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ABSTRACT
Introduction. The issue of whether or not teachers should correct second language learners’ 
grammatical errors has been hotly contested in the literature. Researchers who studied corrective 
feedback were particularly interested in determining what kinds of feedback may help students 
commit fewer errors in subsequent writing. One of the primary points of contention in this 
discussion is whether language teachers should provide focused (i.e., only one or a few types 
of grammar errors are targeted for correction) or unfocused written corrective feedback (i.e., 
all or most error types are corrected). Although focused feedback has been found to be more 
effective than unfocused feedback (Kao & Wible, 2014), focused feedback has been questioned 
to ecologically invalid in authentic classrooms (Xu, 2009). Because little attention has been paid 
to unfocused feedback effects, the present study looked into not only the short-term but also 
the long-term learning effects of unfocused feedback.

Methods. The present study adopted the meta-analysis software Comprehensive Meta-analysis1 
to calculate an effect size across previous studies. Several keywords were used to search for 
relevant studies in online databases and selection criteria were set to determine whether these 
studies were appropriate to be synthesized. 34 studies which met the criteria were included for 
analyses.

Results and Discussion. This meta-analysis revealed that unfocused grammatical feedback 
was effective, as assessed by immediate posttests, and that the benefits of unfocused feedback 
increased over time, as revealed by delayed posttests, potentially contradicting Truscott's 
(1996; 2007) conclusions on grammar correction. This finding needs to be carefully interpreted 
because only 12 out of 34 studies provided statistical data in delayed posttests. Furthermore, 
publication bias seemed to be minimal, and both immediate and delayed posttest effect sizes 
were heterogeneous.

Conclusion. It is strongly suggested that more future studies should investigate the long-
term learning effects of unfocused feedback. In addition, because the effect sizes obtained for 
unfocused feedback practices were heterogeneous, other moderating variables need to be 
considered such as instructional settings (Mackey & Goo, 2007; Truscott, 2004a), type of feedback 
(Lee, 2013), focus of feedback (Ellis, 2009), learners’ revisions (Ferris, 2010), intervention length 
(Li, 2010; Lyster & Saito, 2010) and so on. It is essential to conduct more meta-analyses to look 
into the potential effects of such moderating variables.

KEYWORDS
meta-analysis, unfocused feedback, unfocused correction, comprehensive feedback, 
comprehensive correction

1	 Borenstein, M., Hedges, L.V., Higgins, J.P.T., & Rothstein, H.R. (2005). Comprehensive Me-
ta-Analysis [Computer software]. Biostat.
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INTRODUCTION
Second language (L2) instructors must decide whether to 
correct student errors. Truscott (1996) reviewed related 
studies and argued that corrective feedback (CF) does not 
benefit learning outcomes. In response, Ferris (1999) assert-
ed that a conclusion that CF has no place in writing courses 
would be premature given the incomparability of related 
studies. In response to Ferris, Truscott (1999) stated that 
it is reasonable to conclude that CF should be abandoned 
because similar results obtained in different circumstances 
led to the same conclusion that CF is ineffective. Numerous 
researchers have since conducted empirical studies to ex-
amine the effect of CF. Many of them have examined the 
efficacy of CF in the field of L2 writing instruction. Truscott 
(2004a, 2009) responded to Chandler’s (2004, 2009) argu-
ments in favor of CF, indicating that her study results were 
conjecture rather than evidence of the benefits of CF owing 
to the presence of several flaws in her research design.

After her debates with Truscott, Ferris stopped focusing on 
whether studies provided proof of the benefits of CF. She 
conceded that studies did not sufficiently prove the effects 
of CF and focused on ideas for future studies, providing 
general suggestions for researchers and instructors in the 
field of L2 writing (Ferris, 2004). Guénette (2007) analyzed 
the design of related studies and highlighted some design 
problems. However, Guénette recommended that teach-
ers continue providing CF to students. Although Ferris and 
Guénette have exhibited optimism toward future research 
and practice related to CF, they have failed to offer a clear re-
search direction for future studies. Truscott (2007) conduct-
ed a small-scale meta-analysis of CF studies and conclud-
ed that corrections negatively affect the ability of students 
to write accurately. The results indicated that even if CF is 
beneficial to students, the effect is small. In 1996, Truscott 
strongly argued that CF has no educational benefits, but his 
position seems to have changed. Because his analyses are 
based on small-scale studies, his results remain dubious. For 
example, Russell and Spada (2006) conducted a related me-
ta-analysis of large-scale studies, and their findings support 
the beneficial role of CF.

