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ABSTRACT 

 

AVOIDING AUTOMATED, “DRIVE-THROUGH” WRITING FEEDBACK: 

A COMPARISON OF GRAMMARLY AND WRITING CENTER CONSULTANTS 

 

by Jenelle Dembsey 

 

 Writing centers assist students with the entire writing process, although centers are 

consistently mislabeled as editing or proofreading services. Grammarly, Inc. has claimed that its 

grammar program, Grammarly®, can complement writing centers, which could continue the 

misconception of writing centers or threaten their funding. This research sought to test this claim 

by comparing Grammarly®’s writing feedback with that of 10 online writing center consultants. 

Using a content analysis, the researcher analyzed eight aspects of feedback: amount, focus, type, 

accuracy, terminology, techniques, language choices, and evaluation. Grammarly®’s feedback 

was quick and included large numbers of comments but was limited to specific surface-level 

issues and could not consider content, context, or rhetorical choice. Although Grammarly®’s area 

of expertise is supposed to be grammar, it lacked accuracy and gave a larger number of incorrect 

suggestions than the consultants, while also missing over 70 errors. Furthermore, its feedback 

could not be personalized to the student’s needs, could not interact with the student or the text, 

used an authoritative tone, and harshly scored each student’s paper, all of which challenge 

writing center values. The researcher also interviewed the writing center consultants in two focus 

groups. The consultants found both positive and negative aspects to Grammarly®, and nine of 

them did not support its use in writing center sessions. To avoid providing students with “drive-

through” writing feedback focused on quickness and quantity, rather than quality, this study 

concluded that Grammarly® cannot complement writing center work and should not be 

incorporated into writing centers. 
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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Introduction 

 The academic and professional worlds have long emphasized grammatical correctness. 

Over the years, grammar programs have been created and updated to ensure error-free writing, 

although they have drastic limitations. To escape from the failures of past programs, 

manufacturers of new grammar software often make claims too broad for their product’s 

capabilities. Grammarly, Inc. (2014b) confidently advertised its program, Grammarly®, to have 

the following abilities: “Grammarly provides another set of eyes to help perfect your writing. 

Grammarly’s patent-pending grammar checking technology reviews and improves your text, 

correcting grammar, spelling, word choice and style mistakes with unmatched accuracy.” For the 

academic world, Grammarly® is even claimed to work alongside university writing centers 

(Grammarly, Inc., 2013).  

 However, grammar programs and writing centers are unlikely allies: they share neither 

focus nor goals. Grammar programs focus on the text and have tried to credibly stand in for 

human editors, while writing centers focus on the writers and have struggled not to be labeled as 

editing services or grammar shops. Grammarly®, specifically, has emphasized perfecting writing 

and error-free prose (Grammarly, Inc., 2014b). On the opposite hand, writing centers 

acknowledge that there is no such thing as the “perfect” paper: writing centers aim instead to 

help students learn and become better writers while respecting students’ authority over their 

work. Because Grammarly, Inc. (2013) has chosen to advertise to writing centers on its 

Grammarly@edu website, Grammarly® is subject to standards defined by the field of writing 

center studies. 
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 In the current study, the claim that Grammarly® can complement writing centers will be 

examined from a writing center perspective. At the time of this study, the researcher had been 

working in writing centers for almost four years during her undergraduate and graduate studies. 

The researcher began working at the Central Michigan University (CMU) Writing Center as a 

graduate assistant in Fall 2012 and held the position of Online Coordinator from Spring 2013 

through Summer 2014. Her responsibilities included administering the Writing Center’s 

asynchronous online service and training consultants to work online. Because of this position, 

the researcher has had experience evaluating asynchronous feedback on student work. The 

current study will compare and contrast Grammarly®’s approach to providing feedback with that 

of online writing center consultants at CMU. 

 

Research Problem 

 

 The claim made by Grammarly, Inc. (2013) increases its own credibility while posing 

several problems for writing centers. Writing centers are free, non-profit services that often 

struggle to gain enough funding to serve their student population or to be understood and 

appreciated by their campus faculty and administrators. Their reputations and funding could be 

further jeopardized by grammar programs, such as Grammarly®, claiming to offer writing 

assistance. 

 Grammarly, Inc.’s (2013) claim implies a similarity between grammar programs and 

writing centers and supports a long tradition of students, faculty, and administrators 

misunderstanding writing center work. Those outside the field have often mislabeled writing 

center consultants as editors or proofreaders (North, 1984; Carino, 1995; Castner, 2000; Adkins, 

2011). While writing centers can help students learn grammar and develop proofreading skills, 

this is not the primary focus or limit of their services. Getting writers to use good grammar is not 
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the main goal of writing center pedagogy: writing centers seek to help students become better 

with all aspects of writing. Grammarly, Inc.’s (2013) claim is harmful for not only perceptions of 

writing centers but also perceptions of effective writing. Even in academic forums, a common 

misconception is that good grammar makes good writing; this misconception among 

administrators is worrisome to writing centers. 

 While Grammarly, Inc. (2013) did not claim that its product is better than a writing center 

or could act as a replacement, its advertising could be interpreted in this way by university 

administrators who do not understand writing center work and are looking to provide student 

services at low costs. As Harbord (2006), whose writing center was almost closed by 

administrators in 2004, explained, 

It is in the nature of academic support units that senior administrators are more 

likely to make cuts there when under financial pressure than axing more 

prestigious parts of the university. Writing centers are all too often threatened 

with closure or staff reduction, and all too often have to marshal resources and 

arguments to ensure their continued existence. (p. 1) 

Some administrators have considered supplementing or even replacing their writing centers with 

technology to cut costs while reaching more students. Grammarly® is a cheaper, 24-hour option 

that can work with an unlimited number of students at the same time. If universities viewed 

Grammarly® and writing centers as similar, rather than complementary or opposed, writing 

centers could lose funding or campus popularity in favor of Grammarly®. At the extreme end, 

writing centers could be closed, or new writing centers could be prevented from being 

established. In an age where technology is often used to save money or increase efficiency, 
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research is needed to establish when and where human knowledge is irreplaceable for effective 

writing. 

 

Literature Review 

 

 Background on writing centers and grammar programs provides a context for the current 

study. A discussion of writing center history and pedagogy will clarify what writing centers do 

and how they achieve their goals. Online writing centers will then be discussed with a focus on 

the asynchronous online consultation, which was the type used in this study. Writing center 

scholars have shown concern for several aspects of asynchronous consulting, and these same 

concerns also apply to the nature of grammar programs. The strengths and weaknesses of past 

grammar programs will be presented before Grammarly® is discussed in detail, including its 

manufacturers’ claims and its positive and negative reviews.  

  

 Writing centers. According to Carino (1995), writing center work likely started in the 

classroom with the “laboratory method,” in which students could receive individual help from 

their instructor or participate in peer editing groups (p. 105). This instructional method took 

place during class time where students could practice writing and correcting their errors before 

having them corrected by the instructor (Boquet, 1999). Such a format was documented as early 

as 1904 (Carino, 1995). These beginning writing conferences evolved into separate facilities in 

the 1930s and 1940s, although they were still closely tied to the classroom (Carino, 1995; 

Boquet, 1999). Carino (1995) explained, “By the 1940s, free-standing writing labs were a 

recognizable part of higher education, though it is difficult to know how widespread they were” 

(p. 107). Writing centers increased as part of the Armed Forces English—on-campus programs 
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that taught communication skills to officers for World War II. By the 1950s, writing centers were 

becoming a part of writing programs (Carino, 1995).  

 Though writing conferences have existed for over 100 years, the work of writing centers 

today is still unclear to those outside the field: “Writing centers, throughout their history, have 

been misunderstood, hence the reams of scholarship defining writing centers, their work, and 

their function in the university and communities in which they exist” (Adkins, 2011, p. 3). This 

confusion prompted North’s (1984) “Idea of a Writing Center,” which addressed those outside 

the writing center field and became iconic scholarship for those within the field. North (1984) 

clarified that a writing center is not a “grammar and drill center,” “fix-it shop,” or “first aid 

station” (p. 437); rather, writing centers focus on improving writers, not their texts. Years later, 

scholars still reported that students and faculty view writing centers as fix-it shops (Carino, 1995; 

Castner, 2000) or “last-minute insurance against anything that might be wrong with the paper” 

(Castner, 2000, p. 127). The continued understanding of writing center work must also be 

addressed within the field.  

 Writing center training handbooks carefully guide new consultants through their roles 

and responsibilities. Ryan and Zimmerelli’s (2010) The Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors has 

been a popular training resource and is considered authoritative on writing center work. As Ryan 

and Zimmerelli (2010) explained, “Writing centers differ widely in their facilities, procedures, 

and resources; however, you will find one constant from center to center: students seeking help 

as they work through different stages of the writing process” (p. 6). Because writing centers 

focus on the writer, they play a role in the process of writing a paper: prewriting, drafting, 

revising, and editing. Multiple writing stages come with different types of revision, commonly 

referred to as global- and surface-level revision (Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010). Global revision 
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focuses on large issues like development, organization, or content, while surface revision alters 

individual sentences. Students may only ask for help with grammar, but Ryan and Zimmerelli 

(2010) warned that students can view “grammar” and “proofreading” as meaning any type of 

revision, including global revision (p. 20). Comments regarding global issues are preferred in 

writing center work and are prioritized over surface issues, because global changes, such as 

reorganization, would overshadow surface corrections and likely cause new grammar errors to 

emerge (Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010). Surface-level issues are beside the point if the text requires 

more fundamental rethinking and revision.  

 When surface-level issues are addressed, the purpose is for students to learn grammar. 

Consultants are advised to focus on surface issues in small parts of the paper, so the student can 

apply the grammar feedback to current and future work (Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010). According 

to Ryan and Zimmerelli (2010), “This approach also reminds writers that they are ultimately 

responsible for revising their papers” (p. 51). Consultants explain grammar issues while being 

wary of terms unfamiliar to the student. Hewett (2010) advised consultants to write at the 

“student’s comprehension level” because students “respond best” to vocabulary that is familiar 

or at least defined in the feedback (p. 88-89). As Hewett (2010) further explained, 

While it is important not to assume that novice writers have certain vocabulary 

abilities just because of their course levels, the potential for lack of clarity in 

textual settings suggests that it is best to define the terms in context or to use 

noncomplex vocabulary. (p. 89) 

Ryan and Zimmerelli (2010) likewise argued that grammar jargon must be defined to aid the 

student’s learning. 
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  Writing centers value human interaction and consultant-student relationships. In a 

session, consultants and students work collaboratively, with the consultant assuming the attentive 

roles of ally, coach, commentator, collaborator, learner, and/or counselor (Ryan & Zimmerelli, 

2010). Hewett (2010) explained that students are looking for relationships as well: “Students 

want feedback on their writing—certainly because grades ultimately are in play—but also 

because they want to know, to learn, to be better writers, and especially to be understood” (p. 

12). Ryan and Zimmerelli (2010) suggested that, to start building a relationship, consultants 

introduce themselves at the beginning of a session, sit next to students rather than across from 

them, and keep the paper or computer in front of the students to leave them in control of their 

work.  

 While writing centers are most known for working face-to-face with students, they can 

also serve students online and increasingly so in the era of technology and online classes.  

  

 Online writing centers. Online writing centers existed as early as 1986, according to 

Brown (2000), who cited Utah State University’s electronic tutor (or E.T.) as “the first writing 

center consultant to respond electronically to student writers” (p. 18). Kinkead (1987) explained 

that Utah State University’s E.T. was an individual who responded to students’ email questions 

and helped students who were shy, afraid to visit the writing center in person, or unavailable 

during operating hours. Technology has since advanced and created more options for writing 

centers to reach students online.  

 Online consulting comes in two types: synchronous and asynchronous. In synchronous 

online sessions, the consultant and student review a paper and converse together at the same time 

through some form of technology, such as microphone, video, or chat (Ryan & Zimmerelli, 

2010). In asynchronous sessions, the consultant reviews a paper without the student present and 
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returns the feedback through email, database, or online classroom. According to Hewett (2010), 

asynchronous consulting takes place in three to four phases: (1) student submits essay, (2) 

consultant reads essay and provides feedback, (3) student reads feedback and revises, and (4) 

student resubmits for additional feedback. Asynchronous sessions may be used in place of 

synchronous due to cost, lack of technology, or limited student availability. For example, the 

CMU Writing Center relies on asynchronous consulting because many online submitters are non-

traditional or military students, who may not be available to work with a consultant in real-time. 

 Writing center scholars have seen advantages of asynchronous over synchronous online 

consulting for both students and consultants. Students have more time to read their feedback 

(Hewett, 2010), can be empowered by online privacy, and feel more comfortable asking 

questions (Carlson & Apperson-Williams, 2000). Similarly, shy and anxious consultants may 

feel more comfortable working online (Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010). Asynchronous consulting 

allows consultants time to revise their feedback and be more detailed (Hewett, 2010; Ryan & 

Zimmerelli, 2010). Asynchronous feedback then becomes an archived, written record that 

consultants and students can refer to at later dates (Mabrito, 2000; Hewett, 2010; Ryan & 

Zimmerelli, 2010). 

 Scholars have proposed roles specific to online consultants. Kastman Breuch and Racine 

(2000) proposed the online role of peer reviewer, who acts as both reader and writer. Remington 

(2006) also referred to the online consultant’s roles as reader and writer. With written feedback, 

online consultants demonstrate writing skills. Furthermore, consultants can give a reader’s 

perspective and, in doing so, avoid assuming a power relationship that might be present in other 

roles as teacher or professional (Remington, 2006).  
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 Furthermore, online consulting maintains the goals and benefits of a face-to-face 

consultation. Mabrito (2000) found online consulting to be “a logical extension of the writing 

tutorial’s goals” of face-to-face and to still foster collaboration (p. 145). Kastman Breuch and 

Racine (2000) stated, “although online tutoring and face-to-face tutoring occupy different spaces, 

the same pedagogical goals—namely, student-centered, process-based pedagogy—can be 

facilitated equally well in both mediums” (p. 246). Consultants still focus on making better 

writers and not on editing texts (Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010).  

 Maintaining writing center pedagogy is one of the challenges of online consulting, which 

is why scholars have worried that online consulting might be seen as “dropping off dry cleaning” 

(Cooper, Bui, & Riker, 2008, p. 310), using a fax machine (Kastman Breuch & Racine, 2000), or 

making a one-time visit to the hospital (Castner, 2000). Though asynchronous consulting risks 

losing human interaction, dialogue, and a focus on global issues, specific strategies can 

overcome these disadvantages (Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010).  

  

 Human interaction. A common concern has been that human interaction will be lost 

within an asynchronous online writing center. Asynchronous consulting does not involve body 

language, visual cues, or tone of voice (Carlson & Apperson-Williams, 2000; Mabrito, 2000; 

Hewett, 2010; Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010). Asynchronous consulting relies only on text for 

communication, and this text must carry meaning on its own (Carlson & Apperson-Williams, 

2000). Carlson and Apperson-Williams (2000) described the computer screen as faceless, 

expressionless, cold, sterile, and uninviting. Unlike the human interaction natural in face-to-face 

sessions, the human aspect can be lost behind text-based technology. 

 However, Carlson and Apperson-Williams (2000) have also argued, along with other 

scholars (Cooper et al., 2008; Hewett, 2010), that consultants can still establish relationships 
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online. Carlson and Apperson-Williams (2000) stated that “Tutors and students still work on 

student texts, but the absence of face-to-face interaction causes the interpersonal relationship to 

develop through words about the writing rather than through physical presence” (p. 134). Cooper 

et al. (2008) believed consultants can keep collaboration and humanity in online work by setting 

a tone with friendly and informal introductory comments and providing closure with ending 

comments. Similarly, Hewett (2010) found that consultants can engage with students by 

introducing themselves and asking open-ended questions. 

  

 Dialogue. The literature have addressed issues with the lack of dialogue and back-and-

forth conversation in asynchronous work (Carlson & Apperson-Williams, 2000; Castner, 2000; 

Cooper et al., 2008; Hewett, 2010; Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010). Castner (2000) stated that 

dialogue helps students learn how to talk about writing, so consultants can better understand 

what students want to work on when they want their papers “edited.” Furthermore, students who 

submit a paper and receive it back without further dialogue may believe they have received all 

the feedback necessary to make changes. They might not submit again after revising or schedule 

multiple sessions (Castner, 2000). Castner (2000) discussed how the lack of dialogue could 

become problematic:  

Consultants do not want clients to perceive writing centers as fix-it shops for 

writing, places where writing can be repaired in one session. E-mail consulting 

without dialogue, however, may promote these ideas by giving the impression 

that clients can send off their texts to be fixed at the last minute by a voiceless 

editor. (p. 120) 

Asynchronous consulting does not always allow for back-and-forth communication, but dialogue 

can still be initiated. Hewett (2010) argued that while asynchronous sessions may appear one-
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sided, they still include “at least two participants struggling to communicate about an activity 

that feels of great consequence to each” (p. 12). Students can ask questions for consultants to 

answer during the session (Castner, 2000; Kastman Breuch & Racine, 2000; Hewett, 2010). 

Similarly, online consultants can pose questions for students to answer during revision; interact 

with the student and the text; and share their reactions as readers (Cooper et al., 2008; Hewett, 

2010; Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010).  

 

 Grammar. Online consulting offers consultants more temptations to edit or proofread 

because the student is not present to guide the session. Technology also enables consultants to 

make changes to the student’s paper. However, the same writing center pedagogy should apply 

to online sessions. Similar to face-to-face sessions, consultants are advised to discuss only 

patterns of error (Cooper et al., 2008; Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010). As Cooper et al. (2008) 

explained, “It is ironic that painstakingly correcting every error makes a tutor feel exhausted, 

while the student who receives the corrected paper feels ashamed. This is not conducive to 

learning” (p. 314). Cooper et al. (2008) stated that addressing every grammatical problem is 

“pedagogically unsound” (p. 315). If online consultants point out every error from the beginning, 

students may expect all errors to be addressed, and they may not look for further errors on their 

own (Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010). Hewett (2010) explained that too much feedback can be 

overwhelming to students and even offensive to experienced writers. Similarly, too little 

feedback may not provide explanations or adequately help students with an issue. 

 Consultants must provide logical explanations for grammar errors; otherwise, the student 

will make the same mistakes in future papers (Cooper et al., 2008; Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010). 

Not providing an explanation would do a “disservice” to the writer (Ryan & Zimmerelli, 2010, p. 

80). Ryan and Zimmerelli (2010) suggested that consultants use pre-written template responses 
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for common issues to ensure consistency and save time; however, consultants should still slightly 

alter these responses to be personalized to each student’s paper.  

 

 Software in writing centers. As far back as the late 1970s, writing centers felt 

threatened by technology and argued against it. Veit (1979) stated that “writing is an intensely 

personal activity,” and effective consultants can be concerned for both the student writer and 

their writing: “What I’m saying is that one of our most valuable services is one that machines 

aren’t programmed to provide” (p. 2). The concern remains that technology, particularly without 

a human attached, will lack the social and psychological interaction that writing centers value. 

Veit (1979) argued that students require personalized attention and empathy they cannot receive 

in their classes; the student’s greatest need is a personal relationship and “contact with a human 

being who cares” (p. 2). Machines, however, cannot offer such personal instruction. Pemberton 

(2004) discussed how the increased use of technology is worrisome for more than just lack of 

interaction: 

While computers and computer software have often been praised by writing 

center scholars for the educational benefits they provide, they have also been seen 

as incipient threats – not merely to the personal, interactive pedagogies that 

writing centers embrace, but also to the writing center’s very existence, 

particularly in tough budget times when administrators may view CAI [computer 

assisted instruction] programs and other technological artifacts as cheap, efficient 

alternatives to the labor-intensive, individualized teaching model at the heart of 

writing center practice. (p. 11) 
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While writing centers have embraced technology that benefits students, such as email and word 

processors used in online consulting, they do not want technology to compromise writing center 

core values (Pemberton, 2004). 

  

 Grammar programs. Grammar programs look for grammar and spelling errors and can 

be part of a word processor or stand as their own products. Grammar programs became stand-

alone products in the early 1980s (Beals, 1998). Grammar software is programmed with pre-

defined patterns or rules and looks for “errors” that deviate from these patterns (Pogue, 1993; 

McAlexander, 2000). Common areas of strength for grammar programs include catching 

repeated words (Pogue, 1993; LaRocque, 1999), misspelled words, overused expressions, long 

noun modifiers (LaRocque, 1999), subject-verb agreement, and comma splices (McAlexander, 

2000). However, reading these patterns incorrectly can produce errors (McAlexander, 2000). As 

Galletta, Durcikova, Everard, and Jones (2005) explained, 

Unfortunately, it does not take long to discover that, while sophisticated beyond 

the wildest dreams of many users a decade ago, the software is imperfect in 

important ways. There are false negatives, where the language-checking software 

fails to detect true errors, and false positives, where the software detects problems 

that are not errors. (p. 82) 

Machines and programs are limited to finding surface issues identifiable by pattern and not 

larger, more important issues related to meaning or content (Veit, 1979; Beals, 1998; 

McAlexander, 2000). Beals (1998) argued that little evidence proves that using a grammar 

checker would help a student become a more effective writer or have error-free writing. R.L.G. 

(2012a) stated, “Since computers can be tricked even by one of the most computational elements 

of language (syntax), we shouldn't be surprised that they should struggle harder still to judge 
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whether a text is interesting, relevant, concise, organised, stylish or truthful.” Grammar programs 

also cannot consider exceptions to certain grammatical rules for stylistic purposes. 

 Historically, grammar programs have had consistent deficiencies and technological 

limitations even though they have been updated and changed through time. Several programs 

have been tested by scholars and others with similar results:  

 Grammatik (Pogue, 1993) 

 RightWriter® (Pogue, 1993) 

 Correct Grammar (Pogue, 1993) 

 Microsoft™ Word® (Pogue, 1993, LaRocque, 1999; McAlexander, 2000; 

Vernon, 2000; Kies, 2012) 

 Editor (Beals, 1998) 

 WordPerfect® (Vernon, 2000, Kies, 2012) 

 Grammarian™ Pro X (Kies, 2012) 

 Open Office™ Writer (Kies, 2012) 

Though technology had surely changed from 1993 to 2012, lack of accuracy was still a 

consistent limitation. In tests, all of these programs gave incorrect feedback; some also missed 

grammatical errors (Beals, 1998; LaRocque, 1999; Vernon, 2000; McAlexander, 2000; Kies, 

2012). The grammar programs’ most common weaknesses were related to commonly confused 

words, such as “its” versus “it’s” (Pogue, 1993; LaRocque, 1999); “that” versus “which”; run-on 

sentences (Pogue, 1993; McAlexander, 2000); pronoun agreement and case; and parallelism 

(McAlexander, 2000). 

 Grammar programs have also been criticized for making errors. Many grammar checkers 

follow formal rules prescribed by outdated pedagogy, such as no split infinitives and no 
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contractions (LaRocque, 1999; Vernon, 2000; LaRocque, 2008). They are often designed to 

assume all writing is formal and, therefore, cannot accommodate informal writing. LaRocque 

(1999) argued that humanity and warmth can be reflected in informal writing while formal 

writing lacks humanity. Grammar programs also cannot accommodate rhetorical and stylistic 

choices (LaRocque, 1999; Vernon, 2000; LaRocque, 2008). They work outside of a rhetorical 

context, unlike humans (Kies, 2012). 

 Because they miss errors and mark false errors, grammar programs have not been 

recommended for inexperienced writers or those with little grammar knowledge (McAlexander, 

2000; Galletta et al., 2005). Users need to have basic grammar knowledge and confidence to 

reject suggestions that are incorrect or conflict with their personal writing style (McAlexander, 

2000). Galletta et al. (2005) conducted a study with 65 graduate and undergraduate students with 

high and low writing abilities and had them edit papers with and without Microsoft™ Word®’s 

grammar checker. All participants performed better when the grammar program caught obvious 

errors, but performed worse when the program missed errors or flagged false errors. The students 

believed the program when it said something was incorrect, even if it was not. Those with high 

writing abilities performed worse when the software was turned on than when it was turned off, 

because they did not look for errors the computer did not find. Galletta et al. (2005) believed the 

students with high writing ability actually lost some of that ability or advantage when they relied 

on a grammar program. Galletta et al. (2005) determined that grammar software could give a 

false sense of security. Thus, users may place power and trust in the program rather than finding 

errors themselves.  

