integration in 
education general, and in language-learning in particular such as blogs, electronic portfolios, mobile learning 
applications, online dictionaries, video conferencing, webinars and wikis (Altun, 2015; Chun et al., 2016; 
Cohen-Gross, 2003; Haines, 2016; Healey, 2018).  

The relevant literature shows several positive impacts of technology integration into English language education. 
First, language-learning technologies have undoubtedly made a great contribution to the language learning 
process by providing unlimited valuable resources for learning and teaching. Cetto (2010) stated that technology 
extended the interaction and empowered students’ learning experience by offering them better chances to use the 
language. More importantly, teaching by using conventional approaches is no longer inspiring for today’s young 
digital generation. Learners want more interaction and learning outcomes bring about efficient results when they 
are engaged in the target language by using modern instructional technology (Altun, 2015). Moreover, language 
technology tools encourage communication, collaboration, and social networking which lead to positive 
outcomes and satisfaction for both teachers and learners (Odera and Ogott (2014). Research evidence suggests 
that integrating technology in language instruction leads to not only positive outcomes and satisfaction, but also 
affects the attitudes of students and teachers. According to Orgaz et al. (2018) learners’ attitude toward 
technology influenced their perception about technology, and their attitude toward social networks had a positive 
influence on the use of technology. In contrast, teacher attitudes toward using technology might differ from those 
of students, and, thus, the technology integration process is particularly critical when teachers are considered. 
Baturay et al. (2017) investigated the relationship among preserve teachers’ computer competence, their attitude 
towards computer-assisted education, and intention to use technology. The results revealed that ownership of 
computer, access to Internet and amount of daily use of the computer do not correlate with attitude towards 
computer-assisted education.  

Technology tools support English language teaching in a more multimodal setting where learners enjoy greater 
achievement and independence, and have more positive attitudes towards producing language through digital 
forms. Blake (2016) summarized the facets of technology integration in English language skills; reading, writing, 
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speaking, and listening. First, listening and speaking skills can help integrate technology faster than other skills. 
Due to advances in technology tools, speaking tasks may encompass listening and writing as well, as students 
develop and post their videos. Apparently, emergent technologies have shifted the conventional art of oral 
storytelling to digital storytelling. Abdelmageed and El-Naggar (2018) looked at the impact of digital storytelling 
on students' oral proficiency and their satisfaction with the digital storytelling learning experience. The findings 
of the study with first-year college students disclosed that there was a statistically significant effect on students’ 
oral proficiency and satisfaction.  

Listening, on the other hand, might entail reading captions, reflecting on cultural differences and good 
performance in speaking. Hwang et al. (2016) examined the viability of mobile game-based learning activities. 
The findings showed that while listening performance of the two groups was equal on post-test, the students in 
the experimental group outperformed their counterparts in the control group on the verbal post-test. The findings 
also showed that most participants had positive perceptions toward activities that are supported by a mobile 
system. The findings indicated that game-based instruction can enhance students’ speaking skills significantly. 
Furthermore, Hwang et al. (2016) highlighted that students’ engagement in learning activities via a mobile 
system encourage EFL students to practice their speaking English skills more frequently. It also allows them to 
create meaningful sentences in an authentic context, and speak with more accuracy and greater confidence.  

Third, regarding reading skills and technology, Lassault and Ziegler (2018) stressed that digital technology can 
offer “first-aid” solutions for training reading skills within the school environment well before children fall 
behind. The advancement in technology and the amount of individual usage of these technological tools can 
positively influence the achievements of students. Similarly, Huang and Hong (2016) examined the impact of a 
flipped English classroom treatment on high school students’ English reading comprehension in Taiwan. The 
findings showed that students’ reading comprehension improved significantly during the treatment.  

Finally, considering the role of technology in improving writing skills, writing can be practiced in systematic 
stages that leverage collaborative chatting, blogs, and repeated negotiations of their linguistic proficiency. Thus, 
technology affords spaces for language learning and teaching. Nonetheless, academic writing, as the most 
complex skill among the four language skills, has received more attention from a number of researchers in the 
field (Godwin-Jones, 2015; Sauro, 2014, Kramsch, 2009) and is further discussed in the next section.  