CF researchers wish to determine the types of feedback 
that reduce student errors. These researchers apply various 
feedback mechanisms and examine the effect they have on 
students’ writing accuracy. Most error correction–related 
studies involve comparisons of feedback. Many research-
ers believe that feedback comparisons can help determine 
the most effective form of feedback. However, researchers 
are still unsure which type of feedback has the most ben-
efits for learners (Ellis, 2009; Hyland & Hyland, 2006). Oth-
er variables that could influence the effect of corrections 
have been discussed, including the type of error corrected 

2	 Borenstein, M., Hedges, L.V., Higgins, J.P.T., & Rothstein, H.R. (2005). Comprehensive Meta-Analysis [Computer software]. Biostat.

(e.g., Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Kao, 2022; Shao & Liu, 2022)2, 
the number of error types corrected (e.g., Ellis et al., 2008; 
Sheen et al., 2009), students’ L2 ability (e.g., Ammar & Spada, 
2006; Bitchener, 2009; Iwashita, 2001), the research design 
adopted (e.g., Ferris, 2004; Guénette, 2007; Truscott, 2007), 
the instructional settings (Sheen, 2004), and the ethnic back-
ground of students (e.g., Bitchener & Knoch, 2008). They all 
intended to investigate and discover which variables con-
tribute the most to the effectiveness of CF in L2 learning 
and teaching. Although their foci vary, the aforementioned 
researchers all gave feedback to students and explored its 
effects on students’ grammatical errors in language pro-
duction.

In Truscott’s (1996) review in which he argued against gram-
mar corrections in L2 writing classes, he asserted that the ef-
fects of correction should be evaluated in discourse writing 
instead of grammar exercises. His argument is that if cor-
rections are proven to be ineffective at improving discourse 
writing, then they are harmful to students’ writing ability 
and should be abandoned. Truscott’s assertions have drawn 
considerable research attention. Researchers interested in 
feedback have considered his concerns when evaluating 
the effects of corrections. Such researchers have generally 
assigned writing tasks to students and determined whether 
students’ writing accuracy improved upon receiving CF (e.g., 
Bitchener & Knoch, 2009; Doughty & Varela, 1998; Fazio, 
2001; Muranoi, 2000; Polio et al., 1998; Sheen, 2007); howev-
er, their findings have been inconsistent.

Despite Truscott’s criticism of CF, several researchers have 
expressed optimism regarding the potential of CF and re-
search related to it (e.g., Ellis, 2009; Ferris, 2004; Guénette, 
2007; Hyland & Hyland, 2006). For example, Ferris (2004) 
conceded that several studies have not sufficiently proven 
the positive effects of CF but provided general suggestions 
to L2 writing researchers and instructors. Guénette (2007) 
highlighted research design problems in related studies but 
recommended that teachers continue providing CF to stu-
dents. Although most related researchers have expressed 
optimism with regard to CF research and practice, they have 
failed to provide a clear research direction for future studies. 

Russell and Spada (2006) conducted a meta-analysis of 
studies that involved oral and written feedback to examine 
the extent to which CF improved the grammatical skills of 
L2 learners. A large effect size was identified, and they con-
cluded that such feedback was effective. In a meta-analysis 
centered on written feedback, Truscott (2007) revealed that 
the effect of correction on students’ written accuracy was 
small and negative. He contended that the results of Russell 
and Spada were in line with his findings because the studies 
they included in their meta-analysis examined only whether 
learner performance in artificial grammar tests improved 
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after receiving corrections or whether they could success-
fully revise their writing on the basis of teachers’ correc-
tions. These studies have not examined whether correc-
tions helped learners speak and write accurately in realistic 
contexts (Truscott, 2007). Truscott has been criticized for 
reiterating most of his evidence against the utility of writ-
ten correction from his review in 1996 in his meta-analysis 
in 2007 (the average publication year in Truscott’s [p. 262] 
Table 1 was 1999); it was thus unsurprising that he again 
found error correction to be ineffective (Bruton, 2010).

