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ABSTRACT
Background. Task-based language teaching (TBLT) is still attracting considerable interest from 
second language teachers and researchers, partly due to unresolved issues of task sequencing 
and task complexity. Moreover, in spite of burgeoning attention to writing at the present stage 
of evolution of TBLT, the interaction of task complexity and corrective feedback in writing 
performance of language learners has not been explored well. 

Purpose. To fill in this research gap, the present study aimed to explore the role of task 
complexity and task condition in learners’ gain from corrective feedback in second language 
writing. 

Method. A pretest-immediate posttest-delayed posttest design was adopted in this study. The 
participants of the study were 114 English as foreign language learners, randomly assigned to 
one of the five groups: four experimental groups and a control group. The four experimental 
groups differed in (a) whether they carried out the simple or complex version of a task (b) 
whether they did the writing task individually or collaboratively. They received feedback on their 
writing in three treatment sessions. 

Results. Statistical analyses revealed that task condition played a larger role than task complexity 
in the linguistic performance of language learners who received feedback on their writing. 

Implications. The findings add support to the view that selecting appropriate levels of task 
complexity and suitable task implementation conditions alongside providing corrective feedback 
enhances the different dimensions of the written performance of language learners.
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INTRODUCTION
Writing is one of the most complex skills 
taught in English as a foreign language 
(EFL) classes, and many students find it 
a daunting undertaking. However, this 
demanding activity—as Widdowson 
(1978) describes it—is often an insepa-
rable part of language programs. Weigle 
(2002) sees education and opportunities 
for learning as factors of paramount im-
portance in writing development. Task-
based language teaching (TBLT) is one 
of the innovative language teaching 
methods which aims to provide this op-
portunity for learners by involving them 
in meaningful activities using the target 
language. TBLT has drawn ample sup-
port from second language acquisition 
(SLA) researchers (e.g., Ellis, 2003; Prab-

hu, 1987; Skehan, 1998), but designing 
suitable tasks with valuable gains for EFL 
learners remains a serious challenge for 
syllabus designers and curriculum devel-
opers (Baralt et al., 2014). This challenge 
becomes more serious in the case of L2 
writing, which is a somewhat neglected 
modality in research on TBLT. 

The studies on TBLT to date have main-
ly focused on oral production and ex-
plored the role of task design features 
such as task complexity and task imple-
mentation condition separately, often 
without taking into account the accu-
rate picture of language classes. This 
neglect has occurred in spite of the fact 
that writing tasks, characterized by their 
problem-solving nature and their mean-
ing-making characteristic, are potential-
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ly useful activities to be employed in task-based language 
teaching and research. Primary focus on speaking in much 
TBLT-oriented theory and research has caused setbacks in 
expanding the theoretical, empirical, and educational hori-
zons of TBLT. Adequate attention to other language skills 
(e.g., writing) in TBLT framework can help overcome these 
limitations (Byrnes & Manchón, 2014).

Among task design features, task complexity is a factor 
whose manipulation can bring considerable changes in 
linguistic output (Robinson, 2001; Skehan, 1998). Moreover, 
the situation under which a task is implemented may have 
a considerable effect on the performance of learners in a 
particular task (Robinson, 2007). Likewise, the interaction of 
task complexity and task condition may affect learners’ per-
formance, which is an under-researched area in SLA studies 
(Kang & Lee, 2019), particularly in the written mode. In the 
present study, the task condition is manipulated by having 
participants perform individual and collaborative writing 
tasks. Manchón (2014) argues that performing writing tasks 
individually or collaboratively may have differential effects 
on language learners’ written performance.

In addition, it is now generally accepted that the primary 
focus of tasks should be on meaning, together with pro-
portionate timely attention to linguistic forms (Ellis, 2003; 
Long, 2000). Corrective feedback is a common methodolog-
ical procedure to fulfill this objective in EFL classes. Many 
studies have been carried out to investigate the role of 
corrective feedback in second language learners’ written 
performance; however, to the best of our knowledge, the 
interaction of task complexity, task condition, and corrective 
feedback in writing performance of foreign language learn-
ers has not been studied yet. Manchón (2014) asserts that 
the prominent position of corrective feedback as a critical 
component of interaction in writing should be recognized in 
TBLT-framed theoretical accounts and empirical TBLT stud-
ies, which is a neglected area in SLA research.

The effect of different task types (simple/complex), task con-
ditions (individual versus collaborative writing), and correc-
tive feedback on the written performance of language learn-
ers has been investigated in some studies (e.g., Bitchener, 
2008; Kuiken & Vedder, 2008; Wigglesworth & Storch, 2009). 
However, the majority of these studies have tackled just 
one aspect of the topic and left other aspects untouched. 
The present study considers the whole picture of language 
classes and attempts to examine the effect of task complex-
ity and task condition together with corrective feedback on 
foreign language learners’ writing. To this end, the follow-
ing research questions are formulated:

1. Do task complexity and task condition (individual and 
collaborative writing) mediate the efficacy of written 
feedback in affecting the accuracy of language learners’ 
written performance?

2. Do task complexity and task condition (individual and 
collaborative writing) mediate the efficacy of written 
feedback in influencing the syntactic complexity of lan-
guage learners’ written output?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Task Complexity
One of the challenges facing SLA researchers concerned 
with gauging the influence of task design features and con-
ditions on language learners’ performance is how to de-
termine the complexity or difficulty of tasks. Although var-
ious models and frameworks have been proposed to give 
guidelines on designing and sequencing pedagogic tasks, 
the cognition hypothesis (Robinson, 2001, 2003, 2009) and 
the trade-off hypothesis (Skehan, 1998, 2009) are two rather 
competing theoretical models in vogue today.