1.4.3 Technology and Writing Skills 

Technology in Writing Skills: there is a growing tendency towards increasing learners’ autonomy in the writing 
skills through effective feedback and reflective learning (Denton et al., 2008). It is apparent that acquiring good 
writing skills can be a fundamental contributor to improved English language proficiency of Year 1 college 
students. Chun (2016) summarized a number of emerging technologies that are being designed and employed 
mainly for developing English language skills in general, and writing skills in particular. These technology tools 
include, but not limited to drill and practice, web-based peer reviews, and automated essay scoring. The 
utilization of technology tools such as word processing, computer writing systems, e-portfolio, blogs, grammar 
checkers, and other related computer-assisted writing software has increased both the quantity and quality of 
students’ writing compared to conventional teaching methods (Chun, 2016; Rosen, 2016). Accordingly, it can be 
argued that creating a productive learning environment for writing to flourish in is the key factor for the success 
of technology in developing writing skills.  

Recent studies on the impact of using technology to improve students’ writing skills have significant findings in 
terms of academic writing and students’ attitudes towards technology integration. Xu et al. (2018), for example, 
analyzed 21 independent studies from 16 publications and found that technology integration have a considerable 
effect size on writing skills in comparison to conventional instructional methods. Additionally, Jayaron and 
Abidin (2015) conducted a quasi-experimental study with 28 diploma level learners. The study investigated the 
effectiveness of using Moodle Forum on students’ writing output considering the language units, clauses and the 
number of the words. The analysis of quantitative and qualitative data indicated that the intervention of Moodle 
Forum had significantly impacted on the participants' EFL writing. However, in order for this successful 
integration to take place, Reichelt (2001) stressed that describing all necessary directions and requirements for 
students clearly before their engagement with technology is very essential. 

Students’ attitude towards using instructional technology in developing writing skills is as important as academic 
achievement. Their attitudes and perceptions toward using certain technology in teaching and learning writing 
can affect the future implementation of these instructional technologies. Metin et al. (2012) cited various 
research studies (Pala, 2006; Yavuz & Coskun, 2008; Can, 2010; Kurbanoglu & Onder, 2010) that illustrated a 
positive attitude towards instructional technology in education in general. Recently, Khan, et al. (2018) 
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implemented Desire2Learn (D2L) didactic software for teaching subject-verb agreement at Al-Majma’ah 
University in Saudi Arabia. The findings of their study showed that the students in treatment group outperformed 
their counterparts in the control group. Moreover, students showed a positive attitude towards using D2L 
software in EFL learning. Similar positive attitudes were also accomplished by using weblogs to develop writing 
skills. Aljumah (2012) conducted a study with 35 Saudi students majoring in English to investigate their 
attitudes toward the use of blogs in learning writing, and to demonstrate the advantages and disadvantages of 
using blog in language learning. Responses to the attitude scale indicated that students have a favorable attitude 
towards weblog use in the classroom. The findings of his study suggested increased interest and motivation to 
use English because of interaction with, and feedback from classmates and teachers are the advantages of using 
blogs as perceived by the students. 

Local studies have also provided strong evidence for the impact of online technologies on writing skills. Jayaron 
and Abidin (2016) conducted a study to determine the effectiveness of online forum discussions on learners' EFL 
writing performance in terms of its linguistic complexity. 56 learners at post-foundation level from Al Musanna 
College of Technology in Oman participated in the study. While the experimental group (N = 28) was involved 
in a synchronous online forum discussion, the control group (N = 28) was engaged in asynchronous blog writing 
for a period of one semester. The findings illustrated that the use of online forum discussions in facilitating EFL 
writing has a very positive effect on students’ writing performance.  