 Due to these limitations, reviewers and scholars have continued to prefer humans over 

computers when it comes to grammar and writing feedback (Pogue, 1993; Beals, 1998; 
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LaRocque, 1999; Galletta et al., 2005; LaRocque, 2008). Beals (1998) considered the use of a 

grammar program in the classroom and concluded that students instead need to interact more 

with their teachers throughout the writing process. Beals (1998) found that grammar programs 

could not provide positive feedback and would be unable to “assist our students directly until 

they can think and respond as we do” (p. 71-72). Pogue (1993) used 35 passages to test four 

grammar programs against a human editor. The grammar programs’ best accuracy ratings were 

50% while the editor was correct on all but two passages: “Final score: human 33, computer 8” 

(p. 186). LaRocque (1999) concluded that artificial intelligence lacks a brain and that human 

intelligence is still superior for writing and grammar:  

The human brain, with its flexibility and capacity to imagine, is still superior in 

many ways to the electronic model. The computer is never tired or preoccupied or 

careless, so it is wonderful at remembering and observing rules. But it doesn’t 

have the imagination of even a very young human brain—which not only can 

forget the rules, but can find in them loopholes and options. Electronic 

intelligence can process information like a house afire, but it still can’t think. (p. 

52)  

Nine years later, LaRocque (2008) came to the same conclusion that software is merely a 

machine with no brain.  

 Despite these issues, some authors have recommended using grammar programs within 

the composition classroom (McAlexander, 2000; Vernon, 2000). McAlexander (2000) argued 

that instructors must teach students how to use grammar programs to remove the negative effects 

of the program and help students learn grammar. McAlexander (2000) conducted a grammar 

checker project: she first gave students grammar instruction before having them analyze 
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Microsoft™ Word®’s suggestions. After the project, she found that students exhibited increased 

efficiency and confidence. Vernon (2000) felt that reliability issues made grammar checkers an 

important topic to address in the classroom “[b]ecause grammar checkers do tend to undermine 

their own potential value, and because students might object to human corrections not noted by 

the program” (p. 336). Instructing on grammar programs would teach grammar in context, rather 

than separate from writing or computers (Vernon, 2000).  

 Although some sources have found grammar programs to be a useful teaching tool in the 

classroom, the general consensus has been that their weaknesses outweigh their benefits and that 

the programs are too limited to be used on their own. The current study focuses on the grammar 

program Grammarly®.  

  

 Grammarly®. Grammarly® is an online grammar program advertised as more accurate 

and comprehensive by its manufacturers in an attempt to distance it from past and current 

grammar programs. Grammarly®’s manufacturers have labeled the program “the world’s best 

grammar checker” that can “correct up to 10 times more mistakes than popular word processors” 

(Grammarly, Inc., 2014b). The company has claimed that its program can search for over 250 

types of grammatical issues, including vocabulary and spelling. By the end of October 2012, 

Grammarly® had over 3 million registered users (Business Wire, 2012), and by March 2014, it 

was licensed by at least 250 colleges and universities within and outside the United States (PR 

Newswire Association LLC, 2014a).   

 Grammarly® is available for individual users at around $30 a month, $60 a quarter, or 

$140 a year (Grammarly, Inc., 2014b). It is also available for campus license, but price estimates 

are not available on the website (Grammarly, Inc., 2013). Individual users access Grammarly® 

by logging into their paid accounts through the Grammarly® website. If a school has a license, 
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students access Grammarly® through their school’s online learning management system, such as 

Blackboard (Grammarly, Inc., 2013). Users can upload or paste their documents into the 

program through an Internet browser (Grammarly, Inc., 2014a). Users do not have options to list 

their stage in the writing process or the areas they would like reviewed. However, they can 

submit their paper as one of six document types: General, Business, Academic, Technical, 

Creative, and Casual (Grammarly, Inc., 2014a). Less than a minute after submission, 

Grammarly® generates a report of all the issues found, shows where errors occur within the 

paper, and offers explanations and examples for users to correct the errors on their own. In 

addition to checking for errors, Grammarly® scores documents on a scale of 100 (based on the 

number of errors per word count) and places papers in one of four categories: “poor, revision 

necessary”; “weak, needs revision”; “adequate, can benefit from revision”; or “good” 

(Grammarly, Inc., 2014a).  

 Grammarly®’s audience consists of not only inexperienced and professional writers but 

also students (Grammarly, Inc., 2013). A separate site entitled Grammarly@edu advertises the 

program as a tool for higher education in classrooms, libraries, and writing centers. For writing 

centers, Grammarly® has been advertised to reach more students quicker and with more 

convenience: 

 Grammarly@edu is designed to effectively complement the services your writing 

center offers today. Sentenceworks operates just like a human tutor in that it 

guides students through the revision process and delivers rich instructional 

feedback – all through highly engaging online interface. Grammarly@edu allows 

your writing center to expand its scope both in terms of reach − being instantly 

available to every student in your institution − and in the range of services − by 



19 
 

helping students with advanced grammar, sentence structure and other sentence-

level aspects of writing. [italics in original] (Grammarly, Inc., 2013)  

Grammarly, Inc. (2013) has claimed that Grammarly® can offer specific benefits to writing 

centers by giving instant feedback, being available to all students, and reaching out to those who 

would not otherwise seek writing help. It further stated that Grammarly® can help students learn 

writing skills at the sentence-level as well as develop proofreading and revising skills.  

 Grammarly® has received both praise and criticism. Business Wire (2012) reported that 

of over 800 unspecified survey participants who used Grammarly®, 84% of students felt their 

grades improved, 94% of users felt they saved time editing, and 63% became more confident in 

their writing. PR Newswire Association LLC (2014a) reported similar statistics; i.e., that 70% of 

student users surveyed had higher confidence and 84% had higher grades because of 

Grammarly®. In tests, Grammarly® performed better than Microsoft™ Word® (Carbone, 2012; 

Wright, 2012) and WriteCheck™ (Carbone, 2012). Emphasis Training Ltd. (2012) found that 

Grammarly® might help increase grammar knowledge: “The error cards are certainly more 

comprehensive than their word processor counterparts, and generally have nice explanations of 

grammar terms.” Street-Smart Language Learning (2010) mentioned that Grammarly® gave clear 

and informative explanations, had a quick turn-around time, and could handle large texts.  

 However, when reviewers tested Grammarly® for accuracy, they found many of its 

findings incorrect, unnecessary, inconsistent, and/or poorly explained (Street-Smart Language 

Learning, 2010; Carbone, 2012; Emphasis Training Ltd., 2012; Grammarist, 2012; R.L.G., 

2012b; Wright, 2012; Yagoda, 2012). For example, R.L.G. (2012b) found that Grammarly® gave 

inappropriate vocabulary suggestions out of context, such as changing “black” (as in “African”) 

to “Stygian,” “unhealthy,” “despairing,” or “terrible.” Grammarist (2012) criticized Grammarly® 
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for advising students to avoid the passive voice, not end a sentence with a preposition, and not 

begin a sentence with a conjunction.  

 Grammarly® also missed errors in several tests (Street-Smart Language Learning, 2010; 

Emphasis Training Ltd., 2012; Grammarist, 2012; R.L.G., 2012b; Wright, 2012). In R.L.G.’s 

(2012b) three student paragraphs, Grammarly® missed 25 errors, including pronoun-antecedent 

agreement, excess verbs, comma splices, missing words, and comma use. Street-Smart Language 

Learning (2010) found that Grammarly® was geared more towards native speakers and did not 

find common second-language errors, such as article and punctuation use. 

 Reviewers found that users need to already have grammar knowledge and confidence to 

sort through the program’s correct and incorrect suggestions (Street-Smart Language Learning, 

2010; Emphasis Training Ltd., 2012). Emphasis Training Ltd. (2012) stated that “an unconfident 

user might be confused into submitting to the advice.” R.L.G. (2012b) questioned whether 

students would depend on Grammarly® rather than build writing skills. Several reviewers 

reached harsh conclusions on Grammarly®’s abilities. R.L.G. (2012a) used Grammarly®’s own 

grading system to rate the program as “weak, needs revision.” Grammarist (2012) concluded that 

“Grammarly is useless for everyone.” R.L.G. (2012b) explained that “Computer analysis of 

natural language is very tough stuff, and Grammarly has utterly flailed [sic] in the tests here. The 

best way to learn to write is from other humans, and $140 will buy a lot of well-written and 

edited books.” Similar to reviews of other grammar programs, reviewers preferred human 

interaction over Grammarly®. 

 

 Summary of literature. To create better writers, writing centers value connecting 

personally with students and talking to them about writing. Although computers and technology 

are common in academia and in writing centers, scholars have worried that asynchronous online 
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consulting would compromise writing center values by eliminating dialogue and human 

interaction or focusing heavily on surface-level issues. Several sources have confirmed there are 

ways for consultants to be personable and have conversations with students online and to 

overcome the temptation to edit. However, technology, such as grammar checkers, that is not 

mediated by a human consultant may not be able to overcome these challenges; furthermore, the 

purchase of such programs by a university could result in budget cuts for writing centers. 

Grammar programs have been tested for accuracy, and they have consistently given incorrect 

feedback and false positives and have missed errors. Consequently, they are not suggested for 

inexperienced writers with little grammar knowledge. Although grammar programs catch some 

errors accurately, their weaknesses outweigh their benefits, and human writing feedback is 

preferred by the literature. Grammarly® has attempted to distance itself from these limitations; 

however, reviewers have found the same weaknesses and inaccuracies. 

 Past grammar programs have been either tested on their own or compared to professional 

editors and grammarians—writing resources not readily available to students on most college 

campuses. Grammar programs also have been studied within the composition classroom, but this 

academic space functions differently and separately from a writing center. Current discussions 

and tests of Grammarly® have been limited to its accuracy and have not explored how it could 

function in higher education. The writing center field has also not compared human consultants 

to the technology that has and continues to threaten its funding, reputation, and existence. The 

current study will compare Grammarly®’s findings against those of online writing center 

consultants to determine their similarities and differences.  
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Research Objectives 

 The purpose of this study was to explore and test the stance that Grammarly® can 

supplement and benefit writing centers and the students they serve. Writing feedback from the 

online grammar program Grammarly® was compared to that of online consultants at the Central 

Michigan University (CMU) Writing Center. The CMU Writing Center was chosen for this study 

because of its convenience to the researcher and its large, sophisticated online service for CMU’s 

satellite and online courses. PR Newswire Association LLC (2014b) labeled CMU as “offering 

one of the strongest online programs in the country.” In 2014, CMU’s online bachelor’s 

programs were ranked number one, and its online bachelor’s programs and online master’s in 

education programs were ranked number one for veterans (PR Newswire Association LLC, 

2014b).  

 As Grammarly® cannot interact face-to-face with students or their texts, its feedback can 

only be compared fairly with that of asynchronous online consultants. A content analysis was 

used to reveal where Grammarly®’s responses might be equal to, weaker than, or stronger than 

those of online writing center consultants. The criteria for this comparison included whether the 

suggestions were correct or incorrect, what the responses focused on, and how suggestions were 

explained to the student. This study also included focus groups to consider the consultants’ 

opinions: they compared their own findings with those of Grammarly® and considered its 

potential use both inside and outside of writing centers. This study attempted to answer two 

research questions: 

1. How does Grammarly®’s writing feedback compare to that of online writing 

center consultants in terms of amount, focus, type, accuracy, terminology, 

techniques, language choices, and evaluation?  
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2. How do writing center consultants respond to Grammarly® and its feedback 

on the same texts the consultants reviewed? 

 The findings of this study could demonstrate whether the feedback of writing center 

consultants can be replicated, complemented, or enhanced by Grammarly®. Writing centers 

remain the best option for improving student writing, and this study’s findings will help the 

writing center field to clarify and promote the work of its consultants to university 

administrators, teachers, and others who may not fully understand the purpose and benefits of 

writing centers as well as the scope and limitations of grammar programs like Grammarly®. 
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CHAPTER II 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 

Introduction 

 This research applied a qualitative and quantitative content analysis to writing feedback 

provided by Grammarly® and 10 writing center consultants. This feedback was for three samples 

of student writing. Additionally, two focus groups were held for the consultants to compare 

Grammarly®’s findings to their own and to respond to similarities and differences. This chapter 

will present the results of the researcher’s preliminary study of Grammarly® (which prompted 

the current study) and introduce the CMU Writing Center as the chosen study location. The 

chapter will then discuss the current study and its participants, data collection procedures, data 

analysis, methodological limitations, and validity.  

 

Preliminary Study 

 Before the current study, the researcher conducted a preliminary study of Grammarly®’s 

strengths and weaknesses in Fall 2012. CMU had received a free trial of Grammarly®, and an 

online instructor incorporated the program into his nutrition course, requiring students to submit 

their papers to Grammarly® before turning them in for a grade. He found that students’ 

confidence and the quality of the papers improved and that he spent less time commenting on 

grammar while grading. Because of his positive experience, he wanted the university to purchase 

Grammarly® and sought support from the CMU Writing Center. The Writing Center Director 

chose the researcher, a writing center consultant with experience studying and tutoring for 

grammar, to test and evaluate the program’s effectiveness as part of a semester-long project. 

Between Fall 2012 and Spring 2013, the researcher submitted 80 of her current and past 
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academic writing assignments into Grammarly® and analyzed the strengths and weaknesses of its 

feedback.  

 The researcher found that Grammarly® had two strengths: encouraging revision and 

eliminating wordiness. The number of errors Grammarly® found (correct or incorrect) and its 

grading system would encourage students to revise for a better grade. Grammarly® gave over 

300 correct suggestions, including finding 30 redundancies and almost 130 unnecessary words 

and phrases, such as “kind of,” “type of,” “really,” “basically,” “definitely,” and “actually.” 

Grammarly® also gave over 400 suggestions for vocabulary improvement by finding repeated 

uses of “very,” “great,” and other vague words common in student work. The researcher initially 

found this vocabulary enhancement a positive quality. 

 At second glance, however, the researcher found that some vocabulary substitutions had a 

different meaning from the original word or could be considered inappropriate, offensive, or 

nonacademic. One example stemmed from this sentence: “Race is a last resort at hurting 

someone, just like ‘slut’ is often a last resort for insulting women.” Grammarly® suggested 

changing the verb form “insulting” to the adjectives “catty,” “bitchy,” or “belittling.” 

Grammarly® not only misrecognized the grammatical function of “insulting” but also suggested 

that “bitchy” would be an appropriate description in a document submitted as an “Academic 

Essay.” On a similar note, Grammarly® suggested, in another sentence, changing “feminine” to 

“sissy” or “ladylike.”   

 Grammarly®’s weaknesses were that it was limited to surface-level corrections and could 

not comprehend content or context: it looked at words and phrases individually, instead of as part 

of a bigger whole. It assumed authority by counting errors and scoring papers: 59 of the essays 

were given low scores and labeled as “weak, needs revision.” Grammarly® focused heavily on 
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flagging stylistic rules, such as no split infinitives, and counted them in its error total. However, 

its largest weakness was giving inaccurate and inconsistent feedback that resulted in over 800 

errors, including those in the following categories: 

 removing needed punctuation 

 inserting incorrect punctuation 

 omitting needed articles (“an,” “a,” “the”) 

 inserting unneeded articles 

 labeling verb tense and verb forms incorrectly 

 suggesting incorrect pronouns  

 confusing commonly confused words 

 disrupting subject-verb agreement 

Grammarly® struggled particularly with punctuation and gave over 350 incorrect 

suggestions regarding comma use alone. It also had difficulty recognizing the parts of speech or 

functions of words; in one case, it labeled an entire complete sentence as an introductory clause. 

Grammarly® was not consistent in its feedback either. When documents were submitted through 

Grammarly® more than once, the number of errors found would increase or decrease, along with 

a change in the score.  

Additionally, Grammarly® could not tailor its feedback to the student’s writing. This 

version of Grammarly® reviewed nine types of documents: Academic Essay, Blog or News Post, 

Book Review, Business Document, Creative Writing, Dissertation, Presentation, Report, and 

Research Paper. These document types were not defined; for instance, the difference between an 

Academic Essay and a Research Paper was unclear. The researcher submitted the same paper to 

Grammarly® under all nine document types and found the feedback differed slightly in only three 
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areas: passive voice, vocabulary, and wordiness. For example, the Academic Essay and Book 

Review were told to avoid the passive voice while the other document types were not. 

From this analysis, the researcher concluded that Grammarly®’s weaknesses outweighed 

the strengths and that it should not be purchased by the university or incorporated into the CMU 

Writing Center.  

 

Writing Center Sessions with Grammarly® 

After the preliminary study, the researcher had two writing center sessions in Fall 2013 

with a student required by her instructor to use Grammarly® as part of the class. Her instructor 

(who was also using CMU’s free trial) required the student to submit her papers into 

Grammarly®, edit accordingly, and turn in the Grammarly® PDF reports as part of her grade. The 

student came to the Writing Center specifically needing help with navigating the program and 

understanding its suggestions. Because Grammarly® gave the student a low score, she assumed 

that everything was wrong in her paper and stated that she would have made all the suggested 

changes just because the program told her to.  

The student appeared confused by and frustrated with the program during her two 

sessions with the researcher and struggled to understand its explanations or its purpose. 

Grammarly®’s default “long” explanations were detailed (one to two paragraphs) and, for most 

issues, provided correct example sentences in green font and incorrect example sentences in red. 

An example explanation can be seen in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Example Comment from Grammarly®’s Online Interface. (Grammarly, Inc., 2014a) 

 

 

 The student seemed intimidated by the length of these comments and did not know there 

were “short” explanations she could switch to. She did not fully read the explanations 

Grammarly® provided and looked only to the green font for answers. However, the green font in 

Grammarly®’s feedback indicated a correct example sentence, not direct instructions for fixing 

the perceived error in the student’s paper.  

The student depended on the researcher to tell her what Grammarly®’s suggestions were, 

why they were being suggested, and whether the changes were needed in her paper. Because the 

researcher had limited time with the student, reading long descriptions of each error did not seem 

plausible. In many cases, the researcher gave her own explanations of grammatical issues. 

Grammarly®’s suggestions for vocabulary enhancement, however, contained much less text, and 

the student was able to understand this feedback and decide whether a change was correct or 
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incorrect, though she still asked for the researcher’s guidance. The student probably would not 

have benefited or learned much from Grammarly® without the help of a writing center 

consultant. However, like the researcher, the consultant would need to be familiar with 

Grammarly®’s online interface and its quirks, or extra time would be wasted trying to navigate 

the system. 

The current study expanded upon this experience and the preliminary research by 

comparing Grammarly®’s capabilities with those of online consultants at the CMU Writing 

Center. The study also considered these consultants’ views of the program and the ways they felt 

it could or could not complement their work. 

 

The CMU Writing Center  

 The CMU Writing Center has between 30 and 60 undergraduate and graduate consultants 

working each semester. It offers both face-to-face sessions on CMU’s main campus and 

asynchronous online sessions for CMU’s Global Campus program, which offers classes online 

and at satellite locations. Between Fall 2012 and Spring 2013, the CMU Writing Center held 

13,969 sessions (Crawford, 2013). Of that total, 4,715 were online appointments with 1,449 

online students. The CMU Writing Center’s online service was the focus of this research for a 

fairer comparison to the online grammar program Grammarly®. 

 Students submit their papers to the online service by completing an online form on the 

CMU Global Campus website. This form requires their name, student ID, email, course number, 

and instructor’s name. Students must further explain what the assignment is, what they would 

like help with, and which part of the writing process they are in (just getting started/need ideas; 

early draft; revised draft; or nearly done/ready to edit). They also have an option to provide 

additional information to their consultant. Some students mention their deadlines, disabilities, or 
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gratitude for previous sessions. They attach their paper (.doc, .docx, or .rtf) to the form before 

submitting. Once submitted, the form with attachment is sent to the Writing Center via email, 

and all papers are then returned to students via email within two days of their submission. This 

two-day policy applies every day of the week. Consultants are scheduled to work online at the 

Writing Center during the week and can volunteer to complete online appointments from home 

over the weekend for extra pay.  

 Consultants at the CMU Writing Center use Microsoft™ Word®’s Comments feature to 

provide feedback on different parts of the student’s paper. Microsoft™ Word®’s Track Changes 

feature is not used, and consultants do not make corrections for the student. Instead, they give 

explanations and examples for students to make the corrections on their own and apply the 

feedback throughout their document. The consultants have many online and Writing Center 

resources at their disposal, including a document with over 100 pre-written template comments 

for common issues regarding citation and grammar. Consultants can copy and paste these pre-

written comments into the comment bubbles, but majority of their comments are typed and 

personalized for each individual student.  

 The online service has policies to support writing center pedagogy. Like a face-to-face 

session, consultants spend 50 minutes reviewing a paper. Experienced consultants can review 

about 10 double-spaced pages in this time. Students may submit only one paper at a time and 

must consider and apply their consultant’s feedback before resubmitting the same paper for 

further review. This policy encourages students to revise and apply feedback throughout the 

paper and to other assignments as well. It encourages a learning component similar to that in 

face-to-face work. 
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 To work with students online, consultants receive additional training. Their online 

feedback is reviewed by the Online Coordinator and Writing Center Director before submissions 

are returned to the student. The online training process has two stages. In the first stage, 

consultants learn to focus their feedback without the student present; provide clear, helpful 

comments; offer positive feedback; and use appropriate language that is friendly and personable. 

To hone these basic aspects of online consulting, consultants work only on undergraduate-level 

papers or on graduate-level essays that are under 10 pages in length. In the second stage of 

training, consultants begin working with master’s theses. They learn the organization and content 

expectations of each thesis chapter for the Master of Science in Administration (MSA) degree, 

which is the most common online master’s thesis submitted to the Writing Center. For these 

theses, they also learn the rules for high grammar expectations and strict adherence to citation 

style. Once fully approved by the Online Coordinator and Writing Center Director, consultants 

can complete and return all online submissions on their own.   

  

Participants 

 The researcher received IRB approval on November 23, 2013, to work with human 

subjects and distributed informed consent forms to participants on the day of the study. The 

study included a purposive sample of 10 CMU Writing Center consultants who were fully 

approved to work asynchronously online. These consultants were chosen based on characteristics 

that may impact their level of feedback: grade level, first language, and experience working as 

online consultants. The sample was also affected by consultant availability. The final sample 

included five undergraduate and five graduate consultants. Eight were native speakers of 

English, and two were non-native speakers. The participants included two long-time veterans of 

the online service who were trained and approved to work online before the researcher’s 
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employment; two trained at the same time as the researcher; four who had been trained and were 

approved by the researcher either one or two semesters before the study; and two who were 

trained and approved by the researcher the same semester as the study. At this time, the online 

consultants were pre-dominantly female, and only one male consultant was able to participate in 

the study.  

 The selected consultants were contacted via email and asked to participate (see Appendix 

A). The study was framed as research seeking to determine whether Grammarly® or writing 

center consultants provide more beneficial feedback to student writers. Consultants were 

provided with information about the study and with the informed consent form, which gave 

detailed information about the study procedures. Consultants were given the option of two 

different study dates and asked to identify their preference. The researcher chose a study date 

based on the consultants’ availability and confirmed this date by email along with the study 

location and time. Consultants were also sent a reminder email the week of the study.   

 

Data Collection Procedures 

 Three sets of data were collected for analysis: Grammarly®’s feedback to three student 

essays, the consultants’ feedback to the same three essays, and the consultants’ responses in the 

focus groups. The instruments for this study were three student essays to be reviewed by 

Grammarly® and the consultants; PDF reports and screenshots of Grammarly®’s feedback for 

consultants to review; and recording devices for the focus groups, which allowed for 

transcription of the discussions.  

  

 Student essays. The researcher acquired three diagnostic essays from the CMU course 

ENG 103: Freshman Writing. Diagnostic essays are written by ENG 103 students on the first day 
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of class to determine students’ writing strengths and weaknesses and correct placement in their 

first-year writing course. (The other course is ENG 101: Freshman Composition.) Students are 

given a prompt and a set amount of time in class to respond and edit their work. The prompt is 

usually related to personal experience or opinion, so no research or citations are required.  

 The researcher was given temporary access to printed diagnostic essays from two 

sections of ENG 103 with the same instructor. This instructor’s prompt was for students to write 

about one of their skills. There was no length requirement for these essays, and they ranged from 

half a page to two pages. Three essays were chosen randomly. The three students signed 

informed consent forms (see Appendix B) for their essays to be used in this study. After consent 

was given, the instructor provided these essays to the researcher in electronic format. No 

information about the students was collected, and all identifying information was removed from 

the essays, including the students’ names, instructor’s name, and course information.  