Skehan’s (1998, 2009) trade-off hypothesis, assuming the 
single resource model of attention, predicts that enhancing 
task complexity will jeopardize the accuracy or complexity 
of learners’ production due to the limited attentional capac-
ity which they are able to bring to the task. He argues that 
complexifying the task, by itself, can lead to improvement in 
either accuracy or syntactic complexity of linguistic perfor-
mance—but not both. Skehan (2014) elucidates that simul-
taneous fostering of the accuracy and syntactic complexity 
of the performance can occur together with complexifying 
the tasks, but this dual improvement happens due to differ-
ent task design factors or characteristics of their implemen-
tation—not just thanks to increasing the cognitive complex-
ity of tasks.

On the other hand, Robinson’s (2001, 2003) cognition hy-
pothesis presents a relatively novel model for task design-
ing. Following the multiple-resource model of attention, he 
devalues capacity constraints. The distinguishing charac-
teristic of Robinson’s (2001) hypothesis is drawing an im-
portant theoretical distinction between resource-directing 
and resource-dispersing variables of task complexity. Re-
source-directing variables such as immediacy, number of 
elements, and reasoning make cognitive and conceptual de-
mands. Robinson (2003) predicts that increasing task com-
plexity along these dimensions directs learners’ attention 
and memory resources to L2 structures and code concepts, 
so leading to interlanguage development and improvement 
in the accuracy and complexity of production. In contrast, 
increasing task complexity along the resource-dispersing 
variables (e.g., absence of planning time or prior knowl-
edge) disperses attentional resources and affects produc-
tion negatively. 

Skehan (1998) and Robinson (2003) seem to agree up to a 
point with regard to the effect of the resource-dispersing 
variables on language production. Stated differently, both 
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believe that making tasks more complex along these varia-
bles (e.g., taking away planning time) is likely to exercise a 
detrimental effect on the accuracy, complexity, and fluency 
(CAF) of production. However, they appear to diverge when 
it boils down to the role of the resource-directing variables. 
Unlike Robinson’s prediction, Skehan (1998)—not having di-
vided task complexity variables into the resource-directing 
and resource-dispersing types—is of view that increasing 
task complexity will not lead to more accurate and complex 
output simultaneously. He argues that task characteristics 
and task conditions can have selective and directing effects.

The role of task complexity in the written performance of 
language learners has been examined in a few studies 
carried out by SLA researchers (Ishikawa, 2007; Kuiken & 
Vedder, 2008). Johnson (2017), in a research synthesis and 
quantitative meta-analysis, reviewed some of the studies 
carried out on the effect of cognitive complexity on L2 writ-
ing. Although he found significant changes in the written 
performance of L2 learners as a result of the manipulation 
of the cognitive demands of tasks along resource-directing 
and resource-dispersing variables, he concluded that these 
findings did not support the predictions of the cognition hy-
pothesis (Robinson, 2001, 2011). Rahimi and Zhang (2018) 
studied the effect of increasing task complexity on L2 writ-
ing of upper-intermediate Iranian students. They reported 
more complex (subordinate use) and less accurate perfor-
mance in the writings of the participants who carried out 
cognitively complex tasks. The findings of Zhan et al. (2021) 
showed a significant effect of task complexity on the syntac-
tic complexity of EFL learners’ writing but not on the lexical 
complexity of their writing. 

Operationalization of Task Complexity 

We manipulated the number of elements that learners con-
sidered while performing the writing tasks to operationalize 
the cognitive complexity of the treatment tasks. According 
to the cognition hypothesis (Robinson, 2001), identifying 
few easily distinguished elements within a task is simpler 
than identifying many similar elements. Skehan (2014), 
viewing task difficulty inherent in tasks themselves, accepts 
that some features of tasks (e.g., number of elements) can 
account for the difficulty of tasks. However, he elaborates 
that the effect of these features on task difficulty may be 
influenced by other task features and even by the context in 
which the task is implemented. He suggests interconnect-
edness between elements in the task as a predictor of task 
difficulty. Ellis (2003) classifies the number of elements as a 
task design variable that can elicit more complex language 
use. Ellis (2003) considers the number of different elements 
and their relationship important in complexifying a task. 
For instance, he conceptualizes that a static task requiring 
learners to describe a diagram with few elements of a simi-
lar size makes less cognitive demand on them, compared to 
where learners are asked to describe a diagram with many 
elements of varying sizes.

Halford et al. (2007) assert that our attention and working 
memory can process four variables and above this level 
processing becomes demanding for learners. In the current 
study, participants carried out the simple version of a writ-
ing task having three criteria in mind, and they performed 
the complex version of the writing task considering seven 
criteria. They had to take into account five criteria (medium 
in terms of cognitive complexity) while completing the as-
sessment tasks. Kuiken and Vedder (2008, 2011) examined 
the role of task complexity operationalized by the number of 
elements in the oral and written mode of language learners 
and found support for Robinson’s (2001, 2003, 2009) cogni-
tion hypothesis.

Task Condition
Different aspects of task-based language teaching, including 
the condition under which a task is performed, have been 
the focus of interest for SLA researchers and practitioners 
in recent years. Task condition affects task performance, 
as the same task implemented under different conditions 
may yield different outcome (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1992). 
Robinson (2007) in his triadic componential framework (TCF) 
has classified these sets of variables into two groups: par-
ticipation variables (e.g., open/closed solution) which make 
interactional demands as well as participant variables (e.g., 
same/different gender) which make interactant demands.

On the other hand, Skehan’s (1998) model of task complexity 
has included factors such as time pressure, scale, modality, 
and opportunity for control under the category of commu-
nicative stress. Skehan recognizes that these factors along 
with learners’ characteristics (e.g., intelligence), interacting 
with the code complexity and cognitive complexity of the 
task, may influence the performance of the individual learn-
er. Skehan (2014) in his framework for second language 
task performance has regarded task conditions as factors 
related to the implementation of tasks such as availability of 
planning time, task repetition, post-task activities, and inter-
action (monologue/dialogue).