Writing Assessment (Electronic Feedback): previous research studies have argued that academic writing is the 
most significant contributing factor in students’ academic success because of the heavy reliance of Omani HEIs 
on writing assessment requirements (Al Badwawi, 2011). Writing assessments evaluate a student’s ability or 
performance in a writing task. Assessing writing and giving feedback for the students in HEIs is helpful in 
evaluating students by giving grades, placing them in suitable levels, identifying teaching methods and materials, 
allowing them to finish the course, evaluating progress, identifying proficiency and evaluating programmes 
(Dockrell et al., 2017). Instructors’ feedback on writing can be either in written or electronic form (e-feedback). 
Instructors spend time giving extensive handwritten feedback to students who ultimately may or may not pay 
much attention to. However, providing e-feedback in EFL education can improve the process of learning the 
English language and empower EFL students to overcome their writing errors. Boyle and Hutchison (2009) 
argued that electronic feedback will in future be in high demand education systems because it introduces 
questions and tasks to assess students accurately. Accordingly, there seems to be a growing trend in the use of 
digital technology bringing writing drafts from paper to screen in order to provide feedback (Warschauer et al., 
2013). Dikli and Bleyle, (2014) stressed that e-feedback is a quick, fair, balanced, and formative complement to 
instructor’s traditional practice. Considering performance and attitude, Thao (2017) studied students’ attitudes 
towards corrective feedback as well as the types of corrective feedback on their performance using 
questionnaires and a sample composed of 58 2nd year students and 5 English teachers. The results of the study 
indicated that students had a positive attitude towards teachers’ corrective feedback. Besides, correction with 
comments and teacher correction were considered as the most useful strategies when giving feedback on learners’ 
writing performance. Similar to corrective feedback, e-feedback also affects both students’ academic writing and 
attitudes. Ali (2016) carried out a mixed-methods study to investigate the effect of screencast video feedback on 
the writing of freshmen. He studied their academic writing course and explored their attitudes towards receiving 
screencast feedback. The control group (N=30) received written comments while the experimental group (N=33) 
received video feedback to the higher order concerns of writing (content, organization and structure) and written 
feedback to the lower order concerns (accuracy) of their writings. The results revealed that the experimental 
group had higher performance than the control group in the higher order concerns of writing as well as the 
overall writing skill in the writing post-test. The findings also showed that the most of participants in the 
experimental group had positive perception of screencast feedback which they described as clear, personal, 
specific, supportive, multimodal, constructive, and engaging. 

Critical questions remain, however, concerning the quality of corrective feedback in EFL education. John and 
Woll (2018) assessed the performance of VWT in comparison to Grammarly® and Microsoft® Word. The 
assessment of the three software applications included rates of error detection, accuracy of proposed replacement 
forms, and forms mistakenly flagged as incorrect. The findings showed that while inaccurate replacement forms 
and false alarms were relatively rare, the three software applications had poor error detection rates of less than 
50%. However, the findings showed that VWT and Garmmarly outperformed Microsoft Word in a wide range of 
grammatical errors. John and Woll (2018) recommended designing writing software that targets selecting error 
types.  

 



http://journal.julypress.com/index.php/jed  Vol. 4, No. 3; December, 2020 

106 
 

1.4.4 Conventional Tutoring and Virtual Tutoring 

Learning through technology has been the core focus for researchers in language learning for the last five 
decades when the approaches of Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL), Technology-Enhanced 
Language Learning (TELL) and Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL) took on a meaningful role in 
learning and teaching. The main concern of using these approaches in language education is whether technology 
can bring positive or negative results to college students’ learning experience and whether technology-enhanced 
learning can facilitate foreign language learning. Previous studies in the field of language education showed that 
the utilization of technology dramatically influenced conventional tutoring where the instructors acted as the 
main and only source of knowledge. This demand of TELL requires instructors to look at conventional tutoring 
from a different perspective. Not ignoring the role of instructors and conventional tutoring, both language 
learners and instructors need to be capable of interpreting and producing texts that contain both visuals and 
words by teaching a new kind of “literacy” so that the instructors’ role is to promote the critical analysis of such 
texts (Walker & White, 2013). This literacy includes TELL which not only affects learning but also assists 
conventional tutors to cope with the advances of the digital age. It is argued that TELL affects how humans and 
learners, in particular, interact and communicate (Chen, Liu & Wong, 2007; Murphy, 2009). The development of 
TELL has become inevitable over the last few decades because of the advent of new technologies and their 
penetration into all aspects of life. This shift in interaction has included EFL instructors who are consistently 
thinking of how to help language learners succeed in their learning process. Green, Brown and Robinson (2008) 
believe that instructors should take into consideration the fact that students are becoming more engaged in 
communications through different digital devices that continue to evolve at a rapid pace. 

