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Abstract
Over the past two decades in the applied linguistics subfield of second language (L2) writing, there has
been considerable interest in the topic of collaborative writing (CW). Studies in this domain have inves-
tigated different phenomena such as the nature of learner-to-learner interactions, the learning outcomes
of CW, and students’ perceptions of these activities when implemented in the classroom. Despite the large
number of studies that have been published to date, replication research has been scarce. As such, the cur-
rent article opens by making a case for replication work in the area of L2 CW, arguing why such research
is both important and necessary. Following this, the article turns to a discussion of two key CW studies
that have been highly influential in the L2 writing sphere. These studies are described in detail, and sug-
gestions are provided as to how and why these studies might be replicated in the future.

1. Introduction

This article presents an argument for replicating COLLABORATIVE WRITING (CW) studies within the
applied linguistics subfield of second language (L2) writing. Specifically, CW refers to an activity in
which two or more people are involved in the production of a written text or genre (e.g., an argumen-
tative essay, blog post, digital poster), and in which the participants engage in all aspects of the com-
position process and share co-ownership of the product that is produced (Storch, 2019). During the
past two decades, CW has experienced a wave of interest. To date, numerous books (e.g., Li & Zhang,
2023; Storch, 2013) and methodological syntheses (e.g., Elabdali, 2021; Storch, 2011; Zhang & Plonsky,
2020; Zhang et al., 2021) have catalogued its popularity and effectiveness as a learning activity.
Additionally, there is now evidence that L2 writing teachers routinely integrate CW activities into
their classroom pedagogies in a myriad of contexts (see Kessler, 2023; Kessler & Casal, 2024). As
such, CW is a topic that is both important and prevalent among researchers and practitioners.

Despite the high level of activity involving CW, replication research is lacking. In fact, of the several
methodological reviews, meta-analyses, and future directions pieces that have been published, only one
(i.e., Zhang & Plonsky, 2020) briefly mentions the word replicat*, yet the comment is made in refer-
ence to the transparency and accuracy of reporting within applied linguistics more broadly rather than
to any existing CW studies that have been purposefully replicated. Why, then, is replication lacking in
this area? Most likely, as scholars such as Mu and Matsuda (2016) have noted, the purpose of
replication has been misunderstood by many linguists and L2 writing researchers, as it is typically
perceived as “low prestige” or “unoriginal” (p. 202). However, such misconceptions are inaccurate,
with replication research being a fundamental part of many scientific fields as a means of verifying
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and confirming the findings and claims of others (Mackey, 2012). That is, as scientists, we should
never assume rigor and generalizability from a single study. For fields within the social sciences like
applied linguistics as well, replication is particularly important. This is because, as Porte and
McManus (2019) contend, “social science deals with people, and people present us with far greater
problems in the interpretation of findings from studies involving them… people are not fixed”
(p. 4). Thus, replication work is vital. This, too, applies to scholarship involving L2 writing and CW.

In this piece, I argue for the need to replicate two key CW studies: Fernández Dobao (2012), which
was published in the Journal of Second Language Writing, and Bikowski and Vithanage (2016), which
was published in Language Learning & Technology. These pieces were selected for multiple reasons.
For one, both articles have had a high impact in the domain of CW and L2 writing scholarship
more broadly.1 Second, they both share common ground in that the researchers investigated the influ-
ence of CW on text outcome measures (e.g., text quality, complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF));
however, each article goes about doing so in different ways, with Fernández Dobao’s study focusing
more so on the short-term nature of group interactions, and Bikowski and Vithanage’s study focusing
on the long-term effects of group interactions. Additionally, each study focuses on different target lan-
guages (Spanish in Fernández Dobao, and English in Bikowski and Vithanage). As such, both articles
can be viewed as complementary, while providing different yet useful information about the effective-
ness of CW.

In the sections that follow, I provide a brief background to CW research, including some of the key
concepts, themes, and studies in this area. I also further explicate why replication work is needed.
Then, I summarize both Bikowski and Vithanage (2016) and Fernández Dobao (2012) in considerable
detail. Following each summary, specific recommendations are made in terms of how researchers
might replicate them in the future. The article then closes with a brief conclusion.