In the current study, task implementation condition was 
manipulated by involving language learners in individual 
and collaborative writing. Coauthoring of a text is utilized 
in educational settings to help learners enjoy the benefits 
of the scaffolding and collaboration emphasized by Vygot-
sky’s (1978) sociocultural theory of learning, Long’s (1996) 
interaction hypothesis, and Swain’s (1985) output hypoth-
esis. Collaborative tasks that engage learners in a shared 
goal-oriented activity can provide a suitable context for 
learning and language development (Storch, 2013). Most 
studies to date have reported the positive impact of collab-
orative writing on accuracy (e.g., Fernández Dobao, 2012; 
Storch, 2005; Wigglesworth & Storch, 2009) and complexi-
ty (Storch, 2005). Shehadeh (2011), using the holistic rating 
procedure, reported a significant effect of collaborative writ-
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ing and feedback on content, organization, and vocabulary, 
but not on grammar and mechanics of written performance.

Interaction of Task Complexity and Corrective 
Feedback  
Despite a few disagreements among researchers over the 
definition of task and its grading, a growing consensus 
has emerged that the primary focus of tasks should be on 
meaning, together with proportionate attention to linguistic 
forms (Ellis, 2005). Emphasis on focus on form in TBLT has 
drawn on two grounds. First, the limited attentional capaci-
ty of human beings, including L2 learners, puts constraints 
on them, pushing them to allocate their attention to one 
area and neglect other areas (Schmidt, 2001). Second, when 
L2 learners are subject to the constraints of attentional re-
sources, they naturally prioritize meaning at the expense 
of form (VanPatten, 1990). Negative feedback (e.g., written 
feedback) is one of the methodological procedures to invite 
learners’ attention to linguistic forms.

Considering the interaction of task complexity and correc-
tive feedback, Skehan’s (1998) trade-off hypothesis, em-
phasizing the limited information processing capacity of 
human beings, predicts that more complex tasks allow less 
attention to language and, by implication, to the provided 
feedback. Conversely, Robinson (2001), advocating the mul-
tiple-resource model of attention, hypothesizes that com-
municating more complex ideas requires more syntactic 
resources. He argues that learners, while performing a cog-
nitively complex task, cater to the demands of the task by 
employing specific linguistic features. This may lead them 
to be more tuned to and receptive of the feedback that ad-
dresses those features (Robinson & Gilabert, 2007).

Although the impact of task variables on language learning 
has been the focus of interest for SLA researchers over the 
past three decades, the interaction of task variables with 
negative feedback has not received considerable attention 
in this period (Révész & Han, 2006). To date, few studies 
have been carried out to examine this issue—limited to oral 
mode. For instance, Révész (2009) explored the effect of pro-
viding recasts in two types of oral tasks (simple/complex). 
She found greater L2 gains for learners who received recasts 
in cognitively complex tasks. Baralt (2013) examined the 
impact of cognitive complexity on feedback efficacy during 
on-line versus face to face interaction tasks. She found that 
performing cognitively complex tasks in the FTF mode while 
receiving recasts was the most beneficial condition for lan-
guage learning. However, in the CMC mode, the cognitively 
demanding task plus recast was not effective (Baralt, 2013). 
Révész et al. (2014) investigated the effect of task complex-
ity and input frequency on ESL learners’ gain from recast. 
The analyses of the data obtained from assessment tasks 
indicated that the participants performing simple tasks en-
joyed a considerable advantage in using the target linguistic 
form. Vahdat and Daneshkhah (2019) compared the effects 

of corrective feedback and task complexity on the grammat-
ical accuracy of EFL learners’ writing and found a significant 
positive role of direct corrective feedback in increasing the 
grammatical accuracy of their writing.

Corrective Feedback in Individual and 
Collaborative Writing 
Many studies have been conducted to assess the role of 
corrective feedback in the written performance of language 
learners, and most of them have reported the positive effect 
of this kind of feedback at least on the accuracy of writing (Liu 
& Brown, 2015). However, the role of written corrective feed-
back (WCF) in different writing task conditions has not been 
studied enough. Regarding the role of corrective feedback 
in individual and collaborative writing, Vygotsky’s (1978) so-
ciocultural view of learning assumes teacher’s feedback as 
a form of assistance (scaffolding) which helps learners, es-
pecially those who process this feedback collaboratively, de-
velop the meditation of corrective feedback within the zone 
of proximal development (ZDP). Long’s (1996) interaction 
hypothesis, Swain’s (1985) output hypothesis, and Kellogg’s 
(1996) model of writing also provide a convenient rationale 
for the positive impact of WCF on the linguistic performance 
of learners in collaborative writing.  

Kellogg’s (1996) influential cognitive model of writing 
demonstrates how cognitive and motivational factors influ-
ence composing processes. His model is composed of three 
basic recursive and interactive systems, with each system in-
volving two components: formulation (planning and trans-
lation), execution (programming and executing), and mon-
itoring (reading and editing). Formulation involves setting 
goals by the writer and his lexical and syntactic choice to ex-
press his intended ideas. The term execution is used by Kel-
logg (1996) to refer to converting the output of translation 
into production schema for the appropriate motor systems 
involved and the actual act of writing (Ellis & Yuan, 2005). 
Monitoring involves reading and correcting the errors of the 
written output in micro (linguistic) and macro (organization-
al) levels. Interaction and shared decision-making in differ-
ent stages of writing— proposed by Kellogg (1996)—may 
improve the writing performance of learners who practice 
writing in collaboration. The key role of collaborative writ-
ing in L2 development is highly valued by SLA researchers 
(Storch, 2013).