 The researcher reformatted the essays for uniformity of appearance so consultants could 

focus only on content. The text was formatted in 11-point sans-serif Calibri font for easier 

reading on a computer screen. All extra spacing between paragraphs was removed, and papers 

were left double-spaced. The content of the papers was not altered in any way: no errors were 

removed, changed, or added. Each essay was numbered randomly as Essay 1, Essay 2, or Essay 

3. The number of the essay and page numbers were placed into the headers.  

 To represent a typical online session, an online form was placed on the first page of each 

essay. This form gave important information provided by all online students for consultants to 

keep in mind before reviewing a paper. The forms in the study were modified to omit categories 

that were irrelevant or would compromise student anonymity. The following information was 

provided for each essay:  
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 student’s name listed as Student 1, Student 2, or Student 3, in correspondence 

with the number of the essay  

 course number (ENG 103), which would not reveal the instructor’s or 

student’s identity  

 instructor’s name listed as Professor Anonymous 

 student’s status as a freshmen, native speaker of English, and first-time 

submitter to the online service  

 essay assignment/prompt  

 student’s writing stage 

 areas the student would like help with 

For the last three areas, the online forms reflected common student practices, such as copying 

and pasting assignment guidelines into their online forms. The diagnostic essay prompt was 

copied and pasted into each form so consultants would know exactly what the student was 

responding to. In addition, the combination of writing stage and help areas was determined by 

common online forms submitted from students in 100-level English courses. Each essay was 

randomly assigned a different stage of the writing process and different areas of assistance, thus 

allowing the research to compare the consultants’ feedback based on these factors. Essay 1 was 

an early draft and requested help with the thesis statement, topic sentences, and conclusion; 

Essay 2 was a revised draft needing help with organization and clarity; and Essay 3 was nearly 

done/ready to edit and requested help with grammar, commas, and pronoun agreement.  

 

  Grammarly® feedback. The researcher created a temporary Grammarly® account and 

used its seven-day free trial to submit each essay for feedback. Each essay was reviewed under 
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the “Academic” category. The researcher saved PDF reports of Grammarly®’s feedback and took 

screenshots of Grammarly®’s interface and its “long” explanations of issues in each essay. 

Because consultants did not have accounts to access or use Grammarly® themselves, the 

screenshots allowed them to see and evaluate its explanations for every issue. These screenshots 

were compiled into separate documents for each essay and ordered according to the PDF report. 

This allowed consultants to easily cross reference the PDF reports and the screenshots during 

analysis. 

  

 Consultant feedback. The research study was scheduled over two days, so consultants 

would have a break between their tasks and their focus groups. The study took place in the main 

Writing Center location in the Park Library, which had the most computers and allowed 

consultants to be in a comfortable, familiar environment when working and responding to 

students online. The study was scheduled on the weekend outside of operating hours to avoid 

conflicting with consultant schedules or disrupting sessions with students.  

 Participants’ names were not used when gathering data or presenting results. All study 

materials were placed in a temporary folder on the Writing Center’s private drive so consultants 

and the researcher could access materials simultaneously without revealing identities. The 

researcher logged into every computer with her student ID and password so no identifying 

information about the consultants would appear in Microsoft™ Word® when they responded to 

the student essays.  

 Upon their arrival on the first day of the study, consultants were given informed consent 

forms (see Appendix C) to read and sign before beginning the study. After signing consent 

forms, participants were given printed study instructions with five steps.  
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 Step 1. Participants filled out pseudonym forms (see Appendix D) where they chose a 

pseudonym for their feedback. The one male consultant was asked to provide a female 

pseudonym to protect his identity. The form asked for characteristics to be associated with their 

pseudonyms, including grade level, status as native or non-native speakers of English, semesters 

worked in writing centers, semesters working as an online consultant, and years of teaching 

experience. This information (detailed in Table 1) was recorded to determine if the consultants’ 

feedback was affected by these variables. The participants could not be identified from these 

characteristics, as they belong to a larger group of consultants sharing many of the same traits. 

 

Table 1. Consultants’ Pseudonyms and Personal Characteristics 

Pseudonym 
Student      

Status1 

Native 

Speaker2 

WC 

Experience 

(Semesters)3 

Online 

Consulting 

Experience 

(Semesters)4 

Teaching 

Experience 

(Years)5 

Adrienne G Y 4 4 0 

Alice G Y 6 5 3 

Anna U- Sophomore Y 2 1 0 

Claire G N 4 3 0 

Dorothy G Y 12 4 0 

Fiona U- Junior Y 4 3 0 

Katniss U- Senior Y 8 7 .5 6 

Phoebe U- Junior Y 2 1 0 

Sara U- Senior Y 9 8 0 

Stella G N 4 3 7 

[1] (G) graduate student; (U) undergraduate student. [2] Native speaker of English: (Y) Yes; (N) 

No. [3] Experience consultant had been working in a writing center: semesters include fall, 

spring, and summer. [4] Semesters working as an asynchronous online consultant at the CMU 

Writing Center. Time period begins with the semester the consultant completed online training: 

semesters include fall, spring, and summer. [5] Includes student teaching. [6] .5 equals one 

semester or half an academic year.  
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The consultants’ writing center experience ranged from 2 to 12 semesters, and their 

experience as online consultants ranged from 1 to 8 semesters. The least experienced consultants 

were undergraduates who had worked in a writing center for two semesters with only one 

semester as an approved online consultant. The three most experienced consultants (one 

graduate, two undergraduates) had worked in writing centers for at least eight semesters with at 

least four semesters as an online consultant. Two graduate consultants had previously worked as 

teachers, and one undergraduate had worked as a student teacher.  

To provide further context for their feedback, consultants provided short answers to three 

questions regarding their approach to addressing grammar in online sessions. These questions 

were not multiple choice: the consultants’ answers reflect only what they stated on their own 

accord, and they have been grouped according to similarities. First, consultants were asked when 

they felt it was appropriate to focus on grammar. Table 2 summarizes these answers in four 

categories that became apparent during analysis.  

 

  



38 
 

Table 2. Consultants’ Opinions about When to Focus on Grammar 

Consultant 

Under What Circumstances Is It Appropriate to Focus on 

Grammar? 

To 

Improve 

Clarity 

When 

Repeated 

Errors Are 

Present 

When Few 

Global Issues Are 

Present or 

the Paper Is in 

the Editing Stage 

When the 

Student Requests 

Help with 

Grammar 

Adrienne X X  X 

Alice   X  

Anna   X  

Claire X    

Dorothy X    

Fiona X X X  

Katniss   X  

Phoebe X X   

Sara   X  

Stella   X  

 

 

 Six consultants felt it was most appropriate to focus on grammar issues when there were 

few to no global issues present in the paper or when the student was in the final editing stage of 

the writing process. Five consultants stated that grammar should be commented on when it 

impacts the clarity of a piece. Only one consultant (Adrienne) felt a student should receive 

grammar help because they asked for it. In addition, three consultants gave more than one reason 

for their decision to focus on grammar: this decision, then, can depend upon multiple 

circumstances, including that particular student or paper.  

 Second, consultants were asked about the purpose of providing grammar feedback. The 

four categories that emerged during analysis are shown in Table 3.  
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Table 3. Consultants’ Opinions on the Purpose of Providing Grammar Feedback 

Consultant 

What Is the Purpose of Providing Grammar Feedback? 

Teach 

Students 

Grammar 

Enhance Clarity 
Enhance 

Professionalism 
Polish Draft 

Adrienne X    

Alice  X X  

Anna    X 

Claire  X   

Dorothy  X   

Fiona X    

Katniss  X X X 

Phoebe1     

Sara  X   

Stella  X X  

[1] This consultant did not answer this question. 

 

 Six consultants felt the purpose of commenting on grammar was tied to the global issue 

of clarity, while only two consultants felt the purpose was to teach grammar or to polish a draft. 

It seems the consultants’ main focus remains on global issues, even when they are addressing 

grammar.  

 Lastly, the consultants explained how they approached addressing grammar issues and 

explaining them to students (Table 4). They all answered this question in terms of amount, some 

with specific numbers and others with terms such as “couple” or “few.” Some consultants 

mentioned additional techniques of highlighting and encouraging students to apply feedback and 

find further instances of the issue. 
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Table 4. Consultants’ Approach to Addressing and Explaining Grammar Issues 

 

Consultant 

What Is Your Approach to Addressing and Explaining                     

Grammar Issues to Students? 

Comment 

1 to 2 

(“Couple”) 

Times 

Comment 

3 to 5 

(“Few”) 

Times 

Highlight 

Further 

Instances1 

Encourage 

Student to Find 

Further 

Instances 

Adrienne  X   

Alice X  X X 

Anna X    

Claire X    

Dorothy  X X  

Fiona  X  X 

Katniss  X  X 

Phoebe X   X 

Sara X  X X 

Stella X  X  

[1] Using the highlighter function in Microsoft™ Word®. 

 

All the consultants stated they would stop commenting on the same issue at some point. 

Two consultants specifically stated they would not comment on every instance of an issue. For 

example, Anna wrote, “I will not comment on the same issue multiple times unless I see a trend 

throughout the paper. Even then, I’d still only make two comments regarding the same issue.” 

Six consultants stated they would comment a maximum of two times, and four consultants would 

comment up to five times. No number higher than five was mentioned. Four consultants helped 

students to find further issues by highlighting within the student’s paper. Five consultants 

emphasized reminding students of repeated issues and having them apply feedback. 
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 Step 2. Consultants used Microsoft™ Word®’s Comments feature to respond to each 

essay. They were instructed to approach each essay as they would in a usual session, including 

beginning and ending the session; determining the focus of their feedback; commenting on issues 

they found relevant for the students in their writing stage; and using pre-written comments or any 

other resources they would normally reference. The consultants were not timed and could have 

worked over or under the 50-minute session time, both of which are usual for online sessions. 

The consultants used their pseudonyms when responding to and saving each paper. Consultants 

were also instructed to change the username in Microsoft™ Word® to match their pseudonym.  

  

 Step 3. Because their findings would be compared to those of a grammar program, the 

consultants reviewed each student essay a second time and focused only on surface-level issues. 

They were instructed to only comment on grammar issues they noticed naturally and to not re-

read for issues they would not normally address. Consultants were still told to approach surface-

level issues as they would in a regular session, whether that meant commenting on the same 

issue multiple times, commenting on an issue only once, or using the highlighter to point out 

repeated issues.  

 

 Step 4. Consultants printed out each essay with their feedback from both reviews to 

analyze for the focus groups. They were then asked to tell the researcher when they had 

completed their tasks so they could be given Grammarly® materials to complete Step 5.  

 

 Step 5. Consultants were provided with printed copies of Grammarly®’s PDF reports of 

its responses for all three essays and a copy of the focus group questions (see Appendix E) so 

they could be prepared for the focus groups. The researcher also emailed the consultants with 

URL links to Grammarly®’s website and attached PDFs with screenshots of Grammarly®’s 
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suggestions for each essay. Consultants were asked to review these materials, compare their 

comments to those of Grammarly®, and take notes that they could bring to the focus groups. 

Consultants could finish this step either at the Writing Center or at home, but it needed to be 

completed before the focus groups on the following day. After all consultants had left, the 

researcher removed all study materials permanently from the Writing Center drive and 

transferred them to the researcher’s secured university drive and private USB, which was stored 

in a locked safe. 

  

 Focus groups. On the second day of the study, the consultants returned for one of two 

focus groups, which were scheduled at different times on the same day. The first focus group 

consisted of the five undergraduate consultants; the second, of the five graduate consultants. Two 

separate small groups allowed the consultants to engage in conversation and allowed the 

researcher to compare responses from undergraduates and graduates. Consultants answered 11 

questions about their approach to giving feedback during their first review; the similarities and 

differences between their feedback and Grammarly®’s; Grammarly®’s benefits and weaknesses 

compared to writing centers; and Grammarly®’s use within a writing center session or as a 

campus resource. Additional questions were asked regarding the grammar knowledge required to 

use Grammarly®; its effect on student confidence, student dependence, and ESL students; 

Grammarly, Inc.’s claim to complement writing centers; and Grammarly®’s potential threat to 

writing centers. The consultants’ responses and comparisons were triangulated with the 

researcher’s findings.  

 Consultants were asked to talk one at a time for easier transcribing, and each took turns 

answering questions. They were assigned numbers (e.g., Consultant 1, Consultant 2) based on 

the order in which they agreed to talk and were asked to refer to each other by these numbers to 
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protect their identities in the recording. Consultants 1 through 5 were undergraduates, and 

Consultants 6 through 10 were graduates: no other information was associated with these 

numbers. The researcher recorded the focus groups with a recording program on her computer 

and with an audio recorder borrowed from the English department. These recordings were 

transferred to the researcher’s private USB stored in a locked safe and then deleted permanently 

from the audio recorder. After the researcher’s thesis was approved, the audio recordings were 

permanently deleted from her USB. The researcher transcribed the audio recordings of the focus 

groups and made note of main topics, their connection to the feedback analysis, and similar and 

different responses.  

 

Data Analysis 

 The researcher performed a qualitative and quantitative content analysis on three units: 

the consultants’ feedback in Microsoft™ Word®’s Comments feature, Grammarly®’s feedback in 

its online interface, and the transcription of the focus groups. While Grammarly® provided both 

“long” and “short” explanations for most issues, the researcher only examined Grammarly®’s 

“long” explanations because they were the default responses students would see unless they 

selected otherwise. 

 The researcher examined Grammarly®’s and the consultants’ feedback for content and 

meaning. Comments were analyzed from principles of writing center pedagogy for accuracy, 

strategic language use, explanation of issues, and techniques for supporting learning and 

connecting with the student. The researcher counted the number of incorrect suggestions and the 

presence of and type of explanations to determine the helpfulness of Grammarly®’s and the 

individual consultant’s feedback.  
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 Categories for meaning were assigned during analysis and were determined based on the 

most common issues addressed by Grammarly® and/or the consultants. These categories were 

derived from the researcher’s subjective, but informed, interpretations and were, thus, subject to 

human error. Grammarly®’s and the consultants’ comments fell into three main categories: 

Global, Surface, and Commentary. “Global-level” and “surface-level” are common terms used in 

writing center studies to determine which issues are appropriate to focus on depending on the 

stage of the writing process in which the student is engaged. In this research, these two terms 

were defined according to Ryan and Zimmerelli’s (2010) The Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors, 

which is used in the Writing Center training course at CMU. Each category was then broken 

down into subcategories based on specific issues addressed by Grammarly® and/or the 

consultants. Issues covered by only one or two consultants were excluded from the subcategories 

and treated as outliers.  

  

 Global. Ryan and Zimmerelli (2010) explained that Global revision, or commenting on 

Global issues, is the way “in which we improve the ‘big picture’ of our papers by looking at 

issues like content, organization, and tone” (p. 9). This would include issues at the paragraph 

level that affect the overall paper or large portions of the paper. The content analysis revealed 

that Grammarly® and the consultants commented on 10 subcategories of Global issues, as shown 

in Table 5.  
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Table 5. Subcategories of Global Issues 

Global Subcategories Description 

Development  Additional information for lack of detail 

 Clarity of content 

 Contradictions 

 Counterarguments 

Conclusion Organization, content, and purpose of conclusions 

Idea/Sentence Repetition  Repetition of ideas from earlier in the paper 

 Implied information 

 Similar sentences 

Introduction Organization, content, and purpose of introductions 

Organization  Movement or deletion of sentences/paragraphs  

 Topic shifts 

 Focus 

Paragraph Boundaries Places to end, combine, or begin new paragraphs 

Thesis Clarity or improvement of thesis statement 

Tone  First-person 

 Second-person 

 Reference to paper or author 

 Informality  

 Clichés 

 Common overused phrases 

Topic Sentences Clarity, improvement, or addition of topic sentences at the 

beginning of paragraphs 

Transitions Clarity, improvement, or addition of transition sentences 

between paragraphs 

 

 The Global subcategories break down issues at the paragraph level, including the 

introduction and conclusion; paragraph placement, combination, and connections; and issues that 

could affect either one paragraph or the entire paper.  

 

Surface. Ryan and Zimmerelli (2010) defined Surface revision as commenting on “the 

finer points of our writing by strengthening and clarifying sentences and correcting errors in 

grammar, punctuation, and mechanics” (p. 9). This includes issues that affect the clarity or 
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correctness of a particular sentence but may not have an effect on other parts of the paper. 

Grammarly® and the consultants commented on nine subcategories of Surface issues, as shown 

in Table 6. 

 

Table 6. Subcategories of Surface Issues 

Surface  

Subcategories 
Descriptions 

Capitalization  General and proper 

nouns 

 Emphasis 

  

Stylistic Rules  Prepositions ending 

sentences 

 Conjunctions 

beginning sentences 

 Passive voice 

 Contractions 

 Split infinitives 

 

Parallelism Consistency in lists   

Punctuation  Addition/deletion of 

punctuation 

 Commas 

 Semicolons 

 Colons 

 Hyphens 

 Apostrophes 

 Quotation 

marks 

Rewording  Wordiness 

 Awkwardness 

 “Flow” 

 Redundancy 

 Word/phrase deletion 

 Squinting modifiers 

 Sentence structure, 

variation, or clarity 

 Conciseness 

 Movement of 

words/phrases 

within a 

sentence 

Sentence  

Boundaries 
 Places to combine or 

separate sentences 

 Places to begin or 

end sentences 

 

Sentence  

Combination  
 Connecting words 

and punctuation 

between sentences 

 Comma splices 

 Run-ons 

 

Word Choice 
 Accuracy 

 Meaning 

 Missing 

words/phrases 

 Misspellings 

 Word clarity  

 Specificity 

 Consistency 

 Vocabulary 

enhancement 

 Verb tense 

 Subject-verb 

agreement 

 Pronoun-

antecedent 

agreement 
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 A few Surface issues fit outside of these subcategories and are not focused on in this 

research because they are idiosyncratic. These comments regarded the paper title, abbreviation 

use, number use, and spacing.  

  

 Commentary. Unlike Global and Surface comments, the third category in this research 

did not offer suggestions for change or improvement. Commentary comments discussed the 

paper in order to mimic face-to-face interaction: Commentary either appeared as its own 

comment or was used as a buffer for Global or Surface comments. Table 7 shows the two 

subcategories of Commentary.  

 

Table 7. Subcategories of Commentary 

Commentary 

Subcategories 
Description 

Praise Compliments 

Interaction  Introduction to session 

 Conclusion of session 

 Agreement with student 

 Discussion of student’s ideas or points 

 

 

 Commentary included feedback intended to be positive and build the student’s 

confidence or neutral feedback that showed the consultant’s interest in the text. 

After determining these categories, the researcher counted how many comments from 

Grammarly® and from each consultant fit into the broad categories and subcategories to 

determine the overall focus of their feedback as well as their focus for each essay and each 

review.  
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Methodological Limitations 

 Limitations of this study included the participant sample, the researcher’s position in the 

CMU Writing Center, and the type of essay used. The sample size of 10 consultants was small. 

These consultants were from the same writing center and were trained similarly. At the time of 

this study, the researcher was the Online Coordinator at the CMU Writing Center and had trained 

six of the study’s participants to work online, while four consultants were trained by previous 

Online Coordinators. Consultants trained by the researcher might have been more likely to meet 

the researcher’s expectations regarding effective feedback than consultants trained by other 

Online Coordinators or than consultants at other writing centers. The consultants in this study 

also worked closely with the researcher, which may have affected their performance or their 

responses in the focus groups. The consultants may have put in more effort for the study than 

they would have for a real session or felt they would be evaluated by the researcher for their 

feedback or opinions. 

 Three short diagnostic essays were used for this study due to feasibility and time 

constraints, both for scheduling the study and for participants to complete their tasks. These 

diagnostic essays were limited in length and were written and revised under a timed scenario. 

They do not reflect all types of writing that could be brought to a writing center or submitted to 

Grammarly®. However, they can still represent early drafts or papers written at the last minute 

before a deadline. They can also model the same struggles students often face in their first year 

of college writing. Feedback from Grammarly® and the consultants can be compared and 

contrasted regardless of the papers submitted, though the content of the feedback may differ.  

 

 

 



49 
 

Validity 

 Potential threats to internal validity in this study included participant skill, location, and 

researcher bias. The participants in this study may have given better feedback based on their 

grade level or their years of experience in writing centers. The researcher accounted for this by 

gathering such information from the participants and considering this when analyzing their 

individual feedback. A location threat was eliminated by conducting the study within the Writing 

Center. To reflect a natural online session, the consultants responded under the same 

circumstances and had access to the same resources. They worked online for two to three hours, 

which represents a typical online shift. The biggest threat to internal validity in this study was 

researcher bias when categorizing and analyzing data. The researcher’s chosen categories have 

been explained and described in detail in Chapter 3 for replication and analysis. The focus 

groups were audio recorded and transcribed to prevent selective note taking. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESULTS/ANALYSIS 

 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter will present and discuss the results of this study. This content analysis 

attempted to answer the following two research questions: 

1. How does Grammarly®’s writing feedback compare to that of online writing 

center consultants in terms of amount, focus, type, accuracy, terminology, 

techniques, language choices, and evaluation?  

2. How do writing center consultants respond to Grammarly® and its feedback 

on the same texts the consultants reviewed? 

 

Comparison of Grammarly®’s and the Consultants’ Feedback 

 Grammarly®’s and the consultants’ feedback was analyzed and compared in the 

following eight areas: 

 Amount of feedback and overall focus 

 Focus for each essay 

 Type of feedback given 

 Accuracy of Surface feedback 

 Terminology used in Surface feedback 

 Techniques 

 Language choices 

 Evaluation of the student’s writing 
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Grammarly® reviewed each paper once, but the consultants reviewed each paper twice with a 

different focus: 

 Review 1 (R1) – Consultants approached the session as they would usually, 

focusing on the areas that the student requested help with and that the 

consultant found to be most helpful at the student’s current writing stage.  

 Review 2 (R2) – Consultants commented only on what they considered to be 

Surface issues.  

  

 Amount of feedback and overall focus. At the CMU Writing Center, the usual expected 

amount of online feedback for a 50-minute session is 50 comments for a 10-page, double-spaced 

paper. In other words, fast or experienced online consultants type at least one comment every 

minute, in addition to reading. For shorter papers (such as those used in this study), only 30 

minutes may be required. The researcher found, however, that multiple areas of feedback could 

be addressed in one comment bubble. Table 8 presents the overall amount of feedback 

Grammarly® and each consultant gave for all three essays and the overall focus they placed in 

the Global, Surface, or Commentary categories.  

 

Table 8. Total Amount of Global, Surface, and Commentary Feedback for Essays 1, 2, and 3  

 Total 

Comments1 

Total 

Areas2 Global Surface Commentary 

Grammarly® 118 118 
 15% 

(18) 

85% 

(100) 
-- 

Adrienne R1 53 59 
20% 

(12) 

61% 

(36) 

19% 

(11) 

R2 63 65 
11% 

(7) 

78% 

(51) 

11% 

(7) 

Alice R1 27 31 
48% 

(15) 

29% 

(9) 

23% 

(7) 

 R2 26 28 -- 
100% 

(28) 
-- 
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 Total 

Comments1 

Total 

Areas2 Global Surface Commentary 

Anna R1 43 49 
69% 

(34) 

4% 

(2) 

27% 

(13) 

R2 40 44 -- 
80% 

(35) 

20% 

(9) 

Claire R1 62 66 
30% 

(20) 

50% 

(33) 

20% 

(13) 

R2 60 61 
8% 

(5) 

92% 

(56) 
-- 

Dorothy R1 92 113 
46% 

(52) 

33% 

(37) 

21% 

(24) 

R2 35 35 
3% 

(1) 

97% 

(34) 
-- 

Fiona R1 56 65 
52% 

(34) 

26% 

(17) 

22% 

(14) 

R2 40 45 
2% 

(1) 

98% 

(44) 
-- 

Katniss R1 55 83 
48% 

(40) 

29% 

(24) 

23% 

(19) 

R2 77 80 
15% 

(12) 

76% 

(61) 

9% 

(7) 

Phoebe R1 50 57 
35% 

(20) 

39% 

(22) 

26% 

(15) 

R2 38 40 -- 
85% 

(34) 

15% 

(6) 

Sara R1 38 50 
48% 

(24) 

28% 

(14) 

24% 

(12) 

R2 55 60 
16.67% 

(10) 

66.66% 

(40) 

16.67% 

(10) 

Stella R1 36 45 
33.33% 

(15) 

24.44% 

(11) 

42.22% 

(19) 

R2 45 47 
4% 

(2) 

83% 

(39) 

13% 

(6) 

“--” indicates 0 and 0%. [1] The number of comment bubbles given for all three essays. [2] The 

number of areas addressed for all three essays. Multiple issues/feedback can be addressed in one 

comment bubble, and this is accounted for here. The percentages are based off of Total Areas.  