Unlike conventional tutoring, virtual tutoring is one of today’s means of communication in language education. 
Although international and local language scholars utilize virtual tutoring differently, it has proved to have a 
significant impact on the learning experience. Herring et al. (2017) , for instance, tested an evaluation of a 
computer-based approach, in which young non-verbal children with autism aged between six and nine years old 
responded to an on-screen “virtual tutor” through the manipulation of picture/symbol cards in two separate 
sessions. The findings showed that the important feature of the learning experience of non-verbal children with 
autism is voice type and it can influence greatly how they participate and perform in virtual tutor-led learning. In 
addition, to strengthen English Language reading comprehension and speaking skills in college learners, Intriago 
et al. (2016) employed action research to examine the use of Google Apps and Literature Circles (LCs) in virtual 
communities with 70 university learners for one semester. They organized 14 learning communities and learners 
assumed specific roles to guarantee equality of participation. The results showed an improvement in the reading 
comprehension and speaking skills of the participant's group. Locally, Abdallah and Mansour (2015) conducted 
an experimental study of 20 college learners to examine the effectiveness of implementing a Virtual Task-Based 
Situated Language Learning (TBSLL) environment mediated by Second Life (SL) in increasing EFL learner 
teachers' technological self-efficacy and their pragmatic writing skills. By administering three measurement tools; 
pragmatic writing skills post-test, academic self-efficacy scale and e-portfolio for formative assessment, the 
results showed the effectiveness of the virtual TBSLL in developing participants' pragmatic writing skills in 
English. Moreover, the SL teachers’ technological self-efficacy was significantly higher. 

Previous research studies have shown that virtual tutoring and virtual learning environments not only affect 
students’ academic performance but also have a great influence on their attitudes towards technology. Research 
findings show that the use of virtual technology depends on the attitudes and experience of both teachers and 
learners (Fageeh, 2011). For instance, Herrera Mosquera (2017) studied the impact of employing a Virtual 
Learning Environment (VLE) in the EFL classroom with 210 students and 5 teachers. The instruments of the 
study included questionnaires, class observation notes, quick surveys, and teacher narratives. They were used to 
collect date related to students' perceptions and attitudes towards the use of this VLE technology in class as well 
as the existing conditions for such implementation. The findings showed that learners feel enthusiastic and 
motivated towards the use of VLEs and they suggested that instructors should indeed include them in their 
lessons. Nevertheless, the findings also presented some threats that could hinder the effective utilization of VLEs 
including the capacity of laboratories and computers, as well as Internet connectivity. Once these threats are 
overcome "the experience of technology-based learning turned out to be satisfactory for those EFL students" 
(Herrera Mosquera, 2017, p. 482). In a similar study that included 520 participants from national and 
international faculty members working in Saudi governmental universities, Al-Harbi, (2016) found that the 
faculty members have positive attitudes towards using e-tutoring technology.  

Additionally, virtual tutoring has positive implications on the attitudes of EFL learners. Tan (2019), for example, 
investigated college students’ attitudes towards business English virtual tutoring software applications and by 
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using students’ assessments of self-paced business English virtual tutoring software to investigate the adoption 
of such software applications. The simple linear regression analysis findings indicated that the majority of users 
of English virtual tutoring software applications felt that online sources for learning English offer greater 
convenience and are more effective than non-Internet resources offered in conventional tutoring. 

Recently, Aiello and Mongibello (2019) designed a virtual tutoring pronunciation course to improve the oral 
English skills of English majors in their last year of undergraduate studies at an Italian university. The 372 
students who completed all the course activities shared positive opinions and attitudes towards virtual tutoring. 
They indicated that they enjoyed the project, found various foci and aspects useful for their pronunciation 
development, and particularly appreciated the access to immediate feedback on their oral English performance. 
In reading skills, for instance, as an effort to improve college students’ reading engagement, Park and Kim (2016) 
developed Virtual Tutee System (VTS) in which students take on the role of tutor and teach a virtual tutee. The 
results showed that the VTS group was involved in a deep level of cognitive processing when they completed the 
reading assignments. VTS group also exhibited superior reading performance than students in the online reading 
group.  