Few studies have examined the effect of collaborative pro-
cessing of WCF on the writing of language learners. Storch 
and Wigglesworth (2010) and Kassim and Luan (2014) have 
reported positive effects for this kind of processing on the 
revision and generating new texts. Kim and Emeliyanova 
(2019) studied ESL learners’ writing accuracy while per-
forming individual and collaborative processing of written 
feedback. Although the writing accuracy of both groups 
improved after three treatment sessions, no noticeable dif-
ference was found between them. Of course, in their study, 
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the participants just processed the teacher’s feedback col-
laboratively, but they performed the writing tasks individu-
ally in the treatment sessions. Recently, Mujtaba et al. (2021 
investigated the impact of individual and collaborative pro-
cessing of WCF on second language writing and found bet-
ter written performance, in terms of accuracy and revision 
behavior, for participants who processed the WCF collabo-
ratively. In the current study, writing tasks in the treatment 
sessions were performed in two different conditions (indi-
vidually and collaboratively). Also, the syntactic complexity 
of the written products of the participants was measured to 
check a possible deleterious effect of WCF on other dimen-
sions of writing.

METHOD

Design
A pretest-posttest-delayed posttest design was adopted to 
examine the interaction of task complexity and negative 
feedback in the written mode under different conditions. 
Cognitive demands of tasks and their implementation con-
dition—each with two levels—were manipulated as the in-
dependent variables of the study.  The dependent variables 
were gains made through time, i.e., from the pretest to the 
immediate posttest and to the delayed posttest in the ac-
curacy and syntactic complexity of writing. The participants 
were divided into five groups: a control group that did not 
receive feedback on their writing and four experimental 
groups who performed the simple or complex version of the 
same task individually or collaboratively and received WCF.

Participants 
The participants of the study were 114 undergraduate uni-
versity students learning English as a foreign language at 
universities of Iran. One hundred and twenty-two students 
who scored one standard deviation above and below the 
mean in a language proficiency test were selected from a 
total of 180. Five students were excluded due to absence in 
treatment or assessment sessions, and three students were 
identified as outliers. Therefore, the final number of partici-
pants was 114 (48 male and 66 female). Their comparability 
was examined by the analysis of the data obtained from the 
pretest. Their age ranged from 19 to 30 years (M = 22.36, 
SD = 2.70). Their native language was Azari Turkish (n = 84) 
and Persian (n = 30). There was no significant difference be-
tween groups regarding the number of years studying Eng-
lish, F(4, 109) = .60, p = .65. None of the participants had the 
experience of living in an English-speaking country. 

Assessment Tasks
Three writing tests were utilized as the pretest, immediate 
posttest, and delayed posttest. In each test, the participants 
were asked to write on a hypothetical topic (e.g., offering a 

mobile phone to a person called John). They were given a 
leaflet of eight mobile phones. None of the mobile phones 
in the leaflet met all John’s five criteria (reasonable price, 
design, camera, battery life, display device). The learners 
had to offer John the most suitable mobile phone based on 
his likes, discuss their selection, and justify it. They had to 
complete the writing tasks in 40 minutes using at least 150 
words. Three comparable writing tasks were used in the 
pretest and posttests. These tasks were medium in terms of 
the cognitive demands they imposed on the participants be-
cause the learners had to consider five criteria in perform-
ing the assessment tasks, but they had to consider three 
and seven criteria in the simple and complex versions of the 
treatment tasks, respectively. The comparability and validity 
of the tests were checked and assured by three experts in 
the field of language teaching and testing.

Treatment Tasks
The participants in the four experimental groups received 
three treatment sessions. In these sessions, the students 
were presented with writing prompts. These treatment 
tasks were similar to the pretest and posttests in terms of 
instructions given and stages followed. However, the com-
plexity of the tasks varied by decreasing or increasing the 
number of the criteria that participants had to consider 
while writing. In the simple task (see appendix A), they of-
fered a product to Jack considering three criteria (a hypo-
thetical situation). In the complex task (see appendix B), the 
participants carried out a similar task, taking into account 
Jack’s seven criteria. Moreover, in the simple version of the 
task, the students were presented with information on five 
types of the product in question (e.g., automobile) in a table, 
but in the complex task, the participants had to consider the 
information about eight types. As Robinson (2001) asserts, 
identifying few easily distinguished elements within a task 
is simpler than identifying many similar elements. The stu-
dents in all experimental groups received corrective feed-
back. The validity of these tasks was checked by a group of 
experts in material development for EFL learners.

Procedure 
First, the comparability of the participants’ level of English 
proficiency was checked by Nelson English Language Profi-
ciency Test. The learners recruited were randomly assigned 
into four experimental groups and a control group. The four 
experimental groups differed as to (a) whether they per-
formed the simple or complex version of the writing task 
(b) whether they carried out the writing task in pairs or in 
isolation during the treatment sessions. In other words, the 
participants were placed in one of these five groups:

Group 1: performed simple tasks individually and received 
WCF on their errors (simple individual)
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Group 2: performed complex tasks individually and re-
ceived WCF on their errors (complex individual)

Group 3: performed simple tasks in pairs and received WCF 
on their errors (simple collaborative)

Group 4: performed complex tasks in pairs and received 
WCF on their errors (complex collaborative)

Group 5: performed free writing activities and just took 
part in the pretest and posttests (control group)

The participants in five groups took a writing pretest. Then, 
all the experimental groups involved received three treat-
ment sessions. In each treatment session, the participants 
wrote a text based on a simple or complex writing prompt. 
The first author read their written outputs and underlined 
their erroneous structures (indirect unfocused corrective 
feedback). Prior to the next treatment session, he returned 
the texts to the participants. They were supposed to pay 
enough attention to the underlined parts and provide their 
correct forms in 15 minutes. The participants in the individu-
al groups had to do this job by themselves, but those placed 
in the collaborative groups could discuss the errors and 
reach a consensus on the correct form. The control group 
did some free writing activities and followed the convention-
al syllabus of the university. The same stages were followed 
in two other treatment sessions. 