  

 

 Grammarly® managed the largest number of areas overall with 118, although Dorothy (a 

veteran consultant) was close with 113 areas in Review 1. Seven consultants reached above the 

50-comment mark in one or both Reviews. Only one consultant (Alice) gave less than 30 



53 
 

comments for Review 1 and Review 2. Amount of feedback was not necessarily determined by 

experience working in a writing center or working online. Anna and Phoebe (both with only two 

semesters in a writing center and one semester as online consultants) gave more comments than 

Alice, who had worked in writing centers for six semesters and worked online for five semesters. 

Amount of feedback was also not determined necessarily by quickness: to avoid overwhelming 

students with feedback, consultants often limit their comments to the most important issues and 

may choose to end the session after giving 50 comments. Additionally, all three essays in this 

study combined were less than six full pages, well below the 10-page mark that would 

necessitate at least 50 comments per CMU Writing Center standards. On this note, Grammarly® 

may have given too many comments for such short essays and could not gauge what was either 

too little or too much. It does not seem to have default settings for a minimum or maximum 

number of comments. 

 Although Grammarly® managed more comment bubbles and more areas, it could not 

comment on more than one area at a time. It could not handle overlap or make associative 

connections between related issues. The consultants commented on multiple areas within one 

comment bubble, in all but one instance during Review 2. Multiple areas of feedback in one 

comment bubble benefits the student in that related issues (such as Sentence Boundaries and 

Sentence Combination) can be addressed in the same place. The consultants were able to 

combine issues in both Review 1 and Review 2, showing this option is not limited to Global 

issues; combining Surface issues, however, would necessitate reading for content and responding 

logically, which Grammarly® cannot do. The consultants also commonly used Commentary to 

buffer a Global or Surface suggestion, allowing them to praise or interact with students before 

signaling places for revision. 
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  Grammarly®’s overall focus was on Surface issues, with 85% of its comments being 

Surface feedback. Its Surface focus was 24% higher than any consultant’s for Review 1. It even 

placed a higher focus than several consultants in Review 2. It cannot offer any Commentary, 

meaning it is not programmed to offer praise or interact with the text. In Review 1, three 

consultants also focused more on Surface issues while seven focused more on Global issues, but 

every consultant focused more on Global issues in Review 1 than Grammarly®. Anna had the 

lowest number of Surface comments (2) for all of Review 1. In Review 2, all of the consultants 

switched their focus to Surface issues, as they had been instructed to do. Seven consultants still 

commented on Global issues in Review 2, although this may show that consultants had differing 

views as to which issues were Surface versus Global. All of the consultants’ focus on 

Commentary dropped from Review 1 when working on Review 2, with four consultants 

providing no Commentary in Review 2. Several consultants did not include introductory or 

ending comments in Review 2, because it was not treated as a typical session. The drop in 

Commentary could also be because the consultants found fewer areas for praise when focusing 

only on Surface issues: usually praise and interaction are geared towards Global areas. With the 

reduced Commentary and Global comments, the consultants’ Review 2 more closely resembled 

Grammarly®’s approach in its sole Review. In context, Review 2 was unnatural for consultants, 

and they had to be specifically instructed to provide feedback in this manner.  

 Grammarly® commented on a larger number of issues in one minute than any consultant 

managed in 50 minutes, for either Review 1 or Review 2. But Grammarly® looked only for pre-

set patterns and used the same pre-written, generic explanations for each instance of the same 

issue. Grammarly® attempted to comment on every instance of an error, which might not 

encourage students to look for further errors on their own. Grammarly® also repeated the same 
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comment for the same issue, not matter how many times that issue was addressed. This repetition 

makes its amount of feedback deceiving: it can only focus on limited areas of feedback.   

 Consultants spent additional time commenting on a wider range of issues that could not 

be distinguished by pre-set patterns: they read the paper for content, readability, and application 

to assignment guidelines, as well as Surface issues related to content. Additionally, while many 

consultants used pre-written templates, most of their comments had to be typed and personalized 

to the student’s paper and needs. The consultants rarely used the exact same comment twice. 

When they commented on the same issue, they usually gave an additional explanation and 

encouraged the student to look through the paper for more instances of the issue. The consultants 

also applied logical and critical thinking skills to touch on multiple related areas in one comment. 

Grammarly® may have managed more comments, but they were not tailored to each individual 

essay.  

 

 Focus for each essay. Every writing center session is different, and its focus depends 

upon the students’ needs and concerns, their assignment, and their current stage of writing.  

A student with an early draft, for example, may need assistance with Global issues, such as 

organization and supporting details, while a student with a final draft may want to focus on 

Surface issues, such as grammar. When students submit to the CMU Writing Center’s online 

service, they must indicate such information to the consultant. In this study, each of the three 

essays was assigned a different writing stage needing different areas of assistance.  

 

 Essay 1. Essay 1 was an early draft that requested help with the thesis statement, topic 

sentences, and conclusion. As an early stage draft, this essay would require a focus on Global 

issues, particularly because the student specifically requested help with Global areas and not 
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grammar. Table 9 shows how Grammarly® and the consultants focused their feedback to Essay 

1.  

 

Table 9. Focus on Global, Surface, and Commentary Feedback in Essay 1 

 Total Global Surface Commentary 

Grammarly® 51 
18% 

(9) 

82% 

(42) 
-- 

Adrienne R1 23 
30.44% 

(7) 

51.2% 

(12) 

17.4% 

(4) 

R2 36 
11% 

(4) 

81% 

(29) 

8% 

(3) 

Alice R1 9 
77.78% 

(7) 
-- 

22.22% 

(2) 

R2 15 -- 
100% 

(15) 
-- 

Anna R1 15 
73% 

(11) 
-- 

27% 

(4) 

R2 14 -- 
79% 

(11) 

21% 

(3) 

Claire R1 25 
24% 

(6) 

64% 

(16) 

12% 

(3) 

R2 22 
5% 

(1) 

95% 

(21) 
-- 

Dorothy R1 46 
43% 

(20) 

37% 

(17) 

20% 

(9) 

R2 15 0% 
100% 

(15) 
-- 

Fiona R1 18 
67% 

(12) 
-- 

33% 

(6) 

R2 18 
6% 

(1) 

94% 

(17) 
-- 

Katniss R1 19 
63% 

(12) 
-- 

37% 

(7) 

R2 28 
18% 

(5) 

71% 

(20) 

11% 

(3) 

Phoebe R1 17 
35% 

(6) 

41% 

(7) 

24% 

(4) 

R2 14 -- 
86% 

(12) 

14% 

(2) 

Sara R1 16 
62.5% 

(10) 

12.5% 

(2) 

25% 

(4) 

R2 25 
24% 

(6) 

60% 

(15) 

16% 

(4) 
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 Total Global Surface Commentary 

Stella R1 17 
59% 

(10) 

12% 

(2) 

29% 

(5) 

R2 24 
4% 

(1) 

88% 

(21) 

8% 

(2) 

“--” indicates 0 and 0%.  

 

 

 Grammarly® offered the most comments for Essay 1 (51), followed closely by Dorothy 

with 46. However, 82% of Grammarly®’s feedback focused on Surface issues. On the other 

hand, four consultants did not make even one Surface comment in this early draft in Review 1, 

and two other consultants made only two comments. The largest percentage a consultant focused 

on Surface issues in Review 1 was 64% (Claire). All of the consultants provided Commentary 

for Review 1. All of the consultants had a higher percentage of Global comments than 

Grammarly®, with the lowest percentage in Review 1 being 24% compared to Grammarly®’s 

18%.  

 

 Essay 2. Essay 2 was a revised draft needing help with organization and clarity. This 

essay would also need a focus on Global issues; although, in a revised state, it could also receive 

Surface comments geared towards clarity, an area the student requested help with. Grammarly®’s 

and the consultant’s focus for Essay 2 is shown in Table 10.  
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Table 10. Focus on Global, Surface, and Commentary Feedback in Essay 2 

 Total Global Surface Commentary 

Grammarly® 43 
12% 

(5) 

88% 

(38) 
-- 

Adrienne R1 18 
16.67% 

(3) 

66.66% 

(12) 

16.67% 

(3) 

R2 13 
8% 

(1) 

77% 

(10) 

15% 

(2) 

Alice R1 11 
73% 

(8) 
-- 

27% 

(3) 

R2 8 -- 
100% 

(8) 
-- 

Anna R1 16 
69% 

(11) 
-- 

31% 

(5) 

R2 13 -- 
77% 

(10) 

23% 

(3) 

Claire R1 20 
35% 

(7) 

40% 

(8) 

25% 

(5) 

R2 23 
13% 

(3) 

87% 

(20) 
-- 

Dorothy R1 40 
47.5% 

(19) 

30% 

(12) 

22.5% 

(9) 

R2 8 -- 
100% 

(8) 
-- 

Fiona R1 24 
71% 

(17) 

8% 

(2) 

21% 

(5) 

R2 11 -- 
100% 

(11) 
-- 

Katniss R1 23 
65% 

(15) 

13% 

(3) 

22% 

(5) 

R2 25 
12% 

(3) 

80% 

(20) 

8% 

(2) 

Phoebe R1 22 
22.73% 

(5) 

54.54% 

(12) 

22.73% 

(5) 

R2 11 -- 
82% 

(9) 

18% 

(2) 

Sara R1 15 
40% 

(6) 

33% 

(5) 

27% 

(4) 

R2 17 
11.7% 

(2) 

70.6% 

(12) 

17.7% 

(3) 

Stella R1 13 
31% 

(4) 
-- 

69% 

(9) 

R2 11 -- 
82% 

(9) 

18% 

(2) 

“--” indicates 0 and 0%.  
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 Grammarly®, again, commented on the most issues for Essay 2 (43), followed closely by 

Dorothy (40). Grammarly® found fewer issues in Essay 2 than Essay 1, but continued to 

emphasize Surface comments over Global. Grammarly®’s feedback was focused slightly more 

on Surface issues in this essay and slightly less on Global compared to Essay 1, which is 

consistent with this draft being farther along in a revised state. However, the consultants 

continued to place equal or more emphasis on Global issues than Grammarly®. Seven consultants 

commented mostly on Global issues in Review 1, and three of these consultants did not comment 

on Surface issues at all. Three consultants focused more on Surface issues but all at least 20% 

less than Grammarly®.  

 

 Essay 3. Essay 3 was in the nearly done/ready to edit stage, and the student requested 

assistance with grammar, commas, and pronoun agreement. Of the three essays, Essay 3 should 

receive the largest focus on grammar because it is in the final stage and the student wanted help 

only with Surface issues. However, Global issues should still be addressed if present. Table 11 

shows the difference in focus between Grammarly® and the consultants for Essay 3. 
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Table 11. Focus on Global, Surface, and Commentary Feedback in Essay 3 

 Total Global Surface Commentary 

Grammarly® 24 
17% 

(4) 

83% 

(20) 
-- 

Adrienne R1 18 
11% 

(2) 

67% 

(12) 

22% 

(4) 

R2 16 
12.5% 

(2) 

75% 

(12) 

12.5% 

(2) 

Alice R1 11 -- 
82% 

(9) 

18% 

(2) 

R2 5 -- 
100% 

(5) 
-- 

Anna R1 18 
67% 

(12) 

11% 

(2) 

22% 

(4) 

R2 17 -- 
82% 

(14) 

18% 

(3) 

Claire R1 21 
33% 

(7) 

43% 

(9) 

24% 

(5) 

R2 16 
6% 

(1) 

94% 

(15) 
-- 

Dorothy R1 27 
48% 

(13) 

22% 

(6) 

30% 

(8) 

R2 12 
8% 

(1) 

92% 

(11) 
-- 

Fiona R1 23 
22% 

(5) 

65% 

(15) 

13% 

(3) 

R2 16 -- 
100% 

(16) 
-- 

Katniss R1 41 
32% 

(13) 

51% 

(21) 

17% 

(7) 

R2 27 
15% 

(4) 

78% 

(21) 

7% 

(2) 

Phoebe R1 18 
50% 

(9) 

17% 

(3) 

33% 

(6) 

R2 15 -- 
87% 

(13) 

13% 

(2) 

Sara R1 19 
42% 

(8) 

37% 

(7) 

21% 

(4) 

R2 18 
11% 

(2) 

72% 

(13) 

17% 

(3) 

Stella R1 15 
7% 

(1) 

60% 

(9) 

33% 

(5) 

R2 12 
8% 

(1) 

75% 

(9) 

17% 

(2) 

“--” indicates 0 and 0%.  
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 When it is most appropriate for Grammarly® to focus on Surface issues, it is outshined by 

the consultants. In Essay 3, two veteran consultants commented on more total issues in Review 1 

than Grammarly®. Five consultants focused more on Surface issues than Global issues, according 

to the student’s needs. Alice was the only consultant not to comment on any Global issues in 

Essay 3. This focus was most likely because the student only requested help with grammar: 

consultants tend to focus based on the needs of the student.  

 Grammarly® focused consistently on Surface issues in all three Essays; thus, it could not 

cater its feedback based on the assignment, only on superficial patterns. It treated each student 

the same as though he or she were in the nearly done/ready to edit stage and had no individual 

needs. Students do not have options to indicate their writing stage or needs before submitting to 

Grammarly®. Consultants used the online form to adjust their focus based on the students’ 

writing stage and what they requested help with. In each case, consultants saw different issues 

and approached sessions differently. Students could resubmit their papers to the Writing Center 

at different stages for different types of feedback, including grammar. Consultants considered the 

strengths and weaknesses of the writer, offered positive feedback, and considered more than 

grammatical quality.  

  

 Type of feedback given. The categories of Global, Surface, and Commentary were 

further analyzed into subcategories.  

 

 Global. Because the consultants approached Review 1 as they would a normal session, 

Table 12 shows the Global subcategories the consultants touched on in Review 1 compared to 

Grammarly®.  
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 Grammarly® commented on only one Global issue (Tone) and gave no feedback for the 

other nine Global subcategories. Furthermore, all 18 comments were focused on the same area of 

Tone: use of first- and second-person. Grammarly® attempted to point out each instance of 

second-person “you” within the paper. While this may be helpful to some students, students 

could also locate instances of “you” by using the Search/Find Function in Microsoft™ Word®. In 

some instances, Grammarly® did not offer any explanation as to why “you” should be avoided. 

In other cases, Grammarly® provided the following explanation: 

Formal writing should be impersonal, so personal pronouns - possessive or 

otherwise - are generally not used. Personal pronouns (i.e. I, you, we, my, mine, 

your, yours, our, ours) assume the information in your writing applies only to 

specific readers. By using impersonal pronouns (he, she, one, they, his, him, her, 

one’s, their), any reader may make their own personal connections to the 

information being discussed. (Grammarly, Inc., 2014a) 

Grammarly® gave a detailed explanation but for personal pronouns in general. It did not tell 

students why to avoid “you” in particular, so they could determine whether or not it was 

appropriate in an essay that allowed first-person pronouns like “I” and “me.” Thus, Grammarly® 

did not offer helpful Global feedback to any essay. Meanwhile, each consultant commented on at 

least 5 Global subcategories, with Katniss (a veteran) commenting on all 10. Dorothy even 

commented on a higher number of areas involving Tone (19) than Grammarly®. 
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 Surface. Table 13 compares the Surface subcategories of Grammarly®’s feedback to the 

consultants’ feedback in Review 2, as this Review focused solely on Surface issues, much like 

Grammarly® does.  

 Grammarly® commented on six Surface subcategories. Similarly, nine consultants 

commented on at least six subcategories as well, with three consultants commenting on all nine, 

including additional issues that fell into the Other subcategory. Grammarly® could not detect 

errors in Capitalization or Sentence Boundaries. Its lowest percentage (1%) was Parallelism, 

similar to most consultants, but its second lowest (9%) was Punctuation while consultants had at 

least 10% more comments in this area: Grammarly® did not comment on colons, hyphens, 

apostrophes, or quotation marks, and it is unclear if the program is capable of catching errors in 

these areas. 
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 Most of Grammarly®’s Surface comments were concentrated on various Stylistic Rules, 

at least 23% more than the consultants. Table 14 compares Grammarly®’s focus on Stylistic 

Rules to that of the seven consultants who also commented in this area.  

 

Table 14. Stylistic Rules Addressed in Review 2 

 Conjunctions 

Beginning 

Sentences 

Contractions 
Passive 

Voice 

Prepositions 

Ending 

Sentences 

Split 

Infinitives 

Grammarly® X X X X X 

Anna X     

Claire  X    

Dorothy X X    

Katniss X     

Phoebe X     

Sara X X    

Stella X     

 

 Grammarly® commented on all five Stylistic Rules while no consultant commented on 

more than two. For Stylistic Rules needing to be addressed in an academic paper, the consultants 

only recognized conjunctions beginning sentences and/or contractions. None of the consultants 

advised students to avoid using the passive voice, ending sentences with prepositions, or splitting 

infinitives. Grammarly®’s focus on eliminating these stylistic choices suggests a lack of 

rhetorical awareness, or a lack of humanity as suggested by LaRocque (1999). These rules may 

be easy for Grammarly® to locate with patterns, and commenting on Stylistic Rules may be an 

attempt to comment on as many programmable errors as possible. 

 

 Commentary. Commentary should not be overlooked as an important step in responding 

to student work. Though it does not tell students to make a change, it allows them to see a 
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reader’s response to their text or receive positive feedback to balance comments about the 

ineffective parts of their paper. Table 15 shows the total number of Commentary comments for 

Review 1, as this was the normal type of review that reflects what consultants usually do in 

online sessions. The subcategory Praise is positive feedback that might build confidence while 

Interaction includes comments that initiate conversation about the student’s content or topic.  

 

Table 15. Commentary Subcategories Addressed in Review 1 

 
Total 

R1 

Commentary 

Subcategories 

Praise Interaction 

Grammarly® -- -- -- 

Adrienne 11 
45% 

(5) 

55% 

(6) 

Alice 7 
14% 

(1) 

86% 

(6) 

Anna 13 
54% 

(7) 

46% 

(6) 

Claire 13 
23% 

(3) 

77% 

(10) 

Dorothy 24 
37.5% 

(9) 

62.5% 

(15) 

Fiona 14 
50% 

(7) 

50% 

(7) 

Katniss 19 
42% 

(8) 

58% 

(11) 

Phoebe 15 
60% 

(9) 

40% 

(6) 

Sara 12 
42% 

(5) 

58% 

(7) 

Stella 19 
63% 

(12) 

37% 

(7) 

“--” indicates 0 and 0%.  

 

 

 Grammarly® did not provide any Commentary for the essays and was not capable of 

doing so: it did not praise students or interact with the content of their papers. In contrast, every 

consultant offered Commentary. All of the consultants gave at least one instance of Praise in at 
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least one of the essays. Furthermore, each consultant included at least 14% Praise and 37% 

Interaction. Unlike the consultants, Grammarly® could not determine what students did correctly: 

only what they did incorrectly. Learning and confidence building involve receiving both types of 

feedback. 

  

 Accuracy of Surface feedback. Surface issues, such as grammatical rules, can be 

explained incorrectly. Incorrect feedback might involve terminology, explanations, or 

interpretation of sentences. Giving incorrect feedback can make students insert errors into their 

sentences or hinder their understanding of grammar. 

 The accuracy of Surface feedback in this study was determined by the explanations in A 

Writer’s Reference by Hacker (2009) and The Brief McGraw-Hill Handbook by Maimon, Peritz, 

and Yancey (2010). Both of these texts are used by the CMU Writing Center and are available on 

each table for consultants to reference for grammar and citation questions during their sessions. 

Table 16 indicates the number and type of incorrect Surface suggestions given by Grammarly® 

and the consultants during Review 2.  

 

  



69 
 

Table 16. Number and Categories of Incorrect Surface Comments for Essays 1, 2, and 3 in 

Review 2 

 Surface Comments 
Categories of Incorrect 

Feedback 
Total 

R2 
Incorrect 

Grammarly® 100 
37%  

(37) 

Parallelism (1) 

Punctuation (2) 

Rewording (3) 

Sentence Combination (13) 

Stylistic Rules (10) 

Word Choice (8) 

Adrienne 51 -- None 

Alice 28 -- None 

Anna 35 -- None 

Claire 56 
5% 

(3) 

Punctuation (1) 

Rewording (1) 

Sentence Boundaries (1) 

Dorothy 34 
9% 

(3) 

Punctuation (1) 

Sentence Combination (1) 

Stylistic Rules (1) 

Fiona 44 
2% 

(1) 
Sentence Boundaries (1) 

Katniss 61 -- None 

Phoebe 34 
6% 

(2) 

Punctuation (1) 

Word Choice (1) 

Sara 40 
23% 

(9) 

Punctuation (2) 

Sentence Boundaries (2) 

Sentence Combination (3) 

Tone (2) 

Stella 39 
10% 

(4) 

Punctuation (1) 

Sentence Boundaries (2) 

Sentence Combination (1) 

“--” indicates 0 and 0%.  

 

 

 Grammarly® had the largest number of errors and the largest error percentage (37%) but 

also had the most Surface suggestions and thus the greatest possibility for errors. Still, 

Grammarly® made errors in every Surface subcategory it commented on. Grammarly® also made 

one incorrect suggestion in the Global subcategory of Tone. Grammarly® advised one student to 
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avoid one instance of first-person “our”; however, all three papers had used first-person “I” 

frequently, as allowed by the assignment, and Grammarly® did not flag any of these instances. 

 Six consultants made errors as well, with the percentages ranging from only 2% to 23%. 

The most common errors for Grammarly® and the consultants were related to either Sentence 

Boundaries or Sentence Combination. Table 17 breaks down where Grammarly® and these six 

consultants gave incorrect feedback.   

 

Table 17. Incorrect Surface Feedback for Grammarly® and Six Consultants  

 What Was Incorrect? 

Term Explanation 
False 

Positive1 

Error 

Insertion2 

Grammarly® X X X X 

Claire  X X X 

Dorothy X X   

Fiona X    

Phoebe  X X X 

Sara X X X  

Stella X X X  

[1] False positive refers to flagging an error that is not actually an error (McAlexander, 2000). 

[2] Feedback that, if taken, would insert an error into the student’s paper. 

 

 Grammarly®’s incorrect feedback occurred in all four areas: terminology, explanation, 

false positives, and error insertion. Each consultant’s incorrect feedback occurred in no more 

than three areas, with the least common being error insertion. 

 

 Incorrect terminology. Grammarly® and four consultants used some terms incorrectly. 

Grammarly® and these consultants seemed to confuse the meaning of the term “run-on.” Run-on 

sentences occur when there is neither a conjunction nor punctuation between sentences and it is 
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difficult to see where one sentences ends and the other begins (Maimon et al., 2010). Neither 

Maimon et al. (2010) nor Hacker (2009) used the term “run-on” when presenting the rule 

regarding commas before coordinating conjunctions combining two complete sentences. 

 Grammarly® used “run-on” incorrectly to refer to the need for a comma before a 

conjunction (Grammarly, Inc., 2014a). Dorothy and Fiona labeled sentences as run-ons when 

they were long; however, the sentences included a connecting word and connecting punctuation 

and so would not be considered run-ons. Stella incorrectly described a run-on as a sentence with 

too many “ands.” Additionally, Stella and Sara labeled the same sentence incorrectly as a run-on 

when it was simply missing a connecting comma. 

 Grammarly® and two consultants used additional terms incorrectly. Grammarly® stated 

that a compound sentence could be two independent clauses or an independent clause and a 

dependent clause (Grammarly, Inc., 2014a). However, a compound sentence refers specifically 

to two or more independent clauses with no dependent clause; the presence of at least one 

dependent clause would indicate a complex sentence (Hacker, 2009; Maimon et al., 2010).  