More importantly, some recent studies have presented students’ attitudes towards effective virtual tutoring using 
asynchronous tools (i.e., podcasts, videocasts, online tests, online glossary, forums, etc.) to improve English 
grammar. Pinto-Llorente et al. (2017) utilized VLE technology and examined students’ attitudes towards some 
asynchronous tools to achieve the objectives of their English course. The results showed the students’ positive 
attitudes about the efficacy of the instructional technology tools in blended-learning training to enhance their 
competence in grammar in English as a second language. The findings also highlighted the advantages of the 
e-activities, and suggest that the implemented VLE can provide an authentic learning experience through 
learning and practicing English grammar in real experiences and situations. Writing Pal is a virtual tutoring 
system designed to support writing proficiency and strategy acquisition for adult writers. Virtual pen pal writing 
presents automated formative feedback that provides corrective feedback strategies oriented toward student 
improvement of writing skills. Roscoe, et al. (2015) examined 78 High school students using a virtual pen pal to 
write and revise a persuasive essay each day across eight daily sessions. The findings of the linguistic properties 
of original and revised essays revealed that students were more likely to implement document-level revisions 
focused on improving elaboration, organization, and cohesion, rather than surface word-level edits focused on 
incorporating bigger words or less common words. 

Based on the above synthesized literature, it appears that technology integration in EFL, in general, and virtual 
tutoring, in particular, has a great potential to eliminate the shortcomings of conventional tutoring and to provide 
students with autonomous learning experiences and opportunities to continuously improve their writing skills.  

2. Research Methodology 

2.1 Research Design 

This present study employed a quasi-experimental control group design where four intact sections enrolled in a 
semester-long course were able to participate in the study. 

2.2 Population and Sample 

The population of the study incorporated all Year 1 students enrolled in the ENAP1002 course at College of 
Applied Sciences-Sohar for the academic year 2018/2019. The population consisted of 10 sections (M=211).  

The sample consisted of four intact groups. These were divided into two control groups (N= 46) and two 
experimental (N=52) groups. The initial sample consisted of 98 male and female students aged 19-22 years. 
However, due to the fact that some students did not take the pre-test and others did not take the post-test, the 
actual sample size consisted of 35 in each group (Total N= 70) including those who completed both the pre-test 
and post-test. The participants’ mother tongue is Arabic and they have the same social and educational 
background since they all completed the English Foundation Programme.  

2.3 Research Instruments  

The main research data collection instruments used in the study was the writing test and the attitude scale.  

The Writing Test: To measure the impact of VWT software on writing skills, a writing test consisting of one 
essay question with two writing topics to choose from was developed based on the ENAP1002 test specification 
and the ENAP1002 course syllabus. Additionally, a rating scale for assessing writing provided by the general 
directorate for CASs in the Ministry of Higher Education-Oman has also been used. The adapted rating scale for 
assessing writing consisted of five categories; task achievement, organization, grammar, vocabulary, and 
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An independent sample t-test was calculated to check the effect of the VWT software on the writing skills, t (68) 
= 3.67, p =.000 with VWT software indicating a larger effect on the experimental group (M=20.51, SD = 2.36) 
than the control group (M =18.34, SD = 2.56). The Cohen’s d effect size was (0.88) which indicates large effect 
size according to Cohen’s (1988) three levels; small 0.20, medium 0.50 and large .80. 

In order to compare the performance of the experimental group before and after the introduction of VWT 
software, a paired sample t-test was conducted the results are shown in Table 3.  

 

Table 3. Paired samples t-test for the mean scores of the experimental group* 

 

Experimental  

Group  

Test N Mean Std. Deviation df t Sig. (2-tailed) 

Pre-test  35 35.71 6.61 
34 4.13 .000 

Post-test 35 41.03 4.73 

*Total score=50 

 

A paired sample t-test was used for the experimental group to check the effect of the software on the writing 
skills, t (34) = 4.13, p =.000 with VWT software indicating there is a larger effect on the experimental group 
after the treatment (M =41.03, SD = 4.73) than the effect before the treatment (M =35.71, SD = 6.61). In order to 
measure the size effect, Cohen’s d was calculated for the experimental group before (M =35.71, SD =6.61) and 
after the treatment (M = 41.03, SD = 4.73) and was found to be (0.92) which indicates large size effect according 
to Cohen’s (1988) three levels; small 0.20, medium 0.50 and large 0.80. This indicates that the VWT positively 
affected the writing skills of Year 1 students.  