2. Background

For a thorough account of CW’s early history and key publications, readers are encouraged to see
Storch’s (2019) research timeline in Language Teaching. However, in terms of a brief introduction,
interest in CW can be traced back to works by scholars such as Donato (1994) and Swain and
Lapkin (1995, 1998); three studies that highlight how when two or more learners work together,
they often engage in collaborative dialogue, and thus collectively become more capable of identifying
and solving linguistic problems than when attempting to solve such problems alone. Donato’s work, in
particular, popularized the now ubiquitous term COLLECTIVE SCAFFOLDING – a Sociocultural Theory
(SCT)-inspired concept (see Vygotsky, 1978) – whereby students move fluidly in-and-out of expert
and novice roles in order to support each other’s learning. Importantly, when producing output during
collaborative discussions, Swain and Lapkin (1995) have argued that such discussions foster NOTICING

(see Schmidt, 1990), an important process whereby learners consciously become aware of and attend
to gaps in their interlanguage. In works by Swain and Lapkin (1995, 1998) and others (e.g., Storch,
1998), collaborative discussions among learners have often been referred to as LANGUAGING. For
research purposes, the act of languaging has been operationalized as LANGUAGE-RELATED EPISODES

(LREs), with LREs referring to instances in which learners explicitly discuss or negotiate different
language-related issues (e.g., grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation). Relatedly, in addition to LREs,
many researchers have approached CW from a cognitivist interactionist perspective. When doing
so, such researchers have often examined CW as a site for prompting learners to engage in
focus-on-form and peer feedback (see Zhang & Plonsky, 2020). Taken together, interactionist
approaches, SCT, collective scaffolding, and languaging have served as the primary drivers for a sizable
amount of CW scholarship.

As a result of these early works, CW research began to take flight in the early 2000s. Since that time,
numerous studies have been published, which can typically be categorized into several themes. As
Storch (2019) has noted, these themes include (but are not limited to) studies that examine: the vari-
ous factors that influence languaging and LRE production during the CW process, such as task type,
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group sizes and dynamics, mode of interaction, and L2 learners’ proficiencies (e.g., Brooks & Swain,
2009; Fernández Dobao, 2012; Kessler, 2009; Kim & McDonough, 2011; Storch, 2002; Zhang & Liu,
2023); the relationships that learners form (or do not form) during CW activities (e.g., Li & Zhu, 2013,
2017a; Storch & Aldosari, 2013); the outcomes of CW involving text-based measures (e.g., text quality,
and CAF), particularly when texts are produced individually versus collaboratively (e.g., Bikowski &
Vithanage, 2016; Rahimi & Fathi, 2022; Shehadeh, 2011; Storch, 2005; Villarreal & Gil-Sarratea,
2020); and, finally, studies that investigate one of the aforementioned topics in addition to learners’
perceptions of the CW activities and their group interactions (e.g., Chen & Yu, 2019; Li & Zhu,
2017b; Tanrıkulu, 2020); Once again, for more on these themes, readers are encouraged to see
Storch (2019). However, readers are also encouraged to review syntheses by Zhang and Plonsky
(2020) and Zhang et al. (2021), along with a recent edited volume by Li and Zhang (2023).

As referenced in the introductory section, although there has been an abundance of CW literature
published during the past two decades, replication work is lacking. Within L2 writing, replication
studies involving other topics have demonstrated the value of revisiting existing works, particularly
when it comes to addressing methodological issues and confirming and/or challenging existing find-
ings (e.g., de Kleine & Lawton, 2018; Kessler et al., 2022; Zhang & Li, 2021). Thus, in the following
section, I highlight two high-impact CW studies by Fernández Dobao (2012) and Bikowski and
Vithanage (2016). As will be discussed, each study has major strengths; however, both studies
also have limitations, particularly involving the methods and the dependent variable measures
that were selected. Thus, owing to their influence in the CW literature, each study deserves to be
revisited.