 Sara explained that a comma was not needed with a conjunction that was not 

“coordinating.” In this context, Sara meant “coordinating” to mean combining two complete 

sentences. However, “coordinating conjunction” refers to a specific group of conjunctions 

(“and,” “but,” “yet,” “so,” “for,” “nor,” “or”) that can have multiple roles in a sentence, several 

of them associated with comma use, such as combining items in a series (Hacker, 2009; Maimon 

et al., 2010). Additionally, in two places, Sara referred to “independent phrases” that could 

“technically stand as their own sentences.” However, clauses, not phrases, are elements that can 

stand on their own (Hacker, 2009; Maimon et al., 2010). Stella suggested inserting a comma 

after an “introductory pause.” The comma insertion, though, came after the main sentence and 
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was needed to indicate the presence of a nonessential “which” clause. Her suggested comma 

placement was correct, but her terminology was not.  

   

 Incorrect explanations. Grammarly® and five consultants gave incorrect explanations. 

When addressing comma splices, Grammarly® explained, “If two independent clauses are joined 

into one sentence, they must be separated by a conjunction or a semi-colon” (Grammarly, Inc., 

2014a), giving the impression that a conjunction by itself is sufficient to combine two complete 

sentences. However, a conjunction and a comma together are necessary to combine sentences 

(Hacker, 2009; Maimon et al., 2010). Additionally, in one case in Essay 1, a colon would have 

been the most appropriate way to combine two sentences because the second sentence elaborated 

upon the first, but this option was not given in Grammarly®’s explanation. 

 Grammarly® also incorrectly explained why students should avoid conjunctions at the 

beginning of a sentence, stating they can “create a sentence fragment” (Grammarly, Inc., 2014a). 

In these explanations, Grammarly® refers only to coordinating conjunctions at the beginning of 

sentences. However, Maimon et al. (2010) indicated that a sentence is complete (not a fragment) 

if it has a subject, a complete verb, and an independent clause that does not begin with a 

subordinating conjunction (e.g., “because,” “although”). Neither source indicated that a 

coordinating conjunction at the beginning of a sentence would produce a fragment (Hacker, 

2009; Maimon et al., 2010).  

 Dorothy also incorrectly stated that beginning a sentence with a conjunction would be 

considered a fragment. Additionally, she provided an incorrect example while explaining the rule 

that conjunctions and commas must separate two independent clauses. Dorothy provided an 

example of “and” combining two verbs (“‘and is something I plan on pursuing in the future’”), 

which would not receive a comma. In Claire’s case, the comma insertion she suggested would 
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not solve the problem by itself: the sentence was a run-on that required both a comma and a 

coordinating conjunction between the two independent clauses. In another instance, Claire stated 

that a specific phrase (“my idea of what those screenplays should come out to be”) made a 

sentence awkward and incomplete, but this phrase acted as the direct object and was a required 

part of the sentence. 

  

  False positives and error insertion. False positives can sometimes cause errors to be 

inserted into a paper. Grammarly® flagged false positives, or errors that were not actually errors. 

Grammarly® advised students to avoid the passive voice and incorrectly labeled two verbs as 

being passive: “am determined” and “being synchronized.” These verb phrases closely resemble 

the pattern of the passive voice (“be” verb plus past participle, which often ends in “-ed”) 

(Hacker, 2009; Maimon et al., 2010); however, in these instances, “determined” was an 

adjective, not a main verb, and “being synchronized” acted as a present tense participle, 

recognizable by the “ing” not associated with the passive voice.  

 Grammarly® gave one incorrect labeling of parallelism. Parallelism refers to listing items 

in a series using the same grammatical structure or form (Hacker, 2009; Maimon et al., 2010). 

Though the following sentence is long and contains a comma splice and stylistic problems, it 

does not lack parallelism: “For starters you have to know the right location to put your stand at, 

for instance, you have to find the perfect tree that is tall enough and has enough brush around it 

to keep you hidden and is tall enough to where you can be unseen” (Essay 1). The only series in 

this sentence contains three simple verbs that are all conjugated in simple present tense: “is,” 

“has,” and “is.” 

 Grammarly® gave two incorrect suggestions regarding comma use. It wanted to remove a 

comma after a dependent clause at the beginning of a sentence, when commas are required after 
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introductory clauses (Hacker, 2009; Maimon et al., 2010). It also suggested placing a comma 

between only two items in a list, but at least three items in a series are required before commas 

are needed (Hacker, 2009). 

 All three of Grammarly®’s suggestions regarding squinting modifiers were incorrect. 

Grammarly® gave the following explanation for a squinting modifier: “When there are two 

clauses with a modifier in between them, it is sometimes unclear as to which clause is being 

modified.” (Grammarly, Inc., 2014a). Hacker (2009) and Maimon et al. (2010) did not use this 

term but referred to ambiguous modifiers that could modify words coming before or after them 

and could have two meanings. The words Grammarly® flagged as squinting modifiers could not 

clearly modify two parts of a sentence: “around it”; “in the time” with “in” being part of a 

phrasal verb; and “for” as a lone preposition without the rest of its phrase. Grammarly® could not 

correctly define the boundaries between words and phrases in the sentence.  

 Grammarly® incorrectly labeled issues regarding adverbs, articles, and verbs. It suggested 

taking “the” out of the following sentence: “In my opinion, hunting is a very time consuming 

activity and the skills that you have to have to go hunting are endless” (Essay 1). It also 

suggested removing a correct infinitive and inserting a “missing” verb, which the student had 

removed intentionally and correctly as an elliptical verb.  

 Lastly, Grammarly® gave two incorrect vocabulary suggestions to replace “many” with 

“multiple” in sentences where they did not have the same meaning. Similarly, it suggested 

placing “achieved” in place of “accomplished” and “work” in place of “job” when the terms 

were not interchangeable.  

 Four consultants also gave false positives, and two inserted errors. Phoebe suggested that 

a dependent clause beginning with “because” should be preceded by a comma because it was 
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similar to a “which” clause requiring a comma. However, clauses beginning with “which” 

receive commas because they are considered nonessential, i.e., nonrestrictive (Hacker, 2009; 

Maimon et al., 2010), and adverbial clauses beginning with “because” do not fall under this same 

category. Phoebe also suggested inserting a subject where there was already a subject: the 

sentence was instead missing an object.  

 Sara told a student to insert a comma where a comma was already present: in that 

particular sentence, the comma should have been removed and replaced by a coordinating 

conjunction to combine two items in a list. When addressing second-person, Sara also 

mistakenly stated in two comments that the student should avoid first-person when each paper 

had been written in first-person, and it was acceptable for the assignment.  

Who is “you” referring to here? Due to the formal nature of this piece, I would 

suggest refraining from the use of first and second person as these tend to come 

across as being a bit informal and unspecific. Instead, I would suggest remaining 

in third person throughout. (Sara) 

It seems that this was a pre-written template comment that the consultant forgot to modify for a 

paper that allowed first-person. Sara and Stella labeled a sentence as not being combined 

appropriately when they contained the correct connecting punctuation and conjunction. In 

addition, Claire suggested breaking up a sentence in an area where there were not two complete 

clauses and the second half could not stand on its own. 

 

 Missed errors. Grammarly® aimed to point out every issue in a document while the 

consultants did not. This left more room for Grammarly® to mistakenly identify grammatical 

issues. The current study protected anonymity, and the researcher could not discuss with 

consultants which errors they genuinely missed and which they consciously ignored due to time 
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limits or focus. However, Grammarly®’s missed errors could be calculated, as shown in Table 

18.  

 

Table 18. Number of Errors Grammarly® Missed in Essays 1, 2, and 3 

 Missed Errors 

Essay 1 Essay 2 Essay 3 Total 

Grammarly® 33 21 22 76 

 

 Grammarly® missed 76 errors between the three essays and missed the most in the 

roughest essay, Essay 1. If these students had submitted their papers to Grammarly® to catch all 

their grammar mistakes, each student would have had at least 20 errors still in his or her paper 

that could affect clarity and correctness. The areas that Grammarly® overlooked are displayed in 

Table 19.  

 

Table 19. Types of Errors Grammarly® Missed in Essays 1, 2, and 3 

Specific Errors and Number of Each 

Apostrophe use (1) 

Capitalization (3) 

Comma use (17) 

After introductory phrases/clauses (3) 

Before ending participles (1) 

Before “which” clauses (3) 

Between subject and verb (1) 

Comma splices (4) 

In a series (5) 

Fragments (1) 

Hyphenation (9) 

Number use (1) 

Parallelism (7) 

Possessive pronouns before gerunds (1) 

Pronoun-antecedent agreement (2) 

Second-person (22) 

Word choice/spelling/missing words (5) 

Wordiness/conciseness (4) 

Verb forms/tense (3) 
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 Grammarly®’s weakest areas for missed errors were comma use and second-person, both 

of which it addressed correctly in other instances. Although Grammarly® pointed out many 

instances of second-person, its goal was to point out every instance: in this case, it missed 22 

occurrences and could not recognize “your” as being second-person. In addition to missed 

patterns, Grammarly® could not recognize when common nouns were capitalized unnecessarily, 

when numerals were used incorrectly in place of words, or when compound adjectives needed to 

be hyphenated when modifying a noun.  

 Just like previous grammar programs and like the researcher’s preliminary study, 

Grammarly® consistently gave incorrect feedback and missed errors. Consultants also gave 

incorrect feedback; however, writing centers do not advertise themselves in terms of 

grammatical accuracy and perfection, and consultants are not trained as proofreaders. Thus, 

writing center consultants have more room for acceptable inaccuracies in Surface feedback than 

Grammarly®. Furthermore, a consultant’s mistake might be one-time confusion or limited to that 

one consultant. On the other hand, Grammarly® will consistently make incorrect assessments 

based on its pre-set patterns: it cannot make context-based value judgments. 

 Neither consultants nor Grammarly® was perfect in their suggestions: there is both human 

error and computer error. However, human error is easier to address. A consultant’s incorrect 

understanding of grammar can be changed through conversation or training while a program 

must be changed through code. If Grammarly® gave more inaccurate feedback than the 

consultants and missed over 70 errors in three short essays, it did not fill any gap in the 

consultants’ knowledge and abilities that would warrant its use in a writing center.  

 

 Terminology used in Surface feedback. Explaining Surface issues can involve naming 

rules or parts of speech. First-year or inexperienced writers need specific information about why 
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their writing is grammatically incorrect. Basic terms, such as “noun” or “verb,” can be 

understood by most writers. More advanced terms, such as “participle” or “gerund,” may only be 

familiar to writers with a background in grammar or linguistics. For students to learn, writing 

feedback must gauge the student’s knowledge and define terms likely to be unfamiliar, either by 

explaining what the term means or providing examples. Table 20 lists each grammatical term 

used by Grammarly® and the consultants and categorizes whether the term was defined, 

undefined, or both (defined in one instance and undefined in another instance).  

 

Table 20. Terminology Used by Grammarly® and the Consultants in Review 2 

 Which Grammatical Terms1 Were Used in R2 Feedback? 

Defined2 Not Defined Both3 

Grammarly® 

Active voice 

Adjective 

Adverb 

Complex sentence 

Conditional verb 

Conjunctive adverb 

Coordinating 

conjunction 

Definite article 

Impersonal pronoun 

Indefinite article 

Interrupter 

Introductory phrase 

Objective pronoun 

Preposition 

Redundant category 

Run-on 

Split infinitive 

Squinting modifier 

Subjective pronoun 

Categorical term 

Clause 

Comma splice 

Compound 

Consonant 

Contraction 

Determiner 

Direct object 

Faulty parallelism 

Fragment 

Helping verb 

Main verb 

Modifier 

Noun 

Predicate 

Synonym 

Verb 

Verb phrase 

Vowel 

Conjunction 

Dependent clause 

Independent clause 

Infinitive 

Object 

Passive voice 

Personal pronoun 

Subject 

Adrienne  
Phrase 

Proper noun 
 

Alice Comma splice  Parenthetical 
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 Which Grammatical Terms1 Were Used in R2 Feedback? 

Defined2 Not Defined Both3 

Anna 

Comma splice Clause 

Introductory phrase 

Object 

Proper noun 

Subject 

Verb 

 

Claire 

Conjunctions 

Parallelism 

Abbreviation 

Adjective 

Contractions 

Introductory phrase 

Noun 

Subject 

Parenthetical phrase 

Referent 

Run-on 

Verb 

 

Dorothy 

Run-on Contractions 

Coordinating 

conjunction 

Clause 

Fragment 

Independent sentence 

Introductory clause 

Nonessential clause 

Conjunction 

 

Fiona 

Comma splice 

Conjunction 

Adjective 

Clause 

Noun 

Parallelism 

Pronoun agreement 

Subject 

Verb 

Introductory phrase 

Nonessential phrase 

Katniss 

Adverb 

Comma splice 

Object 

Proper noun 

Verb 

Conjunction 

 

Phoebe 

Comma splice 

Fragment 

Parallelism 

Clause 

Phrase 

Proper name 

Subject 

Verb 

Conjunction 
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 Which Grammatical Terms1 Were Used in R2 Feedback? 

Defined2 Not Defined Both3 

Sara 

Independent phrase 

Interjectory phrase 

 

Contractions 

Parallelism 

Pronoun-antecedent 

agreement 

Run-on  

Comma splice 

Conjunction 

Coordinating 

conjunction 

Stella  

Conjugation 

Object 

Past perfect tense 

Simple past tense 

Subject 

Run-on 

[1] Grammatical terms do not include the names of punctuation. [2] Categories are considered 

defined even if the definition was incorrect or unclear: the program/consultant at least attempted 

to define the concept for students. [3] Terms were defined in one comment bubble and undefined 

in another comment bubble. 

 

 Grammarly® used 46 grammatical terms while the consultants’ terms ranged from 2 to 

12. Some of Grammarly®’s terms, such as “determiner,” “squinting modifier,” and “conjunctive 

adverb,” were more advanced than terms used by the consultants. Both Grammarly® and nine 

consultants assumed that certain terminology did not need to be defined, such as “noun” and 

“verb.” Overall, Grammarly® left 19 terms undefined compared to 10 for Claire.  

 While Grammarly® was highly technical, the consultants described concepts by their 

purpose or function. The following descriptive phrases were used in place of terms: 

 “complete sentence/idea” in place of “independent clause” 

 “introductory element/statement” in place of “introductory phrase/clause” 

 “connecting/joining word” in place of “conjunction” 

 “transitional word” in place of “conjunctive adverb” 

 “extra/clarifying information” in place of “nonrestrictive clause” 

 “consistency” in place of “parallelism” 
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In a few instances, Grammarly® also used the phrase “introductory element,” but it did not 

completely replace the use of “introductory phrase” or “introductory clause.” The consultants 

further avoided using terminology by saying “words like X” or referring to a specific word 

within the student’s sentence: “A comma should come before ‘and’ because it is being used to 

connect two complete sentences” (Adrienne). In some cases, the consultants would first 

introduce an issue technically and subsequently comment descriptively.  

 The consultants might have favored descriptive explanations because they recognized it 

would be easier for students to understand or because they too struggled with grammar 

terminology. In either case, their descriptive explanations could reach students of all learning 

levels. Grammarly®’s focus on terminology, however, favored students with an advanced 

understanding of grammar or linguistics or students willing to take the time to look up the terms 

in an online manual. Grammarly®’s explanations may be difficult for inexperienced or self-

conscious writers to understand. It is not necessary for students to learn advanced terms or label 

parts of speech, unless they are taking a grammar course. Furthermore, many of Grammarly®’s 

terms were not defined, limiting students’ ability to understand and apply feedback.   

 

 Techniques. To encourage learning and interact with students, the consultants used 

several techniques, including referring to readership, discussing academic or formal writing 

standards, asking questions, using exclamation points, highlighting repeated issues, and using 

emoticons. Grammarly®’s and the consultants’ feedback were compared in these areas, as shown 

in Table 21. 
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Table 21. Techniques Used by Grammarly® and the Consultants 

 Techniques Used in Feedback 

Readership 

Academic/ 

Formal 

Writing 

? 1 ! 2 Highlighter :) 3 

Grammarly® X X     

Adrienne X X X X   

Alice X  X X   

Anna X X X X  X 

Claire X X X X  X 

Dorothy X X X X X X 

Fiona X X X X X X 

Katniss X X X X  X 

Phoebe X X X X  X 

Sara X X X X X X 

Stella  X X X X X 

[1] Use of questions; [2] Use of exclamation points; [3] Use of emoticons. 

 

 Grammarly® used only two of the six techniques in its feedback: referring to readership 

and academic/formal writing standards. Eight of the consultants used at least five techniques, and 

two consultants used all six. All of the consultants used questions and exclamation points, and 

nine of them referred to readers or academic/formal writing standards. Highlighting was the least 

used technique. This study also explored the context in which each of these techniques was used. 

  

 Readership. Referring to readers or readership is a common technique used by 

consultants to provide reasoning for their feedback. Grammarly® and the consultants shared 

some context for this feedback, as shown in Table 22.  
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Table 22. References to Readership by Grammarly® and the Consultants 

 When Did Feedback 

Refer to Readers or 

Readership? 

Examples 

Grammarly® 

Explaining stylistic rules “While the passive voice is perfectly 

acceptable in formal writing, it may not 

effectively persuade the reader.” 

Explaining why not to 

use personal pronouns 

“Personal pronouns [...] assume the 

information in your writing applies only to 

specific readers. By using impersonal 

pronouns [...] any reader may make their own 

personal connections to the information being 

discussed.” 

Explaining 

Grammarly®’s example 

“While the reader gets the general idea of the 

sentence, the image is not entirely clear.” 

Consultants 

Referring to consultant’s 

role as a reader 

“This sounds really interesting, and I would 

personally, as a reader, like to hear more about 

it.” 

Asking about the 

student’s intention for 

readers 

“So think back to that thesis statement and the 

few main idea of this paper – what are sort of 

the take-home points that you’d like your 

readers to remember?” 

Explaining when not to 

directly address readers 

“The conclusion does not need to address the 

reader directly; it is acceptable to write some 

concluding thoughts on the topic without 

addressing the reader.” 

Explaining how a 

change, clarification, or 

additional information 

would help/benefit 

readers 

“I might use ‘being captain’ in the first part of 

the sentence and ‘it’ in the second so that the 

reader knows what the topic of the sentence is 

right away.” 

Explaining what readers 

may not know or 

understand 

“Readers may not be familiar with these terms, 

so I would suggest trying to find a way to 

explain what is meant by them.” 

Explaining what the 

readers already know 

 

“Because this is mentioned before, I think it 

may be unnecessary to keep this in here just 

because the reader already knows this 

information.” 
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 When Did Feedback 

Refer to Readers or 

Readership? 

Examples 

Consultants 

Explaining the purpose 

of a part of the paper for 

readers 

“The thesis statement needs to state what will 

be discussed in the paper. It tells the reader 

what the paper is about and what to expect in 

the paragraphs/pages that follow.” 

 

 Grammarly® and the consultants both referred to the needs of outside readers; however, 

Grammarly®’s use was limited mostly to addressing violations of stylistic rules and incorrect use 

of second-person. The consultants referred to themselves as readers and were able to provide a 

reader’s perspective, even for Surface issues. Because writers cannot see their writing through 

someone else’s eyes, the purpose of consultant feedback is to provide students with insight into 

readers’ needs and expectations. Grammarly® was unable to function as a reader and provide 

such feedback. 

 

 Academic/formal writing standards. Academia has a variety of specific standards for 

student writing, and students need to be introduced to these standards as part of college life. 

Discussing academic rules and standards is a technique the consultants use in their writing 

feedback to help students develop valid reasoning or arguments. Grammarly® and the consultants 

referred to academic or formal writing in their feedback, as shown in Table 23. 
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Table 23. References to Academic or Formal Writing Standards by Grammarly® and the 

Consultants 

 
When Did Feedback 

Refer to Academic or 

Formal Writing? 

Examples 

Grammarly® 

Common or general 

writing standards  

“Formal writing should be impersonal so 

personal pronouns – possessive or otherwise – 

are generally not used.” 

Reasoning for rules “The use of ‘whom’ is falling out of fashion, in 

favor of using ‘who’ as both a subjective and 

objective pronoun, but ‘whom’ should still be 

used in very formal writing.” 

Consultants 

Common or general 

writing standards 

“‘You’ is second person, which is usually not 

used in academic work because it is informal 

and directly addresses the reader. I suggest 

specifying who ‘you’ is here.” 

Reasoning for rules “In a very formal type of English essay, I’d 

probably recommend rewording this sentence 

slightly to say ‘with whom I have skated’ in 

order to be perfectly grammatically correct 

according to those formal English rules. ” 

 

 Grammarly® and the consultants used this technique in the same instances to refer to 

certain rules and common standards in academic or formal writing. This is the only technique 

that Grammarly® and the consultants used equally in similar contexts. Ironically, this is also the 

technique that can be used well in generic, pre-written writing feedback and that corresponds 

well with Grammarly®’s focus on strict, formal rules.  

 

 Question use. Consultants often pose questions in face-to-face writing center sessions to 

initiate conversation, clarify points, and indirectly lead students to solve their own issues and 

apply feedback. In this study, the consultants used questions for similar purposes online, as 

shown in Table 24.  
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Table 24. Use of Questions by the Consultants 

When Did Consultants Pose 

Questions? 
Examples 

Suggesting an optional change “Could there be a thesis statement at the end of this 

paragraph about patience and how it connects to school 

as well as hunting?” 

Offering potential rewording 

choices 

“‘So’ can have a pretty informal connotation. I might 

consider a different transition word. What about, 

‘Therefore?’” 

Offering multiple options “Could this idea about how the skill benefits you be 

made into its own paragraph or perhaps moved to 

another paragraph???” 

Posing a suggestion indirectly  “It might be helpful to think about how this statement 

could be thought of in new ways? Reflecting on these 

experiences, what has been noticed that is different?” 

Asking for clarification “Is the main skill in this paper patience or hunting? I 

would be sure to clarify.” 

Seeking agreement “I might leave this idea out – it almost goes without 

saying, doesn’t it?”  

Double-checking the student’s 

intended meaning 

“Perhaps *college? As the rest of this paragraph seems to 

be discussing your time at CMU, I might consider 

clarifying this a bit further.”  

Double-checking if the student 

understands 

“One way to test for commas is to try reading out loud. 

Can you hear how there’s a natural sort of pause here, 

between the sentence’s main idea and this extra clause?” 

 

Inviting development 

 

“How long did it take you to learn? Have you taken 

classes to learn this skill? Have you gone through 

different coaches/instructors? I think including answers 

to these questions may help to develop the explanation of 

how this skill was learned.” 

Inviting the student to solve a 

problem 

“Is there another way to word this to allow the same 

meaning, but in a clearer way?” 

Asking about the assignment 

expectations 

“Is it okay to use the second person in this paper?” 
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 Even though students could not directly respond, the consultants still asked questions in a 

variety of contexts. These questions were intended to help students think, elaborate, or consider 

points they might not notice otherwise. Students can then address these questions in their papers 

without responding directly to the consultant. Additionally, students can email the Writing 

Center with follow-up answers or additional questions regarding their consultants’ feedback. 

However, students do not have such an option when submitting their papers to Grammarly®. 

Grammarly® did not ask any questions (even rhetorical) in its feedback, nor could it answer any 

questions regarding the clarity of its feedback. 

  

 Exclamation points. Exclamation points used online can indicate a shift in tone or voice. 

While they can be perceived as yelling in certain contexts, exclamation points can also show 

excitement or happiness. The consultants’ use of exclamation points is shown in Table 25. 

 

Table 25. Use of Exclamation Points by the Consultants 

When Did Consultants Use 

Exclamation Points? 
Examples 

Introductory comments “I see that this is your first time submitting to the Online 

Writing Center, so welcome!”  

Ending comments “Thank you for submitting your paper to the Writing Center 

and have a great day!” 

Praise “I like the specific examples here!”  

Interaction “Wow! What a cool passion to pursue. ” 

Encouragement to revise “Just a thought – play around with it a little more and see 

what you think!” 

Excitement over feedback “I like this topic sentence, but I think that changing those 

‘you’s to ‘I’ would help!” 

Buffer for a suggestion “I might suggest discussing this a bit further here, as I think 

this is a great point to make!” 
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 The consultants used exclamation points to show emotion and varied intonation, whether 

to interact in a friendly way with the student, to react with shock, or to show excitement. 

Exclamation points were limited to instances where the student could not misinterpret the 

consultant as yelling. The consultants used this technique strategically to avoid appearing 

demanding or unkind. Grammarly®, however, did not use exclamation points in its feedback and 

could not signal a rise or change in its voice; instead, Grammarly®’s feedback maintained the 

consistent, emotionless voice often associated with technology and machines.  