Teachers’ correction of language learners’ grammatical 
errors has been hotly debated in the published literature. 
Error feedback researchers have been interested in inves-
tigating what types of feedback will effectively reduce stu-
dents’ errors in subsequent writing. One of the main are-
as of this debate concerns whether the written corrective 
feedback administered by language teachers should be 
focused (i.e., only one or a few grammar error types are 
targeted for correction) or unfocused (i.e., all or most error 
types are targeted for correction). These debates and the 
empirical research studies inspired by them have been in-
sightful to language learners and teachers alike; however, 
the arguments concerning teacher feedback continues to 
be complicated and controversial even to this day. Kao and 
Wible (2014) pursued a much more persuasive line of inves-
tigation based upon this leading idea that the meta-anal-
yses showing little or negative effects of correction had 
conflated important distinctions in ways of giving grammar 
feedback. Specifically, they re-analyzed the published me-
ta-analysis data, adding more recently published studies 
that meet the criteria used in the published meta-analysis. 
Further, they added to their meta-analysis a crucial distinc-
tion between focused feedback and unfocused feedback. 
Their findings show that conflating focused and unfocused 
corrective feedback in research distorts the effects of both. 
Conflation over-estimates the effect of unfocused feedback 
(unfocused feedback is shown to be even less effectual 
when considered separately from focused feedback stud-
ies), and under-estimates the effect size of focused feed-
back. Taken separately, focused feedback studies showed 
large positive effect sizes.

Subsequent meta-analyses seemingly point towards the 
conclusion that unfocused feedback (i.e., feedback provid-
ed on all errors that occur in a piece of writing) is less effec-
tive than focused feedback (i.e., feedback provided on one 
or only a select number of errors) (Kang & Han, 2015; Lim 
& Renandya, 2020). However, the majority of these studies 
collectively drawing this conclusion have overwhelmingly 
been concerned with the improvements of one grammat-
ical error type (usually English article usage). These studies 
have overwhelmingly been concerned with feedback giv-
en to grammatical rule-based errors at the expense of the 
investigation of unfocused feedback on phraseological or 
lexical errors. Furthermore, these studies have often com-

pared focused feedback to unfocused feedback for several 
rounds instead of investigating the effects of a single round 
of unfocused feedback on the grammatical accuracy of sub-
sequent writings. Furthermore, while the lion’s share of 
the research has been conducted in language classrooms 
in the form of quasi-experimental studies, what occurs in 
the classrooms where the data for feedback giving studies 
was collected does not mimic the type of feedback giving 
practices that often occur in classrooms. Therefore, more 
ecologically valid studies that include the administration of 
unfocused feedback are needed in order to measure its ef-
fectiveness more accurately in the correction of multiple L2 
writing grammar and lexical error types.

We considered the potential drawbacks of meta-analyses 
such as those of Truscott (2007) and followed the study se-
lection criteria of Truscott insofar as possible. Additionally, 
we included only studies published after his meta-analysis 
and only those that met his selection criteria. In Truscott’s 
(2004b) critique of the meta-analysis of Norris and Ortega 
(2000), he criticized that Norris and Ortega’s finding fa-
voring grammar instruction might be misleading because 
most included studies only investigated the immediate ef-
fects of grammatical instruction. The purpose of the pres-
ent meta-analysis, therefore, was to investigate not only 
immediate but also delayed effects of unfocused CF. The 
following research question was proposed:

Does written unfocused CF have short- and long-term effects 
on students’ linguistic accuracy?

METHOD
Meta-analysis is a useful method of answering research 
questions not posed in original studies and can illuminate 
moderator variables of interest to those involved in em-
pirical research. Meta-analyses may enable researchers to 
account for conflicting results because such analyses yield 
increased statistical power for detecting the effects of mod-
erating variables when they exist. Therefore, a meta-anal-
ysis was conducted to comprehensively examine extant 
grammar correction research.