Cohen-Gross (2003) suggested that academic writing skills are among the best predictors of success during the 
first year of college or university. The positive results of the effect of the VWT software on the writing skills of 
Year 1 students seem to be in line with previous research studies (Al Badwawi, 2011; Ellis et al., 2007; Cetto, 
2010; Blake, 2016; Hwang et al., 2016; Dikli & Bleyle, 2014) that emphasized the role instructional technology 
plays in academic writing. The findings of the current study agree with the previous findings related to using 
instructional technology to enhance EFL learning in general and writing skills in particular. Similarly, reviewed 
literature in EFL education (Xu et. al, 2018; Chun, 2016; Rosen, 2016; James, 2016; Abdallah & Mansour, 2015; 
Eder Intriago et al., 2016) found that various technological tools and trends had a positive impact on students’ 
EFL learning generally and academic writing specifically. Added to that, the findings are also consistent with 
previous studies investigating virtual tutoring to improve education in general and EFL learning in particular 
(Tan, 2019; Abdelmageed & El-Naggar, 2018; Thao, 2017; Ali, 2016; Park & Kim, 2016).  

However, this study contradicted the findings of Jayaron and Abidin (2016) that measured the impact of forum 
discussions on students’ linguistic complexity in writing skills and found no statistical difference between the 
groups' writing performance. It also disagreed with Hwang et al. (2016) who identified that control and 
experimental groups were equal on the listening post-test when investigating the feasibility of mobile 
game-based learning activities. This disagreement might be due to different contexts, different instructional 
technology (treatment), different sample sizes or instructional materials.  

Overall, these studies are similar to the current study in several aspects including integrating technological trends 
in EFL education, virtual trends (virtual tutoring, virtual communities, virtual learning environments), 
quasi-experimental research design, research instruments, sample size and statistical analysis of the collected 
data. 

3.2 Results Relating Research Question 2 

To answer Research Question 2 about the attitudes of the students towards the use of VWT for improving their 
writing skills, descriptive statistics of means and standard deviations were applied for the attitude scale. The 
overall mean score and standard deviation are shown in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics of students’ attitude towards VWT Software 

Statement Mean Std. Deviation 

1. I enjoy using VWT in the writing class. 4.29 .78 

2. I feel that the usage of VWT increases the accuracy of my writing. 4.37 .49 

3. I learn writing better when I use VWT rather than just with paper and pencil. 3.69 .99 

4. I feel motivated to use VWT to help proofread my essay writing. 3.94 .93 

5. I am bored when the VWT is used in writing class. 3.80 1.13 

6. I am not interested in using VWT in the class. 4.14 .77 

7. I face difficulty in using VWT in writing my essays. 3.91 1.04 

8. I dislike using VWT in the writing classes. 3.66 .96 

9. I feel more comfortable in the classes that use VWT. 3.69 .86 

10. I become more active in the classes using VWT. 3.80 .67 

11. I remember the content easily in writing lessons when VWT is used. 3.63 .77 

12. The writing skills learnt by using VWT are more permanent. 3.63 .77 

13. My creativity increases in lessons when VWT is used. 3.80 .83 

14. VWT helps me edit my grammar, spelling and vocabulary. 4.34 .76 

15. Usage of VWT in writing essays is necessary 3.74 .98 

16. It is a waste of time to use VWT in writing classes. 4.03 .98 

17. I lose my concentration in the writing lesson using VWT. 3.80 .96 

18. I avoid using VWT in my writing classes. 3.69 1.23 

19. It is beneficial for me to use the VWT in writing my essays. 4.14 .64 

20. Usage of the VWT should be made more prevalent in writing classes. 3.77 .77 

Total Mean 3.89 .39 

 

The attitude scale consisted of 20 statements to measure the EFL learners’ attitude towards VWT. The overall 
mean score was (M=3.89, SD = 0.39) which represents students’ positive attitude towards using VWT to 
improve their writing skills. However, there were some statements that obtained lower and higher mean scores 
than others as shown in Table 5 and Table 6.  