 

 Highlighter. While Grammarly® commented repeatedly on the same issue, some 

consultants used Microsoft™ Word®’s highlighter to bring repeated issues to the students’ 

attention. Highlighting lets students know where repeated issues occur within their text while 

forcing them to address the issue themselves by applying the consultants’ previous comments. If 

consultants highlight multiple different issues, they will use different colors and let the student 

know which color stands for which issue. The areas that consultants highlighted for students are 

shown in Table 26. 
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Table 26. Use of Highlighting by the Consultants 

When Did Consultants Use 

Highlighting? 
Examples 

Sentences being discussed by 

the consultant 

“I’ve highlighted in yellow the sentence that I think 

discusses the main topic best. I might suggest placing 

this information at the beginning of the paragraph so 

that each paragraph begins with the topic of patience 

and moves into a specific example.” 

Run-ons/comma splices “This is where a run-on occurs as well. I would 

suggest ending the sentence and starting a new one 

with “For instance.” Or perhaps adding a semicolon. I 

won’t comment on this issue for sake of time, but I 

will highlight further instances if any ” 

Contractions “Again, I would spell all contractions out. I will 

highlight any further instances in green if I see them 

” 

Second-person “See my comment above about the use of second-

person. I will highlight further instances if any ” 

Introductory commas “‘Also’ is an introductory word that requires a 

comma. I will highlight any other introductory or non-

essential phrases where a comma would be needed 

from now on.” 

 

 The consultants used highlighting in five areas that students often struggle with and 

repeat throughout their documents: run-ons and comma splices, contractions, second-person, and 

commas after introductory phrases and clauses. In each case, the consultants explained to the 

students that they would highlight further instances and often indicated a specific color, so they 

could highlight multiple issues. Grammarly® could comment on multiple issues within a 

document, but could not address qualitatively that an issue was recurring. Each of Grammarly®’s 

comments mentioned an issue individually and did not refer back to previous comments on the 

same issue or encourage students to look for further instances of the issue on their own.  
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 Emoticons. Emoticons (like smiley faces) are used in informal online conversations to 

accompany text that might be misinterpreted. Grammarly® did not use emoticons in its feedback, 

but the consultants used them frequently, as shown in Table 27.  

 

Table 27. Use of Emoticons by the Consultants 

When Did Consultants Use 

Emoticons? 
Examples 

Introductory comments “Hi!  My name is X, and I will be your online 

consultant for today.” 

Ending comments “Thanks for submitting, and happy writing! ” 

Softened suggestion “That’s an interesting claim, but I think it’s something 

that could be argued against. I think of James Cameron 

filming Titanic and how he would be on the ground with 

the camera, using his body to get the perfect shot. This 

could be something to think about ” 

Praise “I enjoyed reading your paper, and it included a lot of 

supporting details. ”  

Interaction “Love this idea! ” 

 

 The consultants used emoticons in friendly contexts, often combined with exclamation 

points and praise, to supplement a smiling face and friendly personality visible in a face-to-face 

session. Because emoticons are often used in friendly online conversations between friends, they 

also added a sense of informality to the overall session and helped consultants to come across as 

peers, equals, and friends, rather than individuals with authority.  

 Grammarly®’s feedback was limited to the two most generic techniques by only referring 

to readers and academic/formal writing standards: Grammarly® did not use the other four 

techniques that allow personalization. Although emoticons, questions, and exclamation points 

could easily be incorporated into Grammarly®’s templates, they are absent. The designers could 
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have used these techniques strategically to lighten suggestions, particularly sentences that 

implied choice or options for the writer. The consultants were able to not only give their 

reactions from a reader’s perspective and acknowledge formal writing but also ask questions, 

indicate tone and emotion, and incorporate visual cues in place of facial expressions. The 

consultants created a human component through technology while Grammarly® maintained the 

robotic presence expected of a machine.  

 

 Language choices. The language used in writing feedback can determine the tone of a 

session, whether positive or negative. In asynchronous sessions, written language is the most 

feasible way to communicate with students, and consultants must consider how students will 

interpret or perceive their feedback. Online consultants at CMU are trained to be conscious of 

language choices, such as second-person, commands, general “we,” first-person, and passive 

voice. Specifically, the CMU Writing Center recognizes appropriate and inappropriate uses of 

“you.” Second-person is acceptable when giving compliments, so the student can take ownership 

of their strengths. However, consultants are trained to avoid using second-person and commands 

when giving suggestions: this allows them to focus on improving the writing instead of focusing 

on the student’s mistakes. To avoid inappropriate use of second-person, consultants can use the 

passive voice, third-person, or first-person “I” instead. Table 28 compares the consultants’ 

specific language choices to those of Grammarly®.  
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Table 28. Specific Language Choices Used by Grammarly® and the Consultants 

 

Language Choices Used in Feedback 

Passive 

Voice 
“I” “We”  “You” Commands 

Grammarly® X X X X X 

Adrienne X X X X  

Alice X X X X  

Anna X X  X  

Claire X X X X X 

Dorothy X X  X X 

Fiona X X  X X 

Katniss X X X X X 

Phoebe X X  X  

Sara X X X X X 

Stella X X X X X 

 

 All of the consultants consistently used the passive voice, “I,” and “you.” However, 

general “we” and commands were only used by six consultants. Commands can easily be 

misinterpreted as having a negative tone, and general “we” can imply joint ownership of a paper. 

Grammarly® used all six language choices in similar and different contexts to the consultants.  

 

 Passive voice. In writing center feedback, the passive voice can be used in place of 

second-person “you” to focus on the paper and sentence instead of the student. Grammarly® and 

the consultants used the passive voice similarly, as shown in Table 29. 
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Table 29. Use of the Passive Voice by Grammarly® and the Consultants 

 When Was the Passive 

Voice Used? 
Examples 

Grammarly® 

Suggesting changes “The word, ‘often,’ necessarily refers to time, 

so ‘times’ is redundant and may be removed 

from the sentence.” 

Discussing the general use 

of grammatical concepts 

“Sometimes the comma can be omitted if the 

introductory element is short and does not 

seem to require a pause after it.” 

Consultants 

Suggesting changes “This sentence might be rephrased to actually 

indicate that being a director is what you 

want to do with the rest of your life, since 

that’s not entirely clear.” 

Discussing the general use 

of grammatical concepts 

“Whenever words like ‘and’ combine two 

complete sentences, they need to be preceded 

by a comma. For example, ‘I love olives, and 

I went to the store to buy some.’” 

Referring indirectly to what 

the student has done 

“This is a good example, but it’s presented a 

little abruptly. It might be better to more 

generally introduce the idea of this skill 

helping you in school before giving a specific 

example.” 

Explaining common 

academic standards 

“Contractions are considered rather casual for 

academic papers. I would write these out in 

full.” 

Explaining concepts 

overused by other writers 

“I might avoid these sort of ending phrases 

because they tend to get used a lot.” 

 

 Grammarly® and the consultants used the passive voice similarly to suggest changes 

without ordering the student to do something. Their passive verb choices implied possibility, 

leaving students to decide if they wished to apply the feedback. Grammarly® and the consultants 

also both used the passive voice to explain general grammar rules that can be followed by any 

writer, not just the student.  
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 The consultants used the passive voice for three additional areas. The passive voice was 

used to discuss standards for and overused expressions by writers in general. The consultants 

further used the passive voice to discuss ineffective aspects of the paper without blaming or 

accusing the student for these aspects.  

 

 First-person “I.” The consultants use “I” quite frequently in online work to refer to 

themselves and feedback that is based on their opinion or preference. First-person “I” is a natural 

way to hold a conversation, as speakers tend to refer to themselves at some point. Grammarly® 

used “I” as well in very specific contexts, as shown in Table 30.  

 

Table 30. Use of First-Person “I” by Grammarly® and the Consultants 

 When Was 

First-Person 

“I” Used? 

Examples 

Grammarly® 

Explanations 

of examples 

that used first-

person “I” 

“For instance, if I wrote ‘I need to buy a new pen for the 

school’, it might imply that I have broken one of the 

school’s pens and need to replace it. However, if I am 

buying it for myself to use in school, ‘the’ should be 

removed from the sentence.”  

“So we wouldn’t say, for instance, ‘I might to the museum’ 

because we don’t know what the verb is: will I be ‘going’ 

to the museum, ‘flying’ to the museum, or ‘swimming’ to 

the museum? Perhaps I’ll be ‘writing’ to the museum to 

see if they want my collection of priceless bottle caps.” 

Consultants 

Introductory 

comments 

“My name is X, and I will be working with your paper 

today. I see you would like help with the thesis statement, 

conclusion, and topic sentences. I’ll be sure to keep this in 

mind as I read through.” 

Ending 

comments 
“When revising, I would try to clarify the language a bit in 

some areas I commented on and look for any other places 

where the writing itself might not be clear to the reader.” 
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 When Was 

First-Person 

“I” Used? 

Examples 

Consultants 

Personal 

suggestions  

“I suggest using a topic sentence where we show patience 

can be enhanced by preparing in advance (because I think 

that’s what the paragraph conveys). Here’s my example: 

‘Preparing in advance can help to be patient.’” 

Thoughts “I am wondering if a more descriptive title could be used 

here, something related to the skill of being patient.” 

Issues they 

noticed in the 

paper 

“I noticed that there are some run-on sentences in the paper 

because a comma has been used in place of periods. I 

would check throughout and make necessary changes.” 

Personal 

opinions 

“I might take these words out, as they’re not needed. To 

me, it would make more sense to simply say ‘ice jumps on 

the ground,’ or possibly ‘ice jumps but on the ground.’” 

Personal 

experience as a 

reader 

“I’m interested in a lot of the details provided in the 

second part of the paragraph and find myself wanting to 

know more.” 

Consultants’ 

strategies for 

their own 

writing 

“When I’m writing a conclusion, I know that it’s important 

to sort of summarize the main points of my paper, but that 

can be hard to do without being too repetitive. Another 

strategy that I sometimes use in a conclusion is to end with 

how the main topic will play out in the future.” 

References to 

previous 

comments 

“I would also avoid talking directly to the reader, as this 

can not only target the reader but also refer to the paper 

itself, which as I mentioned earlier can seem redundant.” 

Praise “I found your paper interesting and easy to follow.” 

Interaction “I struggle with conclusions too! ” 

 

 Grammarly® referred to itself as an entity through first-person “I” in two specific 

instances but only to introduce and explain examples that contained the word “I”: it did not use 

“I” to express its opinions or personal preference, likely because it had neither. The consultants, 

however, used “I” frequently in 11 personal contexts. Consultants welcomed students personally 
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to a session, expressed opinions, related to a student, and offered meaningful praise to build 

confidence. This language choice also allowed consultants to limit their feedback to themselves 

and their preference; in other words, it implied that certain suggestions were optional, respecting 

student ownership as encouraged by writing center pedagogy. Furthermore, the use of first-

person “I” reminded students they were receiving feedback from actual people, who could share 

their perspectives as readers, fellow writers, and consultants who talk about writing regularly.  

 

 General “we.” General “we” is usually used to refer to the standards or expectations of a 

larger group of people, such as academics, professionals, or writers. “We” can also imply the 

joint action of the speaker and receiver (e.g., consultant and student). Table 31 shows how 

Grammarly® and the consultants used “we” within their writing feedback.  

 

Table 31. Use of General “We” by Grammarly® and the Consultants 

 When Was General 

“We” Used? 
Examples 

Grammarly® 

Writers as a group “Determiners and modifiers are required when 

making a specific point, but we often use them 

when they are not required, which makes for 

incoherent writing.” 

Consultants 

 

Writers as a group  “Whenever we combine two complete 

sentences with conjunctions like ‘and’ or ‘but’ 

we need to add a comma before the 

conjunction.” 

CMU Writing Center as 

a group 

“We appreciate your submission to the Writing 

Center and would be happy to read future 

work!” 

Consultant and student 

as a team 

“I think this paragraph has some key ideas that 

are necessary to start the paper. However, I 

don’t see what aspects of being patient the paper 

will focus on. Therefore, we need to work on a 

thesis that portrays such focus.” 
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 Both Grammarly® and the consultants used “we” to refer to writers as a group in order to 

give context for their feedback and to emphasize the grammar and writing standards writers 

usually follow. The consultants additionally used “we” personally to refer to the CMU Writing 

Center in the introductory and ending comments and to suggest that the consultant and student 

were working together on the paper. The latter usage, however, could be considered problematic 

in that it could imply joint ownership of a paper or joint ownership of the revision process, when 

the student should be left in complete control.  

 

 Second-person. Second-person “you” is used to refer directly to the reader of a passage 

or, in the case of writing feedback, directly to the student. This directness can be both effective 

when the student is receiving positive feedback and ineffective when changes are suggested to 

the student’s work or writing style. The consultants and Grammarly® both used second-person 

appropriately, as shown in Table 32.   

 

Table 32. Use of Second-Person by Grammarly® and the Consultants 

 
When Was Second-

Person Used? 
Examples 

Grammarly® 

Reference to student’s 

sentence, work, or 

writing 

“The conditional verb in your sentence may be 

missing the main verb.” 

Options for the student  “Sometimes the comma can be omitted if the 

introductory element is short and does not seem 

to require a pause after it. However, you will 

seldom be wrong if you use a comma after an 

introductory element.” 

Consultants 

Options for the student  “Since the skill being discussed is patience, I 

would try to focus this paragraph more on that 

idea. However, you could still talk about how 

you learned patience itself from hunting.” 
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 When Was Second-

Person Used? 
Examples 

Consultants 

Introductory comments 

 

“I also see that you have marked this as an early 

draft and that you have requested that we focus 

on your thesis, topic sentences, and the 

conclusion.” 

Ending comments “Remember, you’re welcome to make changes 

and then resubmit. Good luck! :)” 

Suggestions/questions 

related to the student’s 

personal experiences 

“For the thesis, I think it would be a good idea 

to indicate why or how this skill has been 

important in your life, and the skill should be 

patience rather than hunting. For example, a 

thesis might state that patience has been 

beneficial to your life because it allows you to 

accomplish both things you like to do and 

things you need to do.” 

Assignment guidelines “I think you might have misinterpreted the 

question about how the skill will be developed 

in the future.” 

Student’s opinions “So what would you say are the three or four 

main points of this paper? How could they be 

quickly summarized and put together in a thesis 

sentence??” 

Praise “It helps here that you define and explain what 

‘dry-land skills’ are, as that’s something the 

reader probably isn’t familiar with.” 

 

 Both Grammarly® and the consultants limited “you” to suggestions that did not command 

or demand the student to make changes, but rather indicated options or referred to the paper as 

belonging to the student. The consultants used second-person in additional areas for 

personalization, including referring to the students’ needs as outlined on the online form, 

welcoming them to resubmit for additional feedback, and responding to their personal 
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experiences. Grammarly® could match the consultants with certain aspects of “you” but once 

again could not provide personal interaction through language.  

 

 Commands. Commands are another form of second-person that have the implied “you” 

as a subject and can refer directly to the reader. Commands can be interpreted in various ways by 

readers and need to be used carefully in writing feedback. Writing center pedagogy emphasizes 

that students should remain in control of their papers and make their own decisions about which 

suggestions to apply and ignore. Table 33 shows how commands were used in Grammarly®’s 

and the consultants’ feedback.  
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Table 33. Use of Commands by Grammarly® and the Consultants 

 When Were 

Commands Used? 
Examples 

Grammarly® 

Labeling comment 

bubble 

“Review this sentence for X.” 

Telling the student what 

he/she needs to do 

“Ensure there are no comma splices separating 

two independent clauses.” 

“Consider removing it.” 

“Try to avoid contractions.” 

“Clearly identify the independent clauses in 

your sentence, and decide how they may be 

better separated.” 

“Please ensure the split infinitive does not 

confuse the meaning or flow of your sentence.” 

Telling the student what 

he/she should not do 

“Do not separate the two nouns in a compound 

subject, nor the two verbs in a compound 

predicate, with a comma.” 

Consultants 

Telling the student what 

he/she needs to do 

“Omit – I don’t think this is necessary to 

include here as the sentence seems to flow well 

without.” 

Referring student to 

previous comments 

“Again, see my comment in the thesis about 

the use of the word ‘huge.’ I think a stronger 

word like ‘integral’ or ‘important’ could be 

used.” 

Referring student to 

examples 

“See how that example uses some transitions 

and combinations of thoughts that avoids a list-

like feel? I might suggest something along 

those lines.” 

Asking brief questions “Maybe use a different word?” 

Reminding “Also, remember that the skill being focused 

on is patience rather than hunting. Are there 

other ways besides hunting to continue 

developing it?” 
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 In each case, Grammarly®’s commands could be considered authoritative. Grammarly® 

used commands regularly as bolded headings to preface its explanations: these commands would 

be the first thing students saw in each comment bubble. Grammarly® also used commands to tell 

students what they could and could not do in their writing. “Do not” especially was an 

unnecessarily harsh command on a small grammatical issue that was not serious enough to 

warrant strong “warning” language, unlike issues involving correct citation or plagiarism. 

Grammarly®’s sentence could have easily been written instead with the passive voice: “The two 

nouns in a compound subject should not be separated.” When telling students what their next 

step in revising should be, Grammarly® sometimes used soft words like “please,” “try,” and 

“consider” before its commands. This particular use of commands may have been used to avoid 

“you” as a subject as well as “I” or “we”: a consultant would have simply written “I would 

consider removing” instead of “consider removing.” In one instance, a consultant also used a 

command (“omit”) in the same context, although it was followed by “I don’t think” to imply it 

was a suggestion. In most cases, however, the consultants used commands where second-person 

could not be avoided or where the passive voice would have been awkward (e.g., “this should be 

seen” would not be a natural alternative to “see”). They also found ways to use commands in 

friendly contexts; for example, the command “remember” is actually less demanding than 

writing “you should remember.” 

 Grammarly® used all of the same language choices as the consultants, but not always in 

the same contexts. Grammarly® could only match the consultants’ language choices in general 

contexts: it could use the passive voice to focus the sentence on grammatical concepts and “we” 

to refer to writers in general. Grammarly® could not use language in personal contexts and did 

not use “I” or “we” outside of introducing and explaining its own examples or “you” to refer to 
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the student as a person. It also used commands often and in some contexts that could appear 

authoritative. While Grammarly® might consider itself an authority or believe that students want 

an authoritative tone, this approach conflicts with writing center pedagogy, which leaves students 

in authority of their own work. Meanwhile, the consultants used “I” to refer to themselves as 

readers and peers; “we” to refer to the Writing Center; and “you” to treat the students as 

individuals. Students could connect personally with these online consultants through language, 

but they could not connect with Grammarly®. 

 

 Evaluation of the student’s writing. At the CMU Writing Center, online consultants are 

discouraged from placing the student’s writing on a scale by using evaluative language, such as 

“good,” “great,” “excellent,” or “nice.” Evaluation, whether positive or negative, places the 

consultant in the role of teacher, instead of peer. In face-to-face sessions, consultants are strongly 

discouraged from estimating a paper’s grade or even commenting on a grade assigned by an 

instructor.  

 In this study, the consultants did not score or evaluate the papers as a whole or use 

negative evaluative language in their feedback. Five consultants did use positive evaluative 

language when praising specific aspects of the student’s writing; for example, “nice job,” “great 

start,” and “good example.” Although even positive evaluation is usually discouraged in writing 

centers, the consultants’ use at least served to encourage the students or build their confidence. 

 Grammarly® did not use negative or positive evaluative words when providing feedback 

on individual issues. However, Grammarly®’s web interface assigns a numerical score for each 

submitted document, based solely on the number of errors per word count. Table 34 shows 

Grammarly®’s scores for all three essays.  
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Table 34. Grammarly®’s Numerical Scores for Essays 1, 2, and 3 

Essay 

Number 

Essay Word 

Count 

Total Number 

of Errors1 

Score out of 

100 
Score Category 

Essay 1 660 48 30 Poor, revision necessary 

Essay 2 892 39 60 Weak, needs revision 

Essay 3 780 23 62 Weak, needs revision 

[1] These numbers exclude vocabulary feedback, which Grammarly® labeled “enhancement 

suggestions.” It does not seem that Grammarly® graded based on the number of vocabulary 

suggestions. 

 

 Grammarly® scored all three of the essays in its two lowest categories, equivalent to a D 

or lower. By scoring papers, Grammarly® took on the role of an instructor, and one that cannot 

grade fairly. The scores were based on the total number of comments, including incorrect 

comments, stylistic rules that were not “errors,” and repeated comments for the same issues.  

 The consultants likely used positive evaluative words to build the students’ confidence 

and did not consider them to fall under the category of “evaluation.” However, the purpose of 

Grammarly®’s scores is unclear. It does not aid in learning and can be harmful to students’ 

confidence by either making students overconfident or making them feel self-conscious, 

depending on their score. Grammarly®’s scores being based only on grammatical errors sends a 

message that good grammar determines good writing and high grades. 

 In addition, Grammarly®’s scores cannot represent an instructor’s grade because it cannot 

follow the same rubric and grading criteria. Students may revise in an attempt to please 

Grammarly®, rather than their instructor. Some instructors may grade based on grammatical 

correctness, but not to the same extent as Grammarly® or with the same equation. Instructors will 

also, hopefully, grade based on global issues, content, and assignment expectations. Furthermore, 

instructors have separate grading scales and expectations: they will likely disagree about the 

grade an essay should receive. However, student writers may not be aware of or understand these 
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scoring differences, and Grammarly®’s scores may mislead, more than guide, students towards 

better writing.  

 

Grammarly®’s Professional Proofreaders 

 The researcher was surprised to find that Grammarly®’s interface had been updated to 

offer an additional service: professional proofreading. At the bottom of each of its explanations, 

Grammarly® encouraged users to “save time and accuracy” by using its professional 

proofreaders “who will fix all your spelling, grammar, and punctuation errors” (Grammarly, Inc., 

2014a). Users can choose to have their papers returned within 30 minutes for $.08 a word, within 

3 hours for $.04 a word, and within 24 hours for $.02 a word. It would cost almost $54 for a 669-

word paper to be proofed and returned in 30 minutes. It is not clear if explanations would still be 

given or if errors would simply be fixed within the user’s paper. 

 Typically, “proofreading” refers to fixing someone’s errors and changing the paper 

without explanation. In an academic setting and particularly in writing centers, this option further 

disrupts the learning aspect, as there is no learning involved in someone else fixing errors for a 

student. Students who purchased this additional service would not be challenged to find errors on 

their own, practice proofreading, or learn rules and stylistic conventions.  

 Grammarly®’s professional proofreaders may also give students the impression that 

writing center consultants are also professional proofreaders and that writing centers offer a free 

version of proofreading where errors will be fixed for students. This exacerbates misconceptions 

of writing center work. Furthermore, Grammarly®’s use of professional proofreaders suggests 

that it too believes a human eye is superior to its technology. 
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Writing Center Consultants’ Responses to Grammarly® 

 In the focus groups, the consultants discussed their approach to their feedback, the 

similarities and differences between their feedback and Grammarly®’s, Grammarly®’s strengths 

and weaknesses, and Grammarly®’s use on campus and in a writing center. Consultants 1 

through 5 were undergraduate students, and consultants 6 through 10 were graduates: all female 

pronouns were used to protect the male consultant’s identity. The undergraduates spoke longer in 

the focus groups, but did not necessarily have different views from graduate consultants.  

 

 Approach to feedback. The consultants determined their approach to the original essay 

by reading the online form for the assignment guidelines and for what the student needed help 

with. Consultant 7 focused her feedback specifically on what the student wanted: “...even if I 

saw things that were not at the level that they were currently asking for, I’d stick with what they 

requested because they had requested it for a reason.” Other consultants made decisions based on 

the content of the paper. Consultant 5 commented on issues outside of the students’ desired focus 

if they affected “global aspects of the paper.” Consultant 6 felt there was “no point” in 

commenting on surface issues when there were global issues that needed to be addressed and 

changed first. Consultant 8 addressed surface-level issues when she felt they obstructed the 

paper’s clarity and readability. 

 

 Similarities and differences in feedback. The consultants compared their feedback to 

Grammarly® for similarities and differences. They found their feedback in Review 1 was least 

similar to Grammarly® in the first two essays because they focused more on global issues, which 

the students had requested. The similarities were strongest in Essay 3, which requested a focus 

on grammar. The consultants noted that Grammarly® found some of the same surface-level 
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issues that they did, including second-person, pronouns, run-on sentences, comma issues, 

coordinating conjunctions, contractions, and conjunctions at the beginning of sentences. 