Literature Search
Studies were identified from six online databases: Science 
Direct, the Chinese Periodical Index, the Education Resourc-
es Information Center, Linguistics and Language Behav-
ior Abstracts, Google Scholar, and SCOPUS (Elsevier). The 
following keywords were used: (a) “error correction,” (b) 

“grammar correction,” (c) “written corrective feedback,” (d) 
“unfocused correction,” (e) “unfocused feedback,” (f) “com-
prehensive feedback,” (g) “comprehensive correction,” and 
(h) “feedback in L2 writing.”
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Selection Criteria

The CF-related studies focusing on L2 writing that were re-
viewed herein are chiefly from publications in the field of L2 
pedagogy with an international readership. Most of such 
studies had been reviewed by Ferris (1999, 2004) and Trus-
cott (1996, 1999, 2007). Studies published in recent years 
were included. Certain selection criteria were used to de-
termine whether studies were appropriate for inclusion. 
Truscott (1996) indicated that feedback is used to correct 
grammatical errors and not content or the organization or 
clarity of composition. In the present meta-analysis, only 
studies related to the effect of CF on students’ grammatical 
errors were reviewed. Secondly, studies with a single-group 
pretest–posttest research design were not considered for 
review (Truscott, 2007) because such designs involve vari-
ous uncontrolled variables. Studies comparing at least two 
groups (i.e., experimental and control groups) are held in 
higher regard. Third, to determine students’ improvements 
in grammar as a result of CF, only studies in which partici-
pants composed essays were included; this approach was 
employed because students’ metalinguistic knowledge and 
grammar skills cannot be appropriately measured using 
multiple-choice questions or cloze tests (Truscott, 1996). Fi-
nally, only unfocused feedback studies are included in the 
analyses because the research focus of this meta-analysis is 
on the effectiveness of unfocused feedback practices.

Procedures & Data Analyses
When using the Comprehensive Meta-Analysis program3, a 
researcher must extract an effect size for each study and 

3	 Borenstein, M., Hedges, L.V., Higgins, J.P.T., & Rothstein, H.R. (2005). Comprehensive Meta-Analysis [Computer software]. Biostat.
4	 Larson-Hall, J. (2010). A guide to doing statistics in second language research using SPSS. Routledge.

then synthesize these effect sizes across studies. The princi-
ple of “one study, one effect size” is followed because when 
one study has more than one effect size, the sample size is 
inflated, data points lose their independence, and standard 
errors are distorted (Borenstein et al., 2009; Lipsey & Wil-
son, 2001). Furthermore, meta-analyses (e.g., Li, 2010; Rus-
sell & Spada, 2006) related to CF have also adhered to the 
aforementioned principle.

To ensure the reasonable interpretations of the quantita-
tive effect sizes identified, meta-analyses involve standard 
approaches of accounting for various factors. First, in me-
ta-analytic approaches, two statistical models are widely 
employed to overcome problems related to variation: ran-
dom- and fixed-effect models (Borenstein et al., 2009; Hunt-
er & Schmidt, 2004). These two models are based on differ-
ent assumptions. Under the fixed-effect model, all studies 
are assumed to be identical with only one true effect size. 
Any variation is attributable to sampling variability. By con-
trast, under the random-effects model, the true effect size 
is assumed to vary by study, and studies are presumed to 
be similar rather than identical. Any variation is ascribed 
to heterogeneous factors. Because the assumption that all 
studies included in this meta-analysis are identical would be 
unreasonable, the random-effects model was adopted to 
calculate relevant effect sizes. Second, Cohen’s d (1992) is 
widely adopted for effect size interpretations in meta-anal-
yses. A small, medium, and large effect size is indicated by 
a value of 0.2–0.5, 0.5–0.8, and ≥0.8, respectively. Common 
formulas for effect size calculations are as follows.

Third, to accurately provide an average effect size, in addi-
tion to Cohen’s d, the 95% confidence interval (CI) should 
be considered. When a 95% CI does not include zero, the 
certainty that a study’s true effect size is represented in 
the statistical result is 95%. The smaller the CI is, the more 
precise related statistics are4. The Begg and Mazumdar 
rank correlation test was performed to investigate wheth-
er a publication bias existed among the studies included 
in the meta-analysis. Finally, a test for heterogeneity was 
conducted to determine whether any moderator variables 
influenced feedback effectiveness.

To investigate the effectiveness of CF, students’ language 
accuracy was based on immediate posttests in selected 
studies. According to Li (2010), a short-term immediate 
posttest is an assessment given within one week post in-

tervention. Therefore, posttests conducted immediately 
after participants had read feedback (see Bitchener, 2008; 
Ellis et al., 2008) or within approximately one week after 
participants had read feedback (see Sheen et al., 2009; Van 
Beuningen et al., 2012) were considered to be immediate 
posttests. Because some studies have provided informa-
tion of students’ grammatical performance on posttests 
administered at least three weeks after participants had 
read feedback, we also examined the long-term effects of 
feedback in this meta-analysis.