 

Table 5. Descriptive statistics of the statements with the lowest mean scores in the attitude scale 

Statement Mean Std. Deviation 

12. The writing skills learnt by using VWT are more permanent 3.63 .77 

11. I remember the content easily in writing lessons when VWT is used. 3.63 .77 

8. I dislike using VWT in the writing classes. 3.66 .96 

 

Statements 12, 11 and 8 in the attitude scale received the lowest mean scores of the 20 statements. The lowest 
mean scores ranged between (M = 3.63, SD = 0.77) and (M =3.66, SD = 0.96). Statements 12 and 11 represented 
the students’ attitude towards retention of the content learned via VWT while Statements 8 represented students’ 
attitude towards using VWT in writing classes.  
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Table 6. Descriptive statistics of the statements with the highest mean scores in the attitude scale 

Statement Mean Std. Deviation 

2. I feel that the usage of VWT increases the accuracy of my writing. 4.37 .49 

14. VWT helps me edit my grammar, spelling and vocabulary 4.34 .76 

1. I enjoy using VWT in the writing class. 4.29 .78 

 

Statements 2, 14 and 1 in the attitude scale received the highest mean scores out of the 20 statements. The 
highest mean scores ranged between (M = 4.37, SD = 0.49) and (M = 4.29, SD = 0.78). Statements 2 and 14 
concerned the accuracy and editing of grammar, spelling and vocabulary while Statement 1 concerned the 
positive attitude towards the VWT software. These statements agree with the positive results of Research 
Question 1 about the students’ performance in the post-writing test. This indicates that Year 1 students had a 
positive attitude towards the VWT software.  

The findings of the attitude scale indicate participants have a positive attitude towards using VWT software in 
the writing classes. Year 1 students enjoyed using the VWT software and found it beneficial and helpful in 
checking the accuracy of their essays including spelling, punctuation, grammar and vocabulary. Generally 
speaking, the positive results of the students’ attitude towards using VWT software are consistent with the 
positive findings of previous studies that investigated students’ attitudes towards instructional technology. 
Examples of those research studies are Ellis et al., (2007); Aljumah, (2012); Hwang et al., (2016); Herrera 
Mosquera, (2017); Metin, et al., (2012); Khan, et al., (2018) and Orgaz et al. (2018).  

As for virtual tutoring, the findings of students’ attitudes towards using it are in line with the positive results of 
previous studies investigating English courses (Mosquera, 2017; Tan, 2019), reading skills (Park & Kim, 2016), 
pronunciation (Aiello & Mongibello, 2019), grammar skills (Pinto-Llorente et al., 2017), and writing skills (John 
et al., 2017; Roscoe, et al., 2015). Added to that, the results are also consistent with the previous positive 
findings of the e-feedback in EFL education such as Thao (2017) and Ali (2016). However, the findings of this 
study contradicted what Baturay et al. (2017) found in that computer ownership, Internet access and the amount 
of daily computer use do not correlate with attitudes towards instructional technology. 

Finally, although students had positive attitudes towards the use of VWT software and found it to be helpful in 
improving the accuracy of their essay writing, the statements with the lowest mean scores reflected some critical 
concerns regarding the content and retention of the information learnt with the assistance of the VWT software. 
This might be due to the lack of specific contextualized content provided by VWT software designers for 
international EFL learners.  

4. Conclusion 

The findings of this study suggest that the emerging Virtual Tutoring technologies appear to be a viable and 
appealing alternative for English language learning in general, and writing in particular. Apparently, these 
technologies, such as VWT have shifted the conventional art of personal tutoring to a more reliable form of 
e-feedback that can be provided in both synchronous and asynchronous learning environments. Consequently, 
VWT not only frees up invaluable teacher time, but also helps students to develop error correction skills that can 
be used independently, which in turns, may promote self-regulated and ubiquitous learning. It is believed that the 
findings of this study can provide valuable insights for EFL instructors and those in other disciplinary areas to 
better integrate similar emerging technologies that enhance both teaching and students’ learning experiences. 
Accordingly, further research is needed to examine the various attributes of the VWT software such as the pen 
pal feature on a wider range of students’ academic writing experience in a more longitudinal and large-scope 
studies. 
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