3. The original studies and suggested approaches to replication

3.1 Fernández Dobao, A. (2012). Collaborative writing tasks in the L2 classroom: Comparing
group, pair, and individual work. Journal of Second Language Writing, 21(1), 40–58
This study investigated the effects of CW group size on (1) the CAF of the written output produced by
L2 learners, and (2) the frequency and nature of the oral LREs students produced during their inter-
actions. The study was motivated by SCT and by Donato’s (1994) concept of collective scaffolding.
Specifically, Fernández Dobao was interested in understanding what an ideal CW group size might
be, as literature at the time had primarily focused on analyzing the experiences of dyads. As such,
Fernández Dobao explored the experiences of intermediate Spanish foreign language learners (N =
111) as they performed the same writing task in groups of four (n = 60, 15 groups), in dyads (n =
30, 15 dyads), or individually (n = 21). Participants were enrolled in six sections of the same
university-level Spanish course. Each section had a different teacher but followed the same syllabus.
In the study, learners first received a 15-minute grammar review lesson on the Spanish past tense.
Then, learners completed a jigsaw task in which they had to arrange 15 pictures to create a story.
After arranging the pictures, students were required to produce one written text narrating the pictures
(i.e., one joint story per group or dyad, or individually for the participants working alone). Participants
were given 30 minutes to complete the task, and those working in groups or dyads had their oral inter-
actions audio recorded. In total, 51 texts were collected and analyzed (15 from the groups of four, 15
from the dyads, and 21 from the individuals).

The texts were manually analyzed using 11 different CAF measures, including: number of words
per clause, number of words per T-unit, and number of clauses per T-unit (syntactic complexity);
mean type-token ratio (lexical complexity); grammatical errors, lexical errors, mechanical errors,
error-free clauses to total clauses, error-free T-units to total T-units, and errors to words (accuracy);
and total number of words produced (fluency). Inter-coder reliability was not reported for the CAF
measures. Additionally, a series of non-parametric Mann-Whitney U tests were run to compare the
differences among the three groups of learners; however, the checking of statistical assumptions
was not reported, and it is also unclear why this particular statistical test was selected based on the
study design (an issue I return to in the next subsection).
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For analyzing the LREs, Fernández Dobao drew on Swain and Lapkin’s (1998) work, examining
instances where students discussed or questioned their own or another’s language use in some way.
Transcripts of the groups’ and dyads’ interactions were analyzed to examine the frequency, focus,
and outcome of the LREs. For focus, LREs were coded based on whether they were form-focused
(examining aspects of grammar), lexis-focused (vocabulary and meaning), or mechanics-focused (pro-
nunciation, spelling, or punctuation). LREs were also coded as to whether they were correctly resolved,
incorrectly resolved, or unresolved (i.e., whether students arrived at the right/wrong answer when
deliberating, or whether they could not reach a decision). In coding the LREs, two coders reported
high reliability using simple agreement (92% for LRE identification, and 96% for classification).
Once again, Mann-Whitney U tests were run to compare the differences between the LREs produced
by the groups and the dyads; however, the checking of statistical assumptions was not reported prior to
running this non-parametric test.

For the results of the first research question involving the CAF measures, no significant differences
were found on any of the syntactic or lexical complexity measures between the groups, dyads, and
individuals. However, the groups’ texts were found to be more accurate than those of the dyads
and the individuals on five accuracy measures, with the exception of mechanical errors.
Surprisingly, no statistically significant differences were found between the dyads and the individuals
on accuracy measures. In terms of fluency, no differences were found between the groups’ and the
dyads’ texts, but individual writers produced significantly longer texts than the groups and the dyads.

In terms of LREs, although they were frequent in both group and dyad interactions during the CW
activity, the groups produced significantly more LREs than the dyads. Also, groups produced signifi-
cantly more mechanics-focused LREs, but there were no differences in terms of form- or lexis-focused
LREs. Finally, in terms of resolution, the groups correctly resolved more LREs than the dyads.
Qualitative data in the form of excerpts were also provided to showcase the nature of the LREs that
occurred during learners’ interactions – (this is not further discussed here). Notably, for all quantita-
tive results for the two research questions, descriptive statistics, p-values, and the test statistic (U) were
reported; however, confidence intervals (CIs) and effect sizes were not reported throughout the study.