After three treatment sessions, the participants took the 
posttest. The control group received the posttest, too. The 
accuracy and syntactic complexity of the participants’ writ-
ten production were coded and analysed. After two weeks, 
another posttest was administered, and their written prod-
ucts were coded and analysed to assess the retention of any 
possible treatment effect. The collected data were analysed 
using SPSS20. Table 1 demonstrates the summary of the 
steps taken to carry out the study. 

Measures

Following the guidelines of Wolfe-Quintero et al. (1998) and 
consulting the measures adopted in the previous studies on 
writing (e.g., Kuiken & Vedder, 2008; Skehan & Foster, 1999; 
Tavakoli & Rezazadeh, 2014), we measured accuracy by the 
proportion of error-free T-units to all T-units. Any error in 
syntax, morphology, and lexical choice (if the word obscured 
meaning) was considered, but errors in spelling, punctua-
tion, or capitalization were ignored. Syntactic (structural) 
complexity was judged by the average number of clauses 
per T-unit. The participants’ written products were coded 
and scored by the first author who had a Ph.D. in teaching 
English as a foreign language (TEFL) and has taught English 
at universities of Iran for about 17 years. To ensure the reli-
ability of coding and scoring, 20% of the written products of 
the participants were coded and scored by an independent 
expert colleague who held a master degree in TEFL. He was 
briefed on the procedure and guidelines to be taken in cod-
ing and scoring the texts. Inter-coder and inter-rater reliabil-
ity coefficients were .92 and .94, respectively.

Data Analysis 
The collected data were analyzed using SPSS 20. The normal-
ity of the collected data was confirmed by normality tests 
(Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic) and graphical assessments 
(Histograms, Normal Q-Q plot, box plot). Therefore, para-
metric tests were employed to analyze the data. To assess 
the effect of task complexity (simple/complex), task condi-
tion (individual/collaborative), written feedback, and their 
interaction on the accuracy and syntactic complexity of 
language learners’ written performance, first, descriptive 
statistics were calculated for each group’s pretest, imme-
diate posttest, and delayed posttests performance. Then, 
considering the design of the study and having checked the 
assumptions underlying ANOVA tests, including normality 
and homogeneity of variance, we conducted three separate 

Table 1
Data Collection Procedure

Week Activity

1 Proficiency test 

2 Pretest 

3 First timed writing 

4 Returning the first writing +Feedback processing

second timed writing
5 Returning the second writing +Feedback processing

Third timed writing
6 Returning the third writing +Feedback processing

7 Immediate posttest

9 Delayed posttest
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one-way ANOVAs for two measures of written performance 
to compare the participants’ performance in the pretest, 
immediate posttest, and delayed posttests. Post-hoc com-
parisons are also conducted to find out which groups are 
significantly different from one another. Next, a two-way 
ANOVA was conducted for the posttests in order to explore 
the role task complexity and task condition combined with 
WCF in the possible changes in the written production of the 
participants. In all analyses run, the significance level was 
set at .05 and Cohen’s (1988) guidelines were used to decide 
on the effect size. Cohen (1988) has suggested benchmarks 
to identify small (η2 = 0.01), medium (η2 = 0.06), and large   
(η2 = 0.138) effects. 

RESULTS

Results for the First Research Question
To answer the first research question, descriptive statistics, 
including means and standard deviations, were computed 
for the accuracy measure. As shown in Table 2, the group 
that performed the simple task collaboratively and received 
written feedback had the highest mean in the posttests. 
Contrarily, students who received corrective feedback while 
doing the complex task individually had the worst perfor-
mance in this measure. 

Three One-way ANOVAs were performed for the pretest and 
posttests after examining the assumptions underlying ANO-
VA tests. Results of the pretest for the accuracy measure of 

the written products did not show a statistically significant 
difference between groups, F(4, 109) = .12, p = .97, indicat-
ing the comparability of the five groups at the outset of the 
study. Therefore, any probable difference between the con-
trol and experimental groups in the posttests can be attrib-
uted to the treatment. The results of the one-way ANOVA 
indicated a statistically significant difference for five groups 
in the posttests, F(4, 109) = 13.84, p = .00 for the immediate 
posttest and F(4, 109) = 12.73, p = .00 for the delayed posttest. 

In order to compare the difference between groups in the 
immediate posttest, the Tukey HSD test was run. The results 
indicated that the mean score of the accuracy of writing for 
the simple individual group (M=.75, SD= .09) was significant-
ly different from the simple collaborative (M=.85, SD=.09) 
and control (M=.65, SD=.11) groups. The participants in the 
simple individual group who received WCF on their writing 
showed less gain in their accuracy of their writing than the 
participants of the simple collaborative group who got the 
same feedback. Nevertheless, the participants in the simple 
individual group made more gain than the control group 
who did not receive WCF. Moreover, the writing accuracy 
of the complex individual group (M=.69, SD=.11) was signif-
icantly less than the writing accuracy of the simple collab-
orative and complex collaborative (M=.81, SD=.08) groups. 
The accuracy of simple collaborative group was significant-
ly higher than the accuracy of the control group. Also the 
participants in the complex collaborative group produced 
significantly more accurate texts than the control group in 
the immediate posttest. The other two by two comparisons 

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for the Measure of Accuracy in the Pretest and Posttests

Group N Test Mean SD
Simple individual 23 Pretest .61 .17

Posttest 1 .75 .09
Posttest 2 .72 .10

Complex individual 23 Pretest .60 .18
Posttest 1 .69 .11
Posttest 2 .69 .10

Simple collaborative 22 Pretest .58 .14
Posttest 1 .85 .09
Posttest 2 .82 .09

Complex  collaborative 22 Pretest .59 .11
Posttest 1 .81 .08
Posttest 2 .78 .07

Control 24 Pretest .59 .14
Posttest 1 .65 .11
Posttest 2 .63 .10
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between groups did not show statistically significant differ-
ence.