Grammarly® missed issues that the consultants noticed, including incorrect prepositions, 

incorrect parts of speech, misspelled words, and incorrect phrases like “women director.” The 

consultants found that Grammarly® gave incorrect suggestions regarding articles, infinitives, and 

elliptical verbs.  

 Grammarly® found issues that the consultants did not catch or did not consider to be 

errors. Consultant 3 stated that Grammarly® was unnecessarily nitpicky about grammatical issues 

and stylistic rules. The consultants had different approaches to addressing stylistic issues in the 

students’ essays. Consultants 1 and 3 told students to follow some stylistic rules but prefaced 

them as being formal, picky, and standardized English. Consultant 4 explained in her feedback 

that certain rules existed but gave students the option to apply them if they wanted a more formal 

tone. Consultant 2 only commented on avoiding contractions because she believed they often 

stand out to instructors. Consultant 6 did not find it necessary to look for stylistic issues like the 

passive voice. She also did not comment on second-person because she felt it could be 

appropriate in a personal essay.  

 Lastly, the consultants noticed that Grammarly®’s comments were more repetitive than 

their own. Consultant 2 felt that commenting on the same issue repeatedly was not beneficial and 

that maybe three comments on a repeated issue would “get the picture across.” She explained, “I 

just think that it’s really overwhelming and you can kind of lose sight of the bigger picture of the 

paper and the larger problems.” Consultant 7 did not comment on every area because she wanted 

students to find their errors themselves in the rest of their paper. Consultant 3 argued that 

pointing out every error would take away the student’s ownership.  
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 Grammarly®’s strengths. The consultants considered Grammarly®’s strengths to be 

giving extensive comments and examples; finding sentence-level issues; pointing out persistent 

issues; and being consistent and thorough. Consultant 4 stated, “I think Grammarly definitely 

excels at thoroughness: it just really goes through every issue every time, which could be good or 

bad, but it’s definitely very thorough.” She stated that Grammarly® could give in-depth rules that 

consultants aren’t familiar with, but she also felt that consultants could look up these rules in a 

grammar manual. Similarly, Consultant 3 liked Grammarly®’s explanations about run-on 

sentences but argued that students could look up a similar explanation on the Internet. Consultant 

5 stated there could be computer error and human error: she felt Grammarly® could reduce 

human error “a little bit” when a consultant might read too quickly and overlook a mistake. 

Consultant 1 liked Grammarly®’s summary at the top of its PDF report because it showed 

students what their common issues were. She thought writing center consultants did something 

similar in their ending comments when they summarize what they commented on within the 

paper. 

 The consultants also found Grammarly® to be quick and convenient: “...it can generate 

this report in a really brief period of time whereas if a consultant has to physically say each one 

of those things for every sentence, it’s really time consuming” (Consultant 8). Consultants 

mentioned how the Writing Center gets busy and appointments become booked. Grammarly® 

would allow students to get responses from home, and its feedback would be more immediate 

than from the online service.   

 The undergraduate consultants discussed how Grammarly® did not get tired or frustrated 

when reviewing papers for grammar while consultants can. Consultant 1 admitted that she got 

tired during the study when reviewing three student essays in a row for only grammar. She 
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considered this to be a negative to the “human component.” Consultant 3 felt it was exhausting 

to discuss grammar because rules were rules, either right or wrong, and a more didactic approach 

was needed to address them. These consultants preferred global issues that could be tackled with 

a peer approach.  

 

 Grammarly®’s weaknesses. The consultants felt one of Grammarly®’s weaknesses was 

only focusing on grammar and overlooking more important global issues. Consultant 3 found 

that Grammarly®’s focus was on the end product while writing centers focus on all stages of the 

writing process. Consultant 4 stated, “It kind of focuses on the smallest thing up, and we usually 

go the biggest thing down. So it goes in reverse order, which could be counterproductive.” 

Consultant 1 felt that 90% of the papers seen in the Writing Center are not ready to be polished. 

An early draft submitted through Grammarly® would not change much at all if the students only 

changed the grammar, when larger issues might need to be addressed first. As Consultant 5 

explained,  

I think the window of where you’d use it [Grammarly] in the writing process is so 

small that it’d only be beneficial to a very small part of that. So I think when you 

come to the Writing Center, we can focus on both the grammar and the global 

issues so that your paper would actually be significantly changed rather than just 

having these small changes that don’t really make as huge of a difference in the 

grand scheme of things. 

Consultant 9 discussed how only looking for grammar is similar to dividing or cutting the 

writing into pieces. She stated, “...it [Grammarly] almost dissects the paper, so that it’s almost 

unrecognizable in terms of ideas or development.”  
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 The consultants felt that Grammarly®’s explanations were too broad and generic with the 

same explanations for the same issues. Consultant 3 stated, “When you use a generic service, 

you’re going to get generic answers, and I think that’s kind of the moral of Grammarly.” 

Consultants 2 and 3 argued that students would have difficulty applying a broad explanation to 

their specific sentences. Grammarly® did not give steps or suggestions for improvement or 

suggestions specific to the paper that explained why things needed to be changed or why things 

were wrong. Consultant 10 felt students would better understand a rule if it was based on their 

own sentence. Consultant 4 mentioned that Grammarly® did not have helpful comments for 

addressing wordiness specifically, whereas consultants can refer to the student’s sentence.  

 The consultants found that Grammarly®’s technical language and vocabulary might be 

intimidating to students. Consultant 8 felt the technical vocabulary made the reports “really hard 

to read and comprehend.” The consultants agreed at least some basic grammar knowledge was 

required to understand Grammarly®’s suggestions. As Consultant 2 stated, 

First of all, it’s going to be really overwhelming seeing all of these different rules 

laid out everywhere. But if you’re not familiar at all with these rules, then reading 

the explanations, it might help a little bit, but to take that knowledge and then 

apply it to your paper, that’s going to take higher-level thinking in grammar, 

which you might not have if you’re going directly to this website. 

Students who are likely to use Grammarly® will not be that confident and may be overwhelmed 

by the terms used, such as “faulty parallelism.” Consultant 3 stated that Grammarly® asked 

students to do too much. In contrast, the two non-native consultants explained that ESL students 

may have difficulty with article use but might have an easier time understanding and applying 

Grammarly®’s explanations because they learned the language through rules. Consultant 10, 
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however, pointed out that students who are learning a language “tend to believe the book” and so 

might be more likely to believe Grammarly®’s explanations are always correct.  

 The consultants believed that students might take Grammarly®’s suggestions blindly. 

Consultant 2 felt that students struggling with writing would probably not reject writing 

suggestions, even from a computer. They might believe the website is always correct because 

Grammarly® could be seen as authoritative and always right. Consultant 3 felt the tone in 

Grammarly®’s comments was authoritative and machine-like: “I mean I know Grammarly’s a 

machine, but it sounds like a machine. And so I think when you are dealing with students, they 

look for kind of that peer-to-peer response.” She also stated that students would have no control 

or input in a session with Grammarly®. Consultant 6 noticed that Grammarly® used the 

imperative mood, even though some language was softened. Consultant 4 stated that 

Grammarly®’s suggestions might come across as “bossy” or “pushy” while writing centers 

prioritize being kind to students.  

 Furthermore, the consultants argued that Grammarly® could harm students’ confidence 

by pointing out every error and then assigning scores. Consultant 9 described Grammarly® as 

“diagnostic” and “evaluative.” Consultant 4 believed that large numbers of comments might 

make students feel they aren’t good writers, even if they are consistently breaking only one 

grammar rule. Consultant 10 felt Grammarly® blamed students for their mistakes. Although 

students are responsible for their papers, Grammarly® might discourage them based on their 

repeated errors, which were most likely unintentional. Additionally, low scores can harm 

students’ confidence. Consultant 2 stated, “So you get a paper back and it says 30 out of 100, 

well I’m prolly going to give up now because [laughing] that’s- that’s awful.” Consultant 7 

stated that if Grammarly® gave her a 30 out of 100, she would throw the paper out and start over. 
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Consultant 8 pointed out that even if the paper had no errors and only stylistic issues, 

Grammarly® would give a low score based on that alone: “And I think that could be kind of 

damaging to a student’s self esteem, to have their paper scored that way.” Conversely, a high 

score from Grammarly® could make students think they have great papers and will get good 

grades, even if their ideas aren’t fully developed. Consultant 8 explained: “So, a person can write 

a complete nonsense paper about absolutely nothing, and if it were all grammatically correct, it 

would get a really high score.” 

 The consultants thought that Grammarly® encouraged students to become dependent on 

the program instead of encouraging them to find and fix their own problems. Consultant 3 stated, 

“I mean it’s- it’s a service that’s not free, so why wouldn’t they want them [student writers] to 

become dependent?” The consultants felt that writing centers help students to become 

independent. Consultant 1 elaborated on how writing centers have a different approach: “In the 

Writing Center, we’re trying to teach them to become independent, trying to like get them to the 

point where maybe they don’t need to come to us anymore and teach them those strategies and 

skills for writing.” Consultant 5 stated that students who think that fixing grammar is most 

important would only use Grammarly®: “Like if they run it through Grammarly, they’ll be good. 

So I think that could be dangerous because there’s so much more that goes into having a good 

paper.”  

 The consultants also found Grammarly®’s proofreading service to be a weakness because 

students would take advantage of it. Consultant 7 believed the service would be convenient for 

students who have the money and do not want to edit their own work. Consultant 4 mentioned 

that fixing a student’s paper could compromise academic integrity. Consultant 5 felt the 

proofreading service implied that students could not fix their papers on their own and did not 
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encourage students to work on their own papers. Consultant 7 found this service to be 

Grammarly®’s way of making more money. Consultant 9 stated, “I think it’s placing capitalism 

in where it shouldn’t be placed, and that’s all I have to say about that.”  

 

 Grammarly® on campus and in writing centers. The consultants had mixed opinions 

about Grammarly®’s ability to complement writing centers or be beneficial to students on 

campus. The consultants discussed how Grammarly® would be most helpful for advanced 

students and professionals. Consultant 2 felt Grammarly® could help students who have little to 

no global issues and want to work on their grammar or have picky professors, but she also felt 

that writing centers could help students in these areas as well. Consultant 9 felt Grammarly® 

could be more effective in career services for reviewing résumés or cover letters. The graduate 

consultants saw Grammarly® as appropriate for independent students who use it willingly but are 

aware of the advantages and disadvantages. Undergraduate consultants saw Grammarly® as 

useful for faculty working on professional publications. As Consultant 4 stated, 

It could be an advantage for students who only want to focus on grammar. So if 

that’s all they want to do, you know, usually we go with what the student’s 

preference is, so if they’re just coming to the Writing Center to look at grammar 

and that’s the only issue they want to look at, then they could just as easily go to 

Grammarly. 

Consultants 1, 6, and 7 felt that if students who only want help with grammar go to Grammarly®, 

other students would have more options to come to the Writing Center for global issues. This 

would reduce sessions that are only about grammar. Others stated that consultants would need to 

go over Grammarly®’s explanations with the students.  
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Yeah, I think the main problem is that you can’t just use Grammarly on its own. 

You need the human distinction to be able to tell whether or not it’s working and 

how to apply everything, so it’s not worth anything just on its own. You need to 

have the knowledge to be able to interpret what it’s telling you. (Consultant 5) 

The consultants discussed possibilities for working Grammarly® into a session. Consultants 

could talk about the issues with the students and make sure they understand how to apply them. 

If consultants can’t explain a certain aspect of grammar well, then Grammarly®’s explanations, 

or even its examples, could be something to build off of. Or, instead of having to look up a rule 

for repeated issues, consultants could use the explanations from Grammarly®. Consultants 1 and 

3 also found that Grammarly® could be a teaching tool in a classroom to both teach grammar and 

show the inaccuracies of grammar programs. 

 However, consultants also perceived problems with using Grammarly® within a writing 

center session. Consultant 2 stated that Grammarly® would contradict writing center pedagogy 

with its score and proofreading comments and that she would need to take a “black marker” to 

these aspects of its PDF report. Consultant 3 felt that consultants would need to preface the 

program before using it with students and that the time spent prefacing would not be worth trying 

to incorporate Grammarly®. 

 When asked if Grammarly® could complement writing centers, most of the consultants 

had reservations. As Consultant 9 stated,  

Yeah, I think it could complement writing centers, but I’m not sure if Grammarly 

understands or misconceives the pedagogy of a writing center. Because to me, it 

would have to be a drive-through writing center sort of thing. Like, “Ah, here’s 

your report. Adios,” sort of thing. 
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Consultant 7 was the only consultant to argue in favor of Grammarly®. She felt the strongest that 

Grammarly® could complement writing centers, but it could not “stand alone as a writing center 

replacement.” Consultant 7 believed the writing center would still be necessary and that 

Grammarly® could play an important role in sessions: 

Thinking in terms of my own future and possibly being a director of a center, I 

could definitely see a purpose for Grammarly. The way that I would see to 

implement it would be for the sessions where the students did specifically want to 

focus on grammar. Before the session, they could have their paper run through on 

Grammarly and bring in the reports from Grammarly with them. Then a 

consultant would be able to sit down with them and say “Okay, here’s what these 

things mean. Here’s how to actually use these comments.” You know, explain 

that “It’s a program. It’s not going to be 100% accurate every single time.” And 

be able to work with that student then on the things that they weren’t sure about 

from the Grammarly report. That would be a way to take something that is very 

impersonal and very hard to understand sometimes and make it much more 

personal to that session. 

Consultant 7 also said it would help students to understand what they need help with before 

coming to their writing center sessions. As Consultant 8 responded, 

I agree that consultants could potentially help writers comprehend the Grammarly 

reports, but personally, I wouldn’t want to do that as a consultant. It would kind of 

be at odds with the approach that I would rather use. And I just really wouldn’t 

want to use the session that I have with a student to go over Grammarly reports, 

because it could easily consume the entire session. And I feel like it would just 
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conflict with my values that part of what we do in the Writing Center is to bring a 

human presence to students that we work with, and if the substance of our session 

is comprehending a report, I wouldn’t feel that I’d be able to do that. 

Consultant 9 also stated she would not want to spend her writing center sessions going over 

Grammarly® reports. Consultants 1 and 5 felt that if consultants have to go through 

Grammarly®’s reports with students, they might as well address grammar as they normally 

would, without Grammarly®. Consultant 10 believed the program would make a writing center 

session more about grammar tutoring than working on writing.  

 Majority of the consultants felt that Grammarly® could negatively affect a writing center. 

Consultant 7 felt Grammarly® might reduce writing center numbers and funding if it were 

available campus-wide; however, she did not consider those factors to be a threat. Other 

consultants took these issues as being more serious. Consultant 4 saw Grammarly® as a 

competitor that could take away students who are looking for an easy way out. Consultant 1 felt 

that Grammarly® would take a lot of people away from the writing center if students put 

Grammarly® and the writing center on the same level and used one or the other. She believed 

that students would think it’s better than the writing center because it can go through the whole 

paper. Consultant 10 felt some students might use Grammarly® as a “quicker alternative” 

because most of them only look for grammar help. Consultant 1 believed that students are not at 

a level where they can determine what their papers need: organization versus just grammar. She 

also felt students would miss out on 90% of writing issues by only going to Grammarly®. 

Consultant 5 felt that self-conscious students who don’t know what makes great writing might 

not come to the writing center and that Grammarly® could keep those students from coming to 
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the writing center. Consultant 8 felt the question of whether Grammarly® would reduce the 

number of sessions would depend on if students value human interaction over a computer report. 

 The consultants also considered the writing center’s reputation on campus. Consultant 4 

felt the writing center’s reputation could be tarnished if Grammarly® were seen as superior. The 

undergraduate consultants discussed how faculty and administrators on campus do not 

understand writing center work and often send their students to make up exams or get 

proofreading help. They believed that professors might prefer Grammarly® over the writing 

center or, if they were self-conscious about grammar, maybe even base their grades on the 

program’s findings.  

 All in all, majority of the consultants felt that Grammarly® could not compare to writing 

center work or offer enough benefits to warrant its use. Consultant 3 felt that the writing center 

could provide what Grammarly® provides, but in a more effective way. As she explained, 

I think [writing centers are] more human. I think it allows for more growth of a 

writer. I think when you have a program that just spits out every single thing that 

you’re doing wrong, then what’s to stop you from just submitting your paper 

every single time to Grammarly and fixing it based on that? I think that it takes 

the accountability off of the writer in a way, where we [writing centers] really 

stress that. And I think that’s what builds confidence. I don’t necessarily see 

Grammarly as being something that would build confidence. I would see it as 

doing the exact opposite, for a struggling writer. 

 

Discussion 

 Some of Grammarly®’s basic interface was similar to the consultants’ approaches. 

Grammarly® did not make changes for students, and it offered explanations for most issues, 
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allowing students to revise their own work and encouraging them to participate in the 

corrections. It required students to judge whether a change was needed or not. However, on a 

deeper level of comparison, Grammarly® did not match the consultants in most areas of writing 

feedback.  

 Grammarly® excelled over consultants only in the amount of feedback it was able to 

provide. Grammarly® gave the most comments overall, but many of them focused on repeated 

issues, meaning Grammarly® did not necessarily have a wider range of feedback or touch on 

more individual issues; rather, Grammarly® pointed out every instance of an error while the 

consultants did not. Consultants could consider their previous feedback and refer to previous 

comments instead of treating each issue individually. Furthermore, experienced consultants were 

capable of commenting close to Grammarly®’s amount of feedback and also on areas in all three 

categories: Surface, Global, and Commentary.  

 Grammarly® was limited to commenting mostly on surface issues and reviewed words 

and sentences out of context. Other than first- and second-person, the program could not 

recognize global issues, which usually allows for the most personalized feedback. Grammarly® 

offered no positive feedback and could not praise or interact with the students’ texts. Ironically, 

surface issues were not necessarily Grammarly®’s strength. The sole purpose of Grammarly® in 

any scenario would be to catch grammatical errors, but it could not adequately serve this basic 

function. Grammarly® was not more accurate than the consultants and did not comment on a 

wider range of surface areas. It covered no area that consultants could not also address; thus, it 

did not fill any gaps in knowledge. Over a quarter of its feedback was focused solely on 

perceived violations of stylistic rules that were not actually errors. Several consultants chose not 

to comment on stylistic rules and viewed them as choices, not grammatical errors. 
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 Unlike the consultants, Grammarly® could not tailor its feedback to the student’s paper 

and could not account for the student’s needs, writing stage, or assignment guidelines. 

Grammarly®’s feedback may have been appropriate for Essay 3, which was in the final stage and 

for a student wanting help with only grammar, but was inappropriate for Essays 1 and 2 in the 

development and revising stages where global issues still needed to be addressed. Grammarly® 

further lacked the ability to personalize sessions through language choices or techniques. The 

consultants had a wider range of responses and techniques than Grammarly®, because 10 people 

were compared to one program. However, this is the benefit of a writing center: multiple 

perspectives and approaches to student writing. Unlike a program, consultants have their own 

personalities, approaches, and techniques, all of which benefit a student. Each consultant’s 

approach was different, much like each reader’s experience would be different. Having 

opportunities for review from multiple consultants is more helpful than one machine with the 

same feedback.  

 Grammarly® used more technical terminology than the consultants, and many of these 

terms were not defined. A student struggling with grammar may feel overwhelmed by 

terminology and unable to understand Grammarly®’s feedback, defeating the purpose of its 

explanations. Writing center consultants can tell students when a change needs to be made and 

can explain it descriptively, which may be easier to understand. 

 Both Grammarly® and the consultants offered incorrect terms and feedback, but 

Grammarly® did not supplement the consultants’ errors. Furthermore, writing center consultants 

are not trained to be proofreaders and are not advertised to have “unmatched accuracy.” The 

consultants’ incorrect grammar feedback could be easily remedied with additional training, staff 

meetings, or resources. These remedies would take less money than purchasing Grammarly® and 
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less time than finding ways to incorporate the program without harming student writing or 

compromising writing center pedagogy or reputation. While Grammarly®’s technology can be 

changed and updated to find more errors, these errors must be predictable through code. 

 Both the consultants and Grammarly® had their limitations. However, the consultants’ 

benefits outweighed their weaknesses. The consultants used more time to comment on fewer 

issues and also gave occasional incorrect feedback. However, in all regards, writing center 

feedback is more personal. Consultants can talk about what students say instead of just how. 

They were engaged with the students and their texts, took their concerns into account, challenged 

them to find further errors on their own, and used a combination of technical and descriptive 

grammatical terms. The consultants invested emotionally and mentally in the papers for the 

benefit of the writers.  

 The same could not be said for Grammarly®. The program gave very selective pre-

programmed feedback without the personalization, engagement, and humanity that writing 

centers value. It functioned as a generic service with generic answers that could lead to generic 

writing. Though its manufacturers believed it can function in an academic learning environment, 

Grammarly® does not provide feedback that would support learning and independent knowledge. 

Rather, Grammarly® supports student dependence both on its program to point out every error 

and on its professional proofreaders to find and fix all errors for the students.  

 For a grammar program to work within a writing center or alongside a writing center, it 

would need to be accepted and welcomed by the consultants. In the focus groups, the consultants 

found both benefits and weaknesses to Grammarly®. Only one consultant argued for 

Grammarly®’s use in a writing center and did not consider lowered funding or student numbers 

to be a serious issue. The other nine consultants found having Grammarly® on campus and 
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incorporating it into a writing center to have more disadvantages than benefits for students and 

consultants. Several of them did not want to spend their sessions going over Grammarly® reports 

instead of reading the student’s paper or talking about writing. 

 Grammarly® also did not hold any of the same roles as the consultants. It could not act as 

a reader, because it could not perceive or comprehend meaning. It could not act as a peer, 

because it assumed authority and did not connect personally with the students. It could not act as 

a fellow writer, because it cannot write on its own accord: its feedback is, of course, pre-written 

by humans. Grammarly®’s margin of error would not even qualify it for the role of proofreader, 

and even if it did, this role would clash with writing center pedagogy, not complement it. 

Grammarly® already encourages a misconception of consultants as “professional proofreaders” 

or “evaluators” and good writing as “good grammar.” 

 The researcher has concluded that Grammarly® cannot complement writing centers and 

does not offer knowledge or accuracy at the same level, beyond what writing centers already 

provide. A student using Grammarly® may need to depend on a writing center to understand and 

apply its feedback, but a student using the writing center would not need to depend on 

Grammarly®. The benefits and perspectives that consultants provide cannot be programmed into 

or interpreted by grammar software. If university administrators have the funds to purchase a 

grammar program, such as Grammarly®, that money would be better spent on their writing 

center, expanding space and staff to help more students become better writers. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

CONCLUSION 

  

 

Conclusion 

 Grammarly® was not made specifically for writing centers, and its designers are not 

situated in writing center studies. Like many administrators and instructors outside of the writing 

center field, Grammarly®’s manufacturers have not done their research and do not fully 

understand writing center pedagogy or values. Grammarly, Inc.’s advertisements do not argue 

that Grammarly® could let writing centers focus more on global issues or even that the program 

could be used within a writing center session. Rather, Grammarly® is designed to function by 

itself outside of writing centers or classrooms. Grammarly®’s argument for complementing 

writing centers is based on the obvious limitations of most human-based services: appointments 

are scheduled and limited, services cannot be available every day or at all times of the day, and 

some individuals may have to wait or be turned away. Grammarly® emphasizes quantity and 

quickness, but meeting these demands is not possible without compromising quality and 

personalization.  

 Grammarly® has unlimited availability, can find patterns of error quickly, and can 

comment on a large number of surface issues in a short amount of time, albeit not accurately. 

However, these benefits are also Grammarly®’s biggest weakness. To comment on many issues 

in a short time, Grammarly® can look only for patterns, because it cannot read for content, style, 

or the bigger picture. Its responses must also be generic to apply to every student and situation, 

and they must be repeated when the same issue arises multiple times in a paper. Grammarly® 

cannot refer to individual sentences or give examples based on the student’s specific needs. 

Furthermore, the writing center’s limited availability is not always a disadvantage. The limited 
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availability of sessions and walk-in hours at a writing center may motivate students to better 

manage their time, consider their deadlines, begin working on their papers earlier, and seek 

assistance with enough time to revise before their paper is due. Grammarly®’s last-minute 

availability removes this motivation and may encourage unhealthy procrastination or poor time 

management. 