3.1.1 Approaches to replication
Fernández Dobao’s (2012) study is strong in terms of its creative design and large sample size. The
findings also suggest important implications for teachers, particularly when it comes to deciding
how many students to put into a group when using CW activities. However, as referenced, there
are some methodological limitations. Thus, the first suggestion involves conducting an approximate
replication of this study, which refers to duplicating the methods of the original study but altering
some of the variables (see Porte, 2012). When doing so, one dependent variable needs to be changed,
along with some of the statistical analyses. Beginning with the dependent variable, this involves the use
of the mean type-token ratio for assessing lexical complexity. This change is needed because as a meas-
ure, the type-token ratio has been shown to be affected by text length (see McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010).
Given the aims of Fernández Dobao’s study, it makes sense that text length was not controlled for in
the design, yet this also means that the type-token ratio has the potential to be problematic, particu-
larly given the limited information that was provided surrounding its use in the study (e.g., reliability).
Instead, type-token ratio might be replaced with another automated measure of lexical complexity that
is not impacted by length, such as Measure of Textual Lexical Diversity (or MTLD, see Kyle et al., 2021
for more). Apart from altering this measure, when conducting this approximate replication, the only
other modifications that should be made involve the selection and reporting of data analyses.
Specifically, for those CAF measures that require manual coding, such as the accuracy measures, inter-
coder reliability must be obtained and reported. This is because coding for some accuracy measures is
notoriously challenging (see Polio & Shea, 2014). Additionally, since there are three groups that are
being compared in the study, a series of t-tests or non-parametric Mann-Whitney U tests are not
appropriate. This is because running multiple t-tests in this way introduces a greater likelihood of
error. Instead, one-way ANOVAs should be run after checking and reporting the assumptions (see

4 Matt Kessler

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444824000302 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444824000302


Hu & Plonsky, 2021 for more on statistical assumptions), followed by post-hoc tests to locate the
source of any significant differences. Finally, when reporting the results – in addition to Ms, SDs,
p-values, and F-values – both CIs and effect sizes should be reported so that information can be
gleaned about the relative impact of group size on the dependent variables (see Plonsky & Oswald,
2014 for more on effect sizes).

This approximate replication is being suggested – with only minor modifications to one dependent
variable and the selection and reporting of statistical analyses – to adjust for a measure that is known
to be problematic, and to apply more transparent and appropriate statistical analyses that match the
study’s design. Thus, an approximate replication of this nature is critical since some of the data ana-
lyses in the original study may have resulted in (in)significant findings for dependent variables such as
the accuracy and lexical complexity measures.

The second suggested replication involves conducting another approximate replication. In
Fernández Dobao’s (2012) study, students participated in groups of four, in dyads, or individually.
As some readers will notice, absent from the design are groups of three. Fernández Dobao stated
that the decision to only include dyads and groups of four was made “to establish a clear difference
between groups and pairs” (p. 44). Yet, since the publication of her study, other works such as Li
and Zhu (2017b) have suggested that when groups are comprised of three or more students, their
dynamics may vary in terms of how active all members are throughout the CW process (also see
works by Fernández Dobao, 2016; Kessler, 2019). Thus, one major question is: if groups of three
are integrated into the study design, do we see the same types of outcomes in terms of written
text and oral LRE production? Such findings would have important implications for forming groups
and, specifically, as to whether having three or four learners per group is ideal. Thus, when adding
CW groups of three into the study design – because this will likely require a large N-size with many
participants – an additional suggestion in this regard is to adopt a counter-balanced, repeated mea-
sures design. That is, if researchers have two sections of students to use for their study, at some
point, all students could participate in the writing activities individually, in pairs, in groups of
three, and in groups of four over the span of a single semester. However, among the two classes,
the group formations can be counter balanced (e.g., with section A starting with learners writing
individually and section B beginning with learners writing in groups of four, with each section
either increasing or decreasing in size over time). This way, practice effects can be minimized in
the design.

As discussed, both of these approximate replications are worthwhile endeavors. For one, they
address some of the methodological limitations of the original study. Second, such modifications
also have the capacity to confirm or challenge the study’s findings, while also extending our collective
knowledge about the formation of groups in CW activities.