The Tukey HSD test was also run to compare the means of 
the accuracy of the five groups in the delayed posttest. The 
results showed a significant difference between the simple 
individual (M=.72, SD=.10) and simple collaborative (M=.82, 
SD=.09) groups as well as between the simple individual 
and control (M=.63, SD=.10) groups. The learners who per-
formed the simple treatment tasks individually and received 
WCF on their writing produced less accurate texts than the 
simple collaborative group who got the same feedback, but 
these learners (simple individual group) wrote more accu-
rate texts than the control group who did not receive WCF 
on their writing. The analysis also showed the mean score 
for complex individual group (M=.69, SD=.10) was signifi-
cantly different from the simple collaborative and complex 
collaborative (M=.78, SD=.07) groups. The learners who 
conducted the complex tasks individually had less gain in 
the accuracy of their writing, compared to those who per-
formed the simple collaborative and complex collaborative 
tasks. The difference between the simple collaborative and 
control groups as well as between the complex collabora-
tive and control groups was statistically significant, showing 
better performance of collaborative groups in comparison 
with the control group. There was no statistically significant 
difference between the other pairs of groups.

In addition, a two-way ANOVA was conducted to assess the 
impact of independent variables (task complexity and task 
condition) along with WCF on the accuracy of the partici-
pants’ writing in the posttests, as the assumptions had not 

been violated. In the immediate posttest, the interaction 
effect between task complexity and task condition was not 
statistically significant, F(1, 86) = .29,  p= .58, η2= .003. The 
effect size for the interaction was small; therefore, it was 
not surprising that the analysis did not show statistically 
significance for this interaction. However, there was a sig-
nificant main effect for task complexity, F(1, 86) = 5.51,  p= 
.02, η2= .06, indicating the medium effect of cognitive com-
plexity of tasks on the accuracy of the participants’ writing 
. Also a significant effect was found for task condition, F(1, 
86) = 25.31,  p= .00, η2= .22, which shows a large effect size 
for this variable. Regarding the delayed posttest, again the 
interaction between task complexity and task condition was 
not significant, F(1, 86) = .02,  p= .86, η2= .00. The analysis 
of main effects provided a significant statistical effect just 
for task condition F(1, 86) = 22.20, p = .00, η2= .20 (a large 
effect size). The main effect of task complexity did not reach 
statistical significance, F(1, 86) = 1.85, p = .17, η2 = .02. This 
finding shows that the participants could not preserve the 
positive effect of receiving WCF in less complex tasks for a 
longer time.

 Results for the Second Research Question 
To answer the second research question, means and stand-
ard deviations of the syntactic complexity of the participants’ 
written performance are presented in Table 3. 

Again, a one-way ANOVA was run to compare the perfor-
mance of the participants in this measure. Like the accuracy 
measure, the structural complexity of the written products 
were comparable at the pretest, F(4, 109) = 1.32, p = .26. How-

Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for the Measure of Syntactic Complexity in the Pretest and Posttests

Group N Test Mean SD
Simple individual 23 Pretest 1.32 .13

Posttest 1 1.28 .10
Posttest  2 1.30 .15

Complex individual 23 Pretest 1.37 .11
Posttest 1 1.36 .12
Posttest  2 1.34 .13

Simple collaborative 22 Pretest 1.31 .14
Posttest 1 1.33 .11
Posttest  2 1.35 .11

Complex collaborative 22 Pretest 1.40 .17
Posttest 1 1.44 .14
Posttest  2 1.47 .16

Control 24 Pretest 1.34 .18
Posttest 1 1.32 .17
Posttest  2 1.38 .15
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ever, their performance changed in the posttests and the 
difference reached statistical significance, F(4, 109) = 4.20, p 
= .003 in the immediate posttest and  F (4, 109) = 4.17, p = 
.003 in the delayed posttest. Table 3 shows that the partic-
ipants in the experimental group who performed the com-
plex treatment tasks collaboratively and received feedback 
on their writing produced written outputs with the highest 
syntactic complexity in both posttests. 

Next, the Tukey HSD test was conducted to assess the pair-
wise difference of the means of the five groups in the imme-
diate posttest. Results showed a significant difference be-
tween the simple individual (M=1.28, SD=.10) and complex 
collaborative (M=1.44, SD=.14) groups as well as between 
the complex collaborative and control (M=1.32, SD=.17) 
groups. The learners who performed complex tasks collab-
oratively during treatment sessions and received feedback 
on their writing produced more complex structures than the 
participants who were placed in the simple individual and 
control groups. The other two by two comparisons between 
groups in the immediate posttest did not show significant 
difference. The results of post-hoc comparisons using the 
Tukey HSD for the syntactic complexity of learners’ writing 
in the delayed posttest indicated a significant difference for 
the pairwise comparison of the simple individual (M=1.30, 
SD=.15) and complex collaborative (M=1.47, SD=.16) groups 
and also between the complex individual (M=1.34, SD=.13) 
and complex collaborative groups. The participants who 
were placed in the complex collaborative group and were 
given WCF feedback on their writing produced significant-
ly more syntactically complex texts than those who were 
placed in the simple individual and complex individuals 
groups. The difference between other pairwise compari-
sons was not statistically significant. 

Furthermore, a two-way ANOVA was run to evaluate the im-
pact of task complexity, task condition, and their interaction 
on the efficacy of written feedback in affecting the syntactic 
complexity of writing. In the immediate posttest, a signifi-
cant effect was not found for the interaction between task 
complexity and task condition, F(1, 86) = .30, p = .58, η2= .004, 
allowing us to examine the main effect of the independent 
variables on the written performance of the participants. A 
significant effect was found for the effect of task complexity, 
F(1, 86) = 13.24, p = .00, η2= .133, showing a medium effect 
size for this variable. Likewise, there was a significant effect 
for task condition, F(1, 86) = 5.74, p = .01, η2= .06 (a medium 
effect size). Similar results were obtained for the delayed 
posttest. Again, the interaction between task complexity 
and task condition was not significant, F(1, 86) = 1.14, p = .28, 
η2= .01. Tests of main effects revealed a significant effect for 
task complexity and condition, F(1, 86) = 7.33, p = .008, η2= 

.07 for task complexity and F(1, 86) = 8.95, p = .004, η2= .09 for 
task condition. These results indicated that task complexity 
and task condition affected the syntactic complexity of the 
participants’ writing who received WCF on their output. Of 
course, the effect size of these variables was medium.