 Grammarly® can electronically reach an endless number of students, but it treats all 

papers and individuals the same, regardless of their learning level or needs. Its explanations 

benefit only specific groups who can understand advanced grammar terminology—most likely 

those in English and writing departments. Students with an advanced understanding of grammar, 

however, can probably proofread their own work and are less likely to need the assistance of a 

grammar program. The students most likely to use Grammarly® are inexperienced writers, with 

limited knowledge of grammar; are studying in departments other than English or writing; or are 

non-native speakers of English. But Grammarly® does not cater to these groups: its false 

positives and negatives require students to determine whether a change is needed by having a 

“native” ear, understanding undefined grammatical terms, and applying feedback that is not 

simple, descriptive, or personalized to their paper. Grammarly® also does not encourage these 

students to look for errors it might have missed.  

 Grammarly® can reach shy and anxious students who avoid campus services; however, 

students who lack the confidence to seek a writing center session are exactly those who need 

human interaction. They would benefit most from positive feedback and reassurance. 

Grammarly® cannot be relied upon to build self-esteem: it risks either harming students’ 

confidence with low scores or giving them false confidence that contradicts their instructors’ 

expectations. Grammarly® could further harm these students by taking advantage of their social 
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anxieties and building their dependence upon computer programs instead of building confidence 

in their own abilities.  

 Attempts by Grammarly, Inc. to associate Grammarly® with writing centers is less about 

helping students to write and proofread more effectively and more about selling the program to 

wide audiences to increase revenue. By the nature of business, Grammarly, Inc. will always be 

money-centered: the company is most concerned with making a profit and building user 

dependence to secure this profit. Thus, Grammarly® cannot work alongside a writing center 

without compromising quality. Grammarly® is the automated version of a 2am drive-through, 

open when better options are closed. Though quick and convenient, the service is impersonal; the 

options are limited and stagnant; the end product is pre-made and cold. On the other hand, 

writing center services are personalized, whether face to face or online. Consultants take their 

time to interact with students; the options are endless and made to order. Writing centers remain 

student-centered and learning-centered. They value their well-being not for profit or business, 

but because their approach to writing feedback has been proven effective for the student body. 

 

Implications for Writing Centers and Students 

 If administrators attempt to integrate Grammarly® into their campus, they could 

experience negative effects on both their writing center and their students. Grammarly® may 

harm students’ views of writing by implying that papers can be perfected and that grammar alone 

can achieve this perfection. Grammarly® ignores content, which makes students think that 

correct grammar is more important than content or that following stylistic rules is the key to 

successful academic writing. Students could learn incorrect rules, insert errors into their papers, 

or be conditioned to depend on a program rather than proofreading their own work. Students may 

depend on Grammarly® like a GPS to guide them through their paper instead of learning ways to 
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navigate revision on their own. Students might place too mush trust in Grammarly®, taking all of 

its suggestions, rather than making decisions based on correctness, style, or assignment 

expectations. Students who use Grammarly® would need to decide whether its suggestion is 

correct or incorrect, or at least use the program alongside someone else with that knowledge, 

such as a writing center consultant.  

 Grammarly® cannot benefit students on its own. However, Grammarly® could also not be 

incorporated into a writing center immediately after purchase. For students to use Grammarly® in 

conjunction with writing centers, they must first recognize the differing purposes of each service 

before they can understand how they could work together. This unrealistically requires a healthy 

view of the writing process and of what makes good writing. Students would also need to 

recognize what kind of assistance they are seeking and to know when focusing on grammar is 

appropriate. The responsibility of informing students of Grammarly®’s purpose and limitations 

would likely fall on writing centers, to preserve their own reputations. Writing centers would 

also need to prepare their consultants for specialized sessions involving the software. To save 

time within the session, consultants would need to be trained to navigate Grammarly® and 

understand its interface, technical explanations, and limitations.  

 Time management is important in any writing center session. Sessions at CMU are 50 

minutes by appointment or 30 minutes during walk-in hours. Other writing centers may have 45- 

or 40-minute sessions. Consultants may not have the time to both explain the limitations of the 

program and discuss all of its explanations with students. Grammarly® can offer a large amount 

of feedback, particularly for longer papers. For example, in the preliminary study, Grammarly® 

gave 198 comments for a paper with 3,393 words. Addressing each of these issues, even repeated 

ones, would be time consuming and, thus, impractical within a writing center session.  
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 Additionally, Grammarly®’s interface is not writing-center friendly. There is no option to 

view all suggestions in the document at the same time or view them in the order in which the 

issue appears in the text: instead, issues are grouped by category, and only those in the selected 

category can be viewed. As a result, consultants would not be able to read the paper from the 

beginning and address each supposed error as it occurred. Clicking on each category would take 

the student and consultant randomly throughout the paper: they would be looking at words and 

sentences out of context, much as Grammarly® itself does. Navigating the interface is not only 

time consuming in its own right but also takes time away from focusing on the writing.  

Instead of allowing consultants more time to focus on global issues, Grammarly®’s 

presence could dominate a session and limit it to addressing grammar and wordiness. Because 

Grammarly® misses a wide range of errors, going through Grammarly®’s report would not be 

enough to help a student with surface issues: the consultant would still need to review the paper 

for additional areas Grammarly® cannot cover or catch. As a result, a writing center session and 

the purpose of a writing center would be reduced to interpreting and translating Grammarly®’s 

feedback and cleaning up its errors. This situation would create yet another false impression of 

writing center work.  

 Students who use Grammarly® first may gain unrealistic expectations about writing 

centers. They may think that consultants will cover every issue in their paper or that Grammarly® 

handles the grammar because writing centers are incapable of doing so. Furthermore, unless 

students understand that Grammarly® is limited to grammar, they may be less likely to consider 

consultants’ global feedback, because it was not also addressed by Grammarly®. 

 Consultants would also have to spend time in a session addressing aspects of 

Grammarly® that challenge writing center pedagogy. Grammarly®’s evaluation system and its 
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professional proofreaders for hire are unnecessary and are not conducive to learning, but they 

would be incorporated into the session. They would have to be addressed, and consultants may 

have to try harder to build students’ confidence from low scores or convince overconfident 

students that high scores do not mean their paper could not be improved in other ways. 

Grammarly® will likely continue to update and alter weak aspects of its interface, which may 

further distance itself from writing center pedagogy; consultants would have to adjust their 

sessions accordingly. Students may also place authority with technology and trust Grammarly® 

over a consultant, much like how some of them trust Microsoft™ Word®.  

 To ensure Grammarly® would be used in conjunction with writing centers, access to 

Grammarly® would need to be limited to writing center computers. However, it is unlikely that a 

university would purchase such a program at a high cost and not make it available campus-wide. 

The nature of Grammarly®’s interface allows it to be a part of each individual student’s learning 

system or profile; e.g., a tool in Blackboard. If not limited to the writing center, students have no 

requirement or incentive to use both resources complementarily. Students may be more likely to 

choose the easier, quicker option, affecting a writing center’s popularity on campus and, 

consequently, its funding. The researcher’s preliminary study and experiences show that some 

instructors would be willing to require students to use Grammarly® instead of the writing center, 

although writing centers discourage required visits. Convincing the majority of these students to 

come on their own accord is unlikely.  

 If administrators are facing budget cuts, they may not pay for both Grammarly® and a 

fully-functioning writing center. Closing or downsizing writing centers may save the university 

money but would negatively affect students. Students would have fewer opportunities for 

appointments, fewer consultants to work with, less time to work with a consultant, or fewer 
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operating hours that may fit their schedule. Online students may even lose their option to submit 

to an online writing center service. Students who could not use the writing center under these 

circumstances would then be forced to use Grammarly® as an alternative. Additionally, they may 

only be able to schedule appointments at certain stages of the writing process and would have to 

rely on Grammarly® for their proofreading and editing stages. Students would then lose that 

valuable positive and global feedback and human interaction. Grammar programs such as 

Grammarly® cannot reach all of these areas: valuable writing feedback is then lost or ignored. 

 

Future Research 

 This study experienced unanticipated limitations. The study was designed to protect the 

anonymity of the consultants and their feedback from the researcher. As a result, consultants 

could not be post-interviewed about their feedback and the grammatical errors they either missed 

or purposely ignored. Conversations in the focus groups could also not be tied back to individual 

consultant’s feedback. On the pseudonym forms, the questions were not multiple-choice, which 

may have prevented uniform answers. Consultants may have considered different aspects of 

consulting or interpreted the questions differently.   

 This study was also limited in terms of time. If given more time, the researcher could 

have compared and analyzed the following areas of Grammarly®’s and the consultants’ 

feedback, within the study’s limits: 

 additional language choices, including verb choice, modals, words that imply 

necessity or possibility, and words with positive or negative meanings 

 types of examples used: generic or used from the student’s sentence 

 number of explanations given and not given 

 types of explanations used: technical, descriptive, vague, or unclear 
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 types of issues explained and not explained 

 repetition of comments on the same issue 

 repetition of comments with the same wording 

 references to previous comments or issues 

 encouragement of or emphasis on learning and applying feedback  

 personalization of feedback to the student’s paper  

 references to the student’s paper or sentence 

 The consultants’ feedback in this study may not be representative of other writing 

centers. The consultants’ feedback met the requirements of generally accepted writing center 

pedagogy: the consultants engaged with the students and their texts and offered praise and 

interaction likely seen in feedback provided by consultants at other writing centers. The 

consultants also focused on the students’ areas of concern and focused more on global issues 

when appropriate; other writing center consultants would probably do the same. The 

characteristics of the participants also represented various types of writing center consultants: 

undergraduate and graduate students, native- and non-native speakers, and consultants with 

varying writing center and teaching experience.  

 However, the CMU Writing Center’s method of providing online feedback may differ 

from other asynchronous online writing centers, which may use different approaches that 

improve or hinder their feedback. The CMU Writing Center also stresses using and avoiding 

certain language choices that the researcher did not notice addressed in the literature or 

handbooks on online consulting; thus, it is possible other writing centers use “you” or commands 

more frequently or in different contexts from the consultants in this study. Additionally, the 

consultants’ grammatical knowledge may depend on their writing center training and areas of 
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study. CMU Writing Center consultants are not tested in grammar or punctuation during their 

training, which may have affected the grammatical accuracy of some of their feedback. Other 

consultants could have given either more or less accurate feedback.  

 Further areas regarding Grammarly®’s use in a writing center will need to be researched. 

For these findings to be more generalizable, Grammarly®’s feedback should be compared to that 

of consultants who use different methods of asynchronous online consulting or have been trained 

with an emphasis on grammar and mechanics. In addition, studies should compare 

Grammarly®’s and writing center consultants’ feedback for other types of writers and 

assignments, including longer papers, research papers, and work from advanced writers, graduate 

students, and faculty.  

 Future studies also need to involve students, as they will be receiving and applying the 

feedback. Studies should test the feasibility of incorporating Grammarly®, or another grammar 

program, into a face-to-face writing center session, including how much of the session is spent 

navigating the program and prefacing its limitations. Students could be interviewed to determine 

whether they benefited from the program in their sessions.  

 Outside a session, students at different stages of the writing process could be asked to 

apply and compare feedback on their own papers from Grammarly® and online consultants. This 

could reveal where the feedback is equal or where one may be more clear, helpful, or easier to 

apply than the other. Students could be interviewed about whether they prefer one type of 

feedback over another or if they wanted both types of feedback complementarily. Students could 

also be interviewed about what types of techniques and explanations they noticed and preferred 

when working on their papers. Additionally, surveys and interviews of students, faculty, and 

administrators could illuminate whether grammar programs like Grammarly® do pose threats to 
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writing centers. Students could be surveyed for which option they would choose for writing 

feedback. Faculty could be interviewed about whether they understand the purpose of their 

writing center and if they would recommend their students to the writing center or to 

Grammarly®. Administrators could also be surveyed to measure their understanding of writing 

centers and asked which option they would choose to support their students.  

 Lastly, Grammarly® is not the only program of its kind and should be compared to other 

current programs, such as Ginger and WhiteSmoke™, to determine the universal deficiencies of 

these programs and the defects specific to Grammarly®. This research could determine if other 

programs interfere with writing center pedagogy more or less than Grammarly® or in other ways. 

If writing center directors do seek to use grammar programs within their centers, free programs 

are available that would not affect funding or bring scores or professional proofreaders into their 

sessions. A higher level of control may be appropriate for writing centers wishing students to 

handle surface-level issues with the help of technology.  

 As long as grammatical correctness is valued, the market for grammar programs will not 

cease: rather, grammar software will only continue to evolve in an attempt to improve accuracy 

and reduce as many limitations as possible. Writing center research in this area could reveal 

whether some form of grammar technology can be used by writing centers or if this technology 

is incapable of being more than a drive-through service: quick and easy, but not the same. 
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APPENDIX A 

EMAIL REQUESTING STUDY PARTICIPATION 

 

Dear Participant: 

 

You are being asked to participate in a study that will compare the writing feedback provided by 

the online grammar program Grammarly® to the writing feedback provided by online writing 

center consultants at Central Michigan University. This study will be conducted by Jenelle 

Dembsey under the direction of Dr. Melinda Kreth.  

 

The purpose of this research is to determine whether Grammarly® or writing center consultants 

provide more beneficial feedback to student writers. The study will also test the company’s claim 

that Grammarly® can complement and benefit writing centers and the students they serve.  

 

The entire study is expected to take approximately four to five hours over two days during a 

Saturday and Sunday afternoon. You will be provided with refreshments. The two potential 

dates are February 15/16 and February 22/23. If you can participate, please let the 

researcher know if one of these potential dates would better fit your schedule.  
 

On the first day, you will review three two-page diagnostic essays from ENG 103 students (used 

with permission). After reviewing the texts, you will be given Grammarly®’s feedback on the 

same texts and asked to compare its feedback with your own. This part of the study can be done 

either in the location of the study or from your home. On the second day, you will participate in a 

focus group with four or five other CMU Writing Center consultants and answer questions 

relating to the differences and similarities between your feedback and Grammarly®’s, your 

impression of Grammarly®, and your view of its use in writing centers. Participants’ names will 

not be used in the collection of data or presentation of results.  

 

If you are interested in participating in this study, please let me know by Monday, February 3. 

The informed consent form has been attached, which offers more details about the study. The 

form will need to be signed on the date of the study. You are free to refuse to participate in this 

research project or to withdraw your consent at any time. For more information about this study, 

you may contact me at dembs1jm@cmich.edu or 586-419-6877 or Dr. Kreth at 

kreth1ml@cmich.edu or 989-774-2662. 

 

Thank you for your consideration.  

 

 

Jenelle Dembsey 
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APPENDIX B 

 INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT FOR STUDENT ESSAYS 

 

 

Informed Consent for Use of Student Essays in “Grammarly vs. Writing Center 

Consultants: Who Gives the More Effective Writing Feedback for Students?” 

 

Principal Investigator: Jenelle Dembsey, dembs1jm@cmich.edu, (586) 419-6877 

Co-Investigator: Dr. Melinda Kreth, kreth1ml@cmich.edu, (989) 774-2662 

 

 

Invitation and Purpose 

 

You are being asked to volunteer the use of your essay in a research study being conducted by 

Jenelle Dembsey under the direction of Dr. Melinda Kreth. The purpose of this study is to 

compare the type and amount of writing feedback provided to students by CMU’s online Writing 

Center consultants with the type and amount of feedback provided by Grammarly®, an online 

grammar-checker program. Your essay will represent the type of student work that might 

normally be brought into the CMU Writing Center or submitted to Grammarly®. Three essays 

will be chosen at random from among all of those submitted. 

 

If your essay is randomly chosen for the study, it will be submitted for feedback to ten CMU 

online Writing Center consultants and to Grammarly®. The focus of this research will be on the 

type and amount of feedback given to the essay and not on the quality of the essay itself.  

 

Your name and instructor name should be removed from your essay. An electronic copy of the 

essay and one signed and dated print copy of this informed consent document should be given to 

your instructor. If you forget to remove identifying information from your essay, it will be 

removed by your instructor before being given to the researcher. The purpose of the assignment 

as well as the course number will be given to the consultants to provide information they would 

usually have before reviewing a paper. 

 

Confidentiality  

 

Your essay will be anonymous, and your name will not be associated with your work or with this 

study. No identifiable information will be collected or used to expose your identity, leaving your 

essay both anonymous and confidential. Your essay will not be published or used for any other  

 

Initial here to indicate that you have read this page.________ 
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purpose outside of this study. All copies of your essay used in the study will be destroyed after 

the researcher’s thesis has been completed in or by summer 2014. 

 

Questions 

 

If you have any questions about this study, or feel you may have been harmed by volunteering 

your essay, you may contact Jenelle Dembsey (586-419-6877, dembs1jm@cmich.edu) or Dr. 

Melinda Kreth (989-774-2662, kreth1ml@cmich.edu).  

 

Acknowledgment 

 

My signature below indicates that all my questions have been answered. I agree to volunteer my 

essay for the project as described above. 

  

   

___________________________________________ ___________________________ 

Signature of Student        Date Signed  

 

 

A copy of this form has been given to me.  __________ Student’s Initials 

 

 

 

__________________________________________ __________________________ 

Researcher’s Signature       Date Signed  
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APPENDIX C 

 INFORMED CONSENT FORMS FOR CONSULTANTS 

 

 

Informed Consent for Participation in “Grammarly vs. Writing Center Consultants: Who 

Gives the More Effective Writing Feedback for Students?” 

 

Principal Investigator: Jenelle Dembsey, dembs1jm@cmich.edu, (586) 419-6877 

Co-Investigator: Dr. Melinda Kreth, kreth1ml@cmich.edu, (989) 774-2662 

 

 

Invitation and Purpose 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study that will involve responding electronically to 

student texts and participating in a focus group. This research is being conducted by Jenelle 

Dembsey under the direction of Dr. Melinda Kreth. The purpose of this research study is to 

compare the writing feedback of the online grammar program Grammarly® to the writing 

feedback of CMU online Writing Center consultants.  

 

Procedure 

 

This study will occur over two days. On the first day, you will be asked to respond electronically 

to three student essays. You will respond to these essays using the Comments feature in 

Microsoft™ Word®, as you currently do for online submissions at the Writing Center. You will 

be able to use the same resources you would normally use in an online session, such as online 

resources and pre-written comments. There will be two steps for responding to each essay.  

1. First, you will respond to these essays as you would for regular online submissions at the 

Writing Center. You will comment on any surface- or global-level issues that you would 

normally bring to the attention of that particular student. 

 

2. Second, because your feedback will be compared to feedback provided by Grammarly®, you 

will review each paper a second time and comment only on any and all surface-level issues 

you notice. You will explain and handle grammar issues as you would in a usual session, 

whether repeating comments on the same issue, using highlighting for repeated issues, or 

only addressing a particular issue once or to a certain point.  

 

Initial here to indicate that you have read this page.________ 
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Your name will not be associated with your feedback to the student papers. For this portion of 

the study, you will choose your own pseudonym unknown to the researcher or other participants.  

 

You will be asked to fill out a pseudonym form electronically that will ask for your pseudonym, 

grade level, amount of Writing Center and/or teaching experience, amount of experience as an 

online consultant, and first language. This information is being asked to determine if any of these 

factors play a major role in the effectiveness of Writing Center feedback. On the pseudonym 

form, you will also be asked a few questions about your view of and approach to addressing 

grammar in Writing Center sessions, to provide more context for your feedback.  

 

After you have responded to three student essays, you will be given a URL link to Grammarly®’s 

feedback for the same three essays. You will be asked to compare findings, making note of any 

differences and similarities. This part of the study can either be done in the location of the study 

or from home. This review will need to be completed before your participation on the second day 

of the study. 

 

On the second day, you will then be asked to discuss your findings and your view of 

Grammarly® in a focus group with four other consultants. This focus group will be audio 

recorded and then transcribed. These audio recordings will be heard only by Jenelle Dembsey 

and Dr. Kreth, and the transcripts will not use participants’ real names. Consultants will instead 

be assigned a number based on the order in which they first speak. The only information 

associated with this number will be your grade level (graduate or undergraduate). The audio 

recordings and transcripts will be stored on a USB in a locked, hidden safe in the researcher’s 

apartment. The recordings will be destroyed after the researcher’s thesis has been completed in 

2014.  

 

Your time commitment to this study is expected to be four to five hours total, over a two-day 

period. 

 

Risks and Benefits 

 

There are no major risks to participating in this study. All data used from your participation will 

be confidential. The minor risks involved may include discomfort or embarrassment in the focus 

groups by comparing your findings to Grammarly®’s in front of your co-workers and peers. The 

focus groups will give you an opportunity to reflect on your responses and give your views and 

opinions of Grammarly®, its findings, and its use within a writing-center setting. Your 

participation in the focus groups is voluntary, and you may refuse to answer any questions posed 

without penalty. The sole benefits to your participating in this study are that 1) you will assist in 

developing useful knowledge in the field of writing-center studies, and 2) you will be provided 

with refreshments during the focus group session. 

 

Confidentiality  

 

The information you provide will be held confidential to the extent permitted by law. Your  
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participation in this study will not be shared with anyone. Your name will not be used when data 

are collected or results presented in the thesis or other publication or presentation venues. A 

pseudonym you have chosen will be used to represent your comments on the student papers and 

a number will represent your responses in the focus groups. 

 

Nondisclosure 

 

You agree not to share with anyone the identities of the other focus group participants or 

anything those participants say or do during the focus group meetings. 

 

Questions 

 

If you have any questions about this study, or feel you may have been harmed by taking part, you 

may contact Jenelle Dembsey (586-419-6877, dembs1jm@cmich.edu) or Dr. Melinda Kreth 

(989-774-2662, kreth1ml@cmich.edu).  

 

Taking part in this study is voluntary. You are free to refuse to participate in this research project 

or to withdraw your consent and discontinue participation in the project at any time without 

penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Your participation will not affect 

your relationship with the institution(s) involved in this research project. 

 

If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, or any concerns or 

complaints, you may report (anonymously if you so choose) to the Institutional Review Board by 

calling 989-774-6777, or addressing a letter to the Institutional Review Board, 251 Foust Hall, 

Central Michigan University, Mt. Pleasant, MI 48859. 

 

Acknowledgment 

 

My signature below indicates that all my questions have been answered. I agree to participate in 

the project as described above. 

 

 

 

________________________________________  __________________________ 

Signature of Participant       Date Signed  

 

 

 

A copy of this form has been given to me.  __________ Participant’s Initials 

 

 

 

 

 

_________________________________________  __________________________ 

Signature of Researcher       Date Signed  
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APPENDIX D 

PSEUDONYM FORM 

 

Please answer the following questions and save this document as the name of your chosen 

pseudonym.  

 

Please choose a first-name pseudonym (please do not share with the researcher or other 

participants in the study): 

 

 

Are you a graduate or undergraduate student?: 

 

 

If you are an undergraduate, what grade level are you (junior, senior, etc.)?:  

 

 

For how many school semesters have you worked at a writing center? (This includes the summer 

semester and current semester as well as experience at other institutions)  

 

 

Do you have teaching experience? If so, how many years have you been teaching? (This includes 

the current year as well as experience at other institutions) 
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For how many school semesters have you been a consultant working on online submissions at 

CMU? (This time range should begin with the semester you became fully approved for all online 

submissions. This time range also includes the summer and the current semester.) 

 

 

Are you a native speaker or non-native speaker of English?: 

 

 

In your opinion, when is it appropriate to focus on grammar? What is the purpose of providing 

feedback on grammar? 

 

 

What is your approach to addressing and explaining grammar issues to students? (i.e., do you 

comment on the same issue consistently?) 
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APPENDIX E 

 FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 

 

1. How did you approach each of the three essays when you gave feedback the first time? 

How did you determine your original approach? 

2. How are your feedback and Grammarly®’s feedback similar?  

3. How are your feedback and Grammarly®’s feedback different? Did Grammarly® find any 

issues that you did not find? 

4. What do you consider the benefits of Grammarly®? Can these same benefits be gained by 

writing center consultants or by other resources already available in the Writing Center? 

5. What do you consider the disadvantages of Grammarly®? Do any of these same 

disadvantages exist in writing centers, too? 

6. Does Grammarly® excel in any areas that writing centers do not? 

7. Did you find Grammarly® to challenge writing center pedagogy in any way? 

8. How do you see Grammarly® being used within a writing center session? What would be 

the advantages and disadvantages? 

9. How do you see Grammarly® being used as a campus resource outside the Writing 

Center? What would be the disadvantages and advantages? 

10. How would the availability of Grammarly® on campus help or hurt the Writing Center? 

11. How would the availability of Grammarly® on campus help or hurt students and faculty? 
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