3.2 Bikowski, D., & Vithanage, R. (2016). Effects of web-based collaborative writing on individual
L2 writing development. Language Learning & Technology, 20(1), 79–99
This study examined the impact of repeated in-class CW activities on L2 English learners’ develop-
ment of individual writing skills, in addition to students’ perceptions of either individual or CW activ-
ities. The study was motivated by SCT and previous research which suggested that CW could improve
students’ collective writing skills; however, Bikowski and Vithanage noted that previous studies at the
time had focused on the nature of the texts produced collaboratively rather than investigating individ-
ual learning gains from CW. Therefore, the researchers conducted a quasi-experimental study with
advanced-level L2 English learners (N = 59) who were enrolled in four sections of an English for
Academic Purposes course at a university in the United States. The four sections were taught by
three different instructors, but all sections followed the same curriculum. The students in these classes
were divided into an experimental CW group (n = 32) and a control group (n = 27), with two sections
assigned to each condition. During the 15-week semester, the experimental group completed a series
of four, in-class, web-based CW essays using Google Docs (e.g., argumentative and compare-contrast
essays). Students in the CW condition worked in groups of three or four and were given 45 minutes to
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complete each essay collaboratively in a computer lab. Since Google Docs is a synchronous tool,
students were also given the option to work on one computer together or on different computers
simultaneously. For the control group, participants also completed the same essays in class, yet
they did so independently.

To assess individual learning gains, Bikowski and Vithanage adopted a pretest-posttest design. The
pretest was a 30-minute compare-contrast essay (on the topic of comparing one’s life now to five years
ago), and the posttest was a 30-minute argumentative essay (on the topic of comparing products on
the market). Both tests were rated by two raters on a 100-point analytic rubric that included sections
on content, organization, grammar, and style. Inter-rater reliability using Pearson’s r was high for the
pretest (r = 0.97) and posttest (r = 0.95). Paired samples t-tests were then used to compare each group’s
gains made from pretest-to-posttest, and an independent samples t-test was used to compare the dif-
ferences in the mean gain scores of the groups. Participants also completed a post-study online survey
about their experiences, which involved Likert-scale items and open-ended items – (the qualitative
items are not further discussed here). For the Likert-scale items, students in the experimental and con-
trol groups used a 5-point agreement scale to rate four statements. The statements covered: (1) how
well students liked their in-class writing tasks, (2) how well students thought the tasks improved
their writing skills, (3) how well students worked in groups (CW group only), and (4) how well stu-
dents thought their teacher liked the writing tasks (p. 87). It is unclear what each point on the Likert
scale represented, as descriptors were not explicitly stated. Independent samples t-tests were then used
to compare the responses of the experimental and control groups. Assumptions were reported as being
checked prior to running the parametric tests.

In terms of the results, paired samples t-tests showed that both the experimental and control groups
made significant gains from pretest-to-posttest. While Ms, SDs, t-values, and p-values were reported,
CIs and effect sizes were not provided. Notably, in terms of comparing the two groups, an independent
samples t-test revealed that the CW group made larger, statistically significant gains when compared
with the individual writing group, with a moderate effect size (d = 0.58). Finally, when it came to
students’ perceptions of the in-class writing activities, Bikowski and Vithanage reported that there
were no statistically significant differences between the responses given by the two groups. The authors
did note that no CW group participants provided negative evaluations of the activities when rating
statements; however, in their qualitative comments, some students did voice a number of concerns
(e.g., finding it stressful to merge ideas, disliking the time pressure of the task, and preferring teacher
feedback over that of their peers).

3.2.1 Approaches to replication
Similar to Fernández Dobao (2012), Bikowski and Vithanage’s (2016) study has a solid sample size
(see Loewen & Hui, 2021 for more on sample sizes in SLA). It is also unique in its design, being
one of the first attempts to examine the longitudinal effects of CW activities on individual learning
gains. Despite this, their study could (and should) be replicated in multiple ways. The first suggested
replication involves conducting a close replication. Specifically, one area of the design that might be
modified involves the number of teachers used in the study. As Bikowski and Vithanage also acknowl-
edged, this constituted a limitation in their study, in that the sections that comprised the control group
were taught by one instructor, while the experimental group sections were taught by two different
instructors (see p. 83). Fernández Dobao’s study also had multiple teachers involved; however, her
focus was on the impact of group interactions at a singular point in time, making it unlikely that
the teachers’ instructional practices came into play in determining the outcomes of learners’ interac-
tions in an isolated task with no teacher involvement. Yet, in Bikowski and Vithanage’s study, the
researchers are essentially examining (1) the impact of repeated in-class CW activities, and (2) the
impact of instruction over time, even though this is an unnamed variable in their study. Thus,
given that not all instructors are equally as skilled or motivating to their students when it comes to
L2 teaching (e.g., Li, 2022), it is important to replicate Bikowski and Vithanage’s study by controlling
for this variable of instruction. A close replication could be conducted with the singular modification
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of having both the control group and the experimental group taught by the same instructor.
Conducting such a replication would be important for eliminating this potentially confounding vari-
able of instruction, and thus confirming or challenging the original study’s findings.