DISCUSSION
Findings regarding the role of task complexity and task 
condition in learners’ gain from written feedback (research 
question 1) revealed that task complexity affected the ac-
curacy of the participants in the immediate posttest but 
not in the delayed posttest. However, in both posttests, the 
learners who performed cognitively simple tasks during the 
treatment sessions had the highest means in the accuracy 
of their writing. The other independent variable (task condi-
tion) yielded a significant effect on the accuracy of the par-
ticipants’ writing in the two posttests. Simple collaborative 
tasks combined with written feedback provided more gains 
for language learners in terms of accuracy. 

Similar to our findings, Révész et al. (2014) have reported 
higher oral production gains for English language learners 
performing simple tasks. Nevertheless, our findings are not 
consistent with the study of Révész (2009). She has found 
more gains for learners who received recasts in complex 
tasks. Baralt (2013) has found the same results in the FTF 
mode. However, her study has revealed that learners per-
forming cognitively simple tasks enjoyed the benefits of re-
ceiving recasts in the CMC mode. Taking the similarities of 
the CMC mode and the written mode explored in this study, 
the findings seem similar in this case. Our findings were not 
similar to those of Kim and Emeliyanova (2019) who did not 
find a noticeable difference between the written products 
(in terms of accuracy) of the language learners who pro-
cessed corrective feedback individually or collaboratively. Of 
course, in their study, all participants involved in the treat-
ment sessions carried out the writing tasks individually, and 
just the correcting of errors was done in pairs.

It seems that the findings do not provide strong support 
for Skehan’s (1998, 2009) trade-off hypothesis and Robin-
son’s (2001, 2009) cognition hypothesis, although better 
performance (in terms of accuracy) of students placed in 
the simple groups partially backs up Skehan (1998, 2009). 
Emphasizing the limited attentional capacity of learners, he 
argues that learners performing complex tasks have to di-
vide their attention to the writing task prompted by many 
elements and the points that they have learned through 
feedback. They prioritize meaning at the expense of form 
and they don’t benefit considerably from the feedback. Ellis 
& Yuan (2005), taking Kellogg’s (1996) model of writing (for-
mulation, execution, monitoring) in view, argue that when 
learners experience simple task implementation condition, 
there is a little pressure on formulation processes, as learn-
ers are required to retrieve a few ideas from their long-term 
memory and combine them to provide a proposition. They 
also engage in the translation processes with relative ease 
where they choose relevant vocabularies and grammar to 
encode their ideas. Consequently, learners will have more 
attentional resources available in the other two stages to re-
flect on the provided corrective feedback, revise their prod-
uct, and have an accurate linguistic output.
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These findings also corroborate the social constructivist (Vy-
gotsky, 1978) view of language learning and Swain’s output 
hypothesis (1985), which underscore the role of collabora-
tion and social interaction in language learning. Learners 
who performed the writing tasks collaboratively had the 
opportunity to deliberate on teacher’s feedback together 
and also get immediate feedback from their peers. These 
negotiations and interactions between pairs in collaborative 
writing helped them engage more deeply with the feedback 
and enjoy the benefits (Wigglesworth & Storch, 2012). As 
Mujtaba et al. (2021) state, learners who perform the treat-
ment tasks individually and receive unfocused WCF (as with 
the current study) may encounter problems in effective pro-
cessing and internalizing the WCF and consequently have lit-
tle gains from this feedback. The cognitive complexity of the 
writing tasks might exert more pressure on the attentional 
capacity of these learners and makes them prioritize targets 
during conducting cognitively demanding tasks. 

The second research question addressed the impact of task 
complexity and task condition combined with corrective 
feedback on the syntactic complexity of the written per-
formance of the language learners. The statistical analyses 
showed a significant effect of task complexity and task con-
dition on the structural complexity of EFL learners’ writing. 
Students who performed complex writing tasks during the 
treatment sessions and received feedback on their writing 
did better in the following posttests in terms of their writing 
complexity. Moreover, participants put in the collaborative 
groups produced texts with more structural complexity in 
the posttests, compared to those who performed the treat-
ment tasks with the same level of complexity (simple/com-
plex) in isolation. 

Cognitively demanding tasks can encourage learners to use 
more complex structures in their written performances. A 
task that requires considering many elements is expected to 
invite more syntactically complex structure and more varied 
and specific lexis because learners have to distinguish and 
compare all the different elements (Michel, 2011). The ben-
eficial effect of task complexity on the structural complexity 
of the learners’ output can also be explained by the argu-
ments put forward by Givón (1985) and Robison (2001). They 
argue that demanding tasks and contexts encourage high-
er levels of awareness and elicit a production characterized 
by greater use of morphology and syntactic subordination. 
Of course, this small amount of increase in the structural 
complexity of the texts produced by the learners perform-
ing complex tasks and even decrease in the output of the 
learners performing simple tasks can be due to avoidance 
strategy exploited by the participants. In other words, lan-
guage learners who received written feedback tried to yield 
short and simple sentences in the following tests, thereby 
receive less feedback on their accuracy. 