RESULTS
A total of 34 unfocused feedback studies published between 
1984 and 2018 met the criteria and were included in the me-
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ta-analysis (Data collection was completed by November 
2022). Most studies were published journal articles, and few 
studies published as conference papers or book chapters 
were included. In looking at the 34 studies included in our 
meta-analysis, a rapid growth in the number of studies on 
written corrective feedback in 2008 was found (Figure 1).

This section reports the overall effects of unfocused CF as 
determined by immediate and delayed posttests. 34 studies 
were included for analyses in this section. Table 1 presents 
the overall effect size related to unfocused CF as determined 
through immediate posttests. The effect sizes in these 34 
studies varied considerably; the effects ranged from large 
and positive to medium and negative. According to the ran-
dom-effects model, CF had a small effect size (d = 0.468). 
Because the 95% CI excluded zero, the observed effect siz-
es were deemed to be reliable. In addition, the Begg and 
Mazumdar rank correlation test suggested that the effect 

sizes obtained in this meta-analysis were not confounded by 
publication bias (z value for tau = 1.156, p > .05). In addition, 
a heterogeneity test indicated that the effect size was mod-
erately heterogeneous (I2: 58.508).

Because only 12 studies provided statistical data on the de-
layed posttests, Table 2 presents the effect sizes from de-
layed posttests in these 12 studies. The delayed posttest 
results of these studies revealed a medium positive effect 
size for grammar error correction (d = 0.753). Additionally, 
because the 95% CI excluded zero, the effect size obtained 
was deemed to be reliable. In addition, the Begg and Ma-
zumdar rank correlation test suggested that the effect sizes 
obtained in this meta-analysis were not confounded by pub-
lication bias (z value for tau = 1.577, p > .05). Additionally, a 
heterogeneity test indicated high heterogeneity (I2: 90.271) 
in effect sizes across these included studies.

Figure 1
Publication Frequency of Studies from 1984 to 2018

Table 1 
Overall Effect Sizes of Unfocused CF in Immediate Posttests 
(k = 34)

Random-Effects Model Statistical Data

Effect Size 0.468

Standard Error 0.077

Variance 0.006

Minimum -0.565

Maximum 1.732

Upper CI 0.619

Lower CI 0.317

P value 0.000

Table 2
Overall Effect Sizes for Unfocused CF in Delayed Posttests 
(n = 12)

Random-Effects Model Statistical Data

Effect Size 0.753

Standard Error 0.282

Variance 0.080

Minimum -0.421

Maximum 5.736

Upper CI 1.306

Lower CI 0.199

P value 0.008
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DISCUSSION

The motivation for conducting this meta-analysis was based 
upon the fact that the number of studies included in Trus-
cott’s (2007) meta-analysis was too small. Thus, studies 
published after his meta-analysis were included. Potentially 
contradicting Truscott’s (1996; 2007) conclusions on gram-
mar correction, this meta-analysis suggests that unfocused 
grammatical feedback is effective, as determined by imme-
diate posttests, and that the benefits of unfocused feedback 
even increase over time, as indicated by delayed posttests. 
The finding, nevertheless, needs to be carefully interpreted 
because the majority of unfocused feedback studies do not 
investigate whether the corrective feedback effect persists 
after at least three months. Therefore, it is suggested that 
more research should be carried out to analyze the long-
term learning effects of unfocused corrective feedback. Ad-
ditionally, publication bias appeared to be negligible, and 
the effect sizes obtained for both immediate and delayed 
posttests were heterogeneous. Other moderating variables 
might need to be considered when investigating the effec-
tiveness of CF in the future. For example, certain variables 
that might influence feedback effectiveness are as follows: 
instructional settings (Mackey & Goo, 2007; Truscott, 2004a), 
type of feedback (Lee, 2013), focus of feedback (Ellis, 2009), 
learners’ revisions (Ferris, 2010), and intervention length (Li, 
2010; Lyster & Saito, 2010). More meta-analyses should be 
conducted to investigate the possible effects of those mod-
erating moderators.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE SPECIAL ISSUE ON 
RETHINKING THE (IN)EFFECTIVENESS OF 
UNFOCUSED FEEDBACK IN THE L2 WRITING 
CLASSROOM