The second suggested replication also involves another close replication. As was noted in the earlier
description of Bikowski and Vithanage’s (2016) study, to assess learners’ perceptions of engaging in
either individual or group writing assignments, the researchers used a 5-point Likert scale of agree-
ment, in which participants rated four statements. Independent samples t-tests were then used to com-
pare the responses of the two groups, but no significant differences were detected. Notably, while there
are a range of point options available for Likert scales of agreement (i.e., 5-, 6-, 7-points, etc.), when it
comes to assessing user experience and perceptions, there is evidence that 7-point scales may be pre-
ferrable. As Finstad (2010) and others have noted, using a 7-point Likert scale in such a scenario may
be more appropriate than a 5-point scale. This is because 7-point scales tend to be more sensitive and
accurate in assessing participants’ evaluations of a topic. Therefore, because Bikowski and Vithanage
used a smaller scale, this may not have allowed for enough discrimination among the items, and thus
potentially resulted in insignificant findings when comparing the two groups’ experiences. As such, a
close replication of the authors’ original study could be undertaken in which a 7-point Likert scale is
used to assess learners’ perceptions, with the following scale descriptors: 7 = strongly agree, 6 = agree,
5 = somewhat agree, 4 = neutral, 3 = somewhat disagree, 2 = disagree, and 1 = strongly disagree.
Relatedly, although no CW group participants provided negative evaluations of the activities when rat-
ing statements, several students did voice concerns in their written (qualitative) comments. As such, in
addition to expanding the points on the Likert-scale, future studies might consider expanding the
number of statements that the students rate. For example, apart from those four statements used in
the original study, more questions might be posed about the students’ perceptions of the CW activity,
including some of those qualitative themes identified by Bikowski and Vithanage (e.g., the ease of mer-
ging ideas, the suitability of the time allotted for the activity, and the students’ preferences for teacher
versus peer feedback).

Each suggested replication is important in different ways. First, by controlling for the independent
variable of instruction, this has the capacity to eliminate any doubt about the nature of a potentially
confounding variable. Second, by using an expanded scale in the second suggested replication, this has
the capacity to detect potential differences among the groups that may not have been captured in the
original study. Bikowski and Vithanage’s (2016) study is frequently cited as evidence of the long-term
effects of CW. Thus, replications are necessary in order to confirm the effects of repeated CW activities
on individual gains and whether or not students perceive such activities as being more/less beneficial
than solitary writing for their L2 learning over time.

4. Conclusion

In this article, I have attempted to make the case that replication work is not only worthwhile, but that it is
also vital for researchers who are interested in CWand L2 writing more broadly. In particular, I have pro-
posed that two key, high-impact studies be replicated in a variety of ways, primarily by attending to and
addressing some of their methodological limitations. I also note that the suggestions here are not intended
to criticize or call into question theworks of others, but instead, to raise important questions and to engage
in practices that will contribute to the generalizability of our collective knowledge. Thus, I hope that some
readers will consider replicating these studies in the future, as a means of either confirming or challenging
these studies’ findings, particularly since they suggest important implications for L2 writing teachers in
terms of organizing CWactivities in their classrooms. Finally, I hope that readers will consider conducting
replication studies beyond what is proposed here, both in L2 writing and in other domains.

Note
1 As of September 2024 – when this article was finalized – according to Google Scholar, Fernández Dobao (2012) had been
cited 800 times and Bikowski and Vithanage (2016) had been cited 285 times.
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