These findings again support the social constructivist (Vy-
gotsky, 1978) view of language learning, Swain’s output hy-

pothesis (1985), and limited attentional capacity of learners 
advocated by Skehan (1998) and Schmidt (2001). From the 
cognitive perspective, it can be said that easing the load of 
attention of learners in collaborative tasks and having two 
minds in different stages of writing postulated in Kellogg’s 
(1996) model, particularly in the formulation and monitor-
ing stages, leave more attentional resources available for 
learners to produce more complex sentences and get the 
benefits of given feedback. The learners who performed 
the treatment tasks individually had to rely on their own at-
tentional resources and could not get a big advantage form 
these treatment sessions to improve the structural com-
plexity of their written outputs. It can be argued that each 
of these variables (task complexity, task condition and WCF) 
has their own effect on writing performance. Asking learn-
ers to write cognitively demanding texts individually along 
with processing unfocused WCF pushes them to use lots of 
attentional resources to complete the assigned tasks. Con-
sequently, these learners might lack attentional capacity to 
notice and process linguistics forms. Schmidt (2001), ad-
mitting the limitations of the working memory and human 
beings’ attentional capacity, argues that giving attention to 
one area leaves less free attentional resources to be exploit-
ed in other areas. Collaboration between students in small 
groups can compensate for these limitations.

CONCLUSION

This study has highlighted the impact of task complexity and 
task condition on the efficacy of written feedback in affect-
ing the written performance of EFL learners. Theoretically, it 
lends support to Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivism and 
Kellogg’s (1996) model of writing. Specifically, the results 
indicate that the synergy between simple tasks and collab-
orative condition helps language learners make more gain 
from written feedback and thereby improve the accuracy di-
mension of their writing. Less pressuring contexts created 
by simple tasks are optimized by the advantages of using 
partner’s attentional capacity in different stages of writing 
(formulation, execution, monitoring). This combination pro-
vides a suitable context for language learners to make use 
of the opportunities of focus on form and advance their L2. 
A similar synergic relationship between complex tasks and 
collaborative conditions sets the scene for the improvement 
of language learners in the structural complexity of their 
writing.

Given the paucity of research on the interaction of task com-
plexity and corrective feedback in the written mode, the 
findings of the study might have important implications for 
educational theoreticians and practitioners involved. Writ-
ing educators, curriculum developers, and syllabus design-
ers can benefit from these findings. Carefully controlling 
task complexity and task condition in writing classes may 
lead to the balanced development of different aspects of 
writing. For instance, engaging learners in simple collabo-
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rative tasks and giving feedback to them is an ideal mix to 
foster the accuracy of their written product. 

It is plausible that a number of limitations have influenced 
the results obtained. To begin with, only one general meas-
ure is used to operationalize the constructs of accuracy and 
syntactic complexity. Skehan (2014) prefers these general 
measures, especially for detecting the influence of varia-
bles on language learning and development. The second 
limitation relates to our collaborative groups. The partici-
pants in the pair groups chose their partners freely. While 
performing the treatment tasks, in spite of our instructions 
and efforts, we noticed that some participants in the pairs 
were active and dominant. Nevertheless, few learners were 
standing on the sidelines and didn’t involve themselves in 
collaboration as we expected. Controlling other factors such 
as “willingness to communicate” might compensate for this 
drawback. Rather small sample size is the other limitation of 
this study, which makes it difficult to generalize the findings 
to the target population. 

We are currently in the process of investigating the role of in-
dividual differences in the written performance of language 
learners engaged in performing simple/complex tasks in 
different conditions (individual/collaborative) while receiv-
ing feedback. Further studies might concentrate on other 
types of writing or use different criteria to make changes 
in the complexity of the tasks. The moderating role of other 
individual differences (e.g., willingness to communicate) of 

learners as well as learning styles and strategies alongside 
task complexity, task condition, and feedback in writing can 
be fruitful and promising areas for future studies.
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APPENDIX A

A Simple Version of the Writing Task

Jack wants to buy an automobile. He wants to buy an automobile which has a high engine capacity, low fuel consumption, 
and a reasonable price. Look at the information about some automobiles in the following table. No automobile meets 
all Jack’s criteria; however, a reasonable choice has to be made. Which automobile, do you think, is the most suitable one 
for Jack, considering all of his criteria? Why? Write a paragraph using at least 150 words and discuss your answer. Try to 
convince the reader that your choice is right and support it with arguments. 

Automobile engine capacity (CC) fuel consumption (liter) Price ($)

A 1800 8.5 21400 

B 2400 8.5 25350  

C 2200 8 24520  

D 2000 10 22400  

E 1600 7 27420 



Writing Task Complexity, Task Condition and the Efficacy of Feedback

JLE  |  Vol. 8  |  No. 4  |  2022 87

| Research Article

APPENDIX B

 A Complex Version of the Writing Task

Jack wants to buy an automobile. He wants to buy an automobile which has a small size, a high engine capacity, a fairly 
heavy weight, low fuel consumption, high safety, a reasonable price, and high speed. Look at the information about some 
automobiles in the following table. No automobile meets all Jack’s criteria; however, a reasonable choice has to be made. 
Which automobile, do you think, is the most suitable one for Jack, considering all of his criteria? Why? Write a paragraph 
using at least 150 words and discuss your answer. Try to convince the reader that your choice is right and support it with 
arguments. 

automobile size(mm) engine 
capacity (CC)

weight 
(kg)

fuel consumption 
(liter)

number 
of airbags

Price 
($)

top speed 
(km/h)

A 4157×1781×1449 1800 1350 8.5 6 21400 185

B 4045×1675×1597 2000 1450 10 6 25350  195

C 3935×1700×1457 2200 1437 8 4 24520  200

D 4165×1676×1456 2400 1389 7 4 22400  190

E 4007×1776×1519 1600 1502 8.5 4 27420 210

F 4155×1674×1423 2000 1423 7.5 2 26380 220

G 3990×1690×1490 2200 1522 9 2 29450 200

H 4155×1700×1450 1800 1490 6 4 28340 205
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