Although unfocused feedback has been found to show not 
only short-term but also long-term learning effects in the 
current meta-analysis, it is still worthwhile to further explore 
to what extent unfocused feedback could be effective for 
L2 writers by adopting multifaceted approaches to pursue 
this line of research. Echoing the findings from the present 
meta-analysis on unfocused feedback studies, the authors 
of the articles included in the present special issue, Rethink-
ing the (In)effectiveness of Unfocused Feedback in the L2 Writ-
ing Classroom, discuss unfocused feedback practices from 
multiple perspectives. This issue consists of 2 editorials, 11 
research papers, 1 opinion paper, and 2 book reviews. The 
issue begins with the present meta-analysis and editorial 
followed by the second editorial written by Lilia Raitskaya 
and Elena Tikhonova titled Writing Feedback from a Research 
Perspective. They retrieved 194 papers regarding writing 
feedback retried from the Scopus database, finding many 
studies reporting on computer mediated-automated forms 
of feedback on writing (i.e., automated writing evaluation). 

Eleven research articles appear after the two editorials. 
The first research article titled Learning Outcomes Generat-
ed through the Collaborative Processing of Expert Peer Feed-
back by Nicholas Carr and Paul Wicking reports a qualitative 
study investigating whether Japanese learners could benefit 
from written corrective feedback from their expert peers in 
the United States. The results indicated that the Japanese 
learners considered themselves as language users and their 
language skills improved from the expert peer feedback. 
The second paper titled The Effects of Coded Focused and Un-
focused Corrective Feedback on ESL Student Writing Accuracy 
by Chunrao Deng, Xiang Wang, Shuyang Lin, Wenhui Xuan 
and Qin Xie reported on a mixed-method approach to in-
vestigated whether the scope of feedback (i.e., focused or 
unfocused feedback) influenced ESL learners’ acquisition of 
linguistic features (i.e., articles, singular/plural nouns and 
verb forms). The study showed that students who received 
focused indirect feedback significantly outperformed those 
who received unfocused indirect feedback in terms of their 
acquisition of English article usages in new writing tasks. 
The in-depth interviews further revealed that coded focused 
feedback led to a deeper understanding of English article us-
ages. In addition, focused indirect feedback helped learners 
successfully correct errors involving singular/plural nouns 
in their revised essays. The third paper titled Towards Under-
standing Teacher Mentoring, Learner WCF Beliefs, and Learner 
Revision Practices through Peer Review Feedback: A Sociocultur-
al Perspective by Yang Gao and Xiaochen Wang used a mixed 
methods design to investigate learners’ writing practices on 
an online platform and their beliefs about WCF through in-
terviews. They found peer feedback and teacher mentoring 
facilitated learners’ revision practices and there existed a 
strong need for scaffolding in the L2 writing classroom. The 
fourth paper titled Writing Task Complexity, Task Condition 
and the Efficacy of Feedback by Esmaeil Ghaderi, Afsar Rou-
hi, Amir Reza Nemat Tabrizi, Manoochehr Jafarigohar and 
Fatemeh Hemmati explored the role of task complexity and 
task condition in learner gains from WCF. They found task 
condition played a greater role than task complexity in the 
writing improvements exhibited by the learners involved in 
their study. The fifth paper titled The Effectiveness of Direct 
and Metalinguistic Written Corrective Feedback to Deal with Er-
rors in the Use of Information-Structuring Connectors by Ste-
ffanie Kloss and Angie Quintanilla aimed to determine the 
effectiveness of direct and metalinguistic focused written 
corrective feedback on information structuring connectors. 
They found both the direct WCF and metalinguistic feedback 
groups improved but only the improvements for the latter 
were statistically significant. The sixth article titled Accuracy 
Gains from Unfocused Feedback: Dynamic Written Corrective 
Feedback as Meaningful Pedagogy by Kendon Kurzer explored 
the impact of unfocused direct WCF on students’ writing. 
Statistically significant improvements in a number of dif-
ferent error types were shown regardless of the unfocused 
nature of the feedback. The seventh article titled Moroccan 
EFL Public University Instructors’ Perceptions and Self-Reported 
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Practices of Written Feedback by Abderrahim Mamad and Ti-
bor Vígh aimed to explore EFL instructors’ perceptions and 
their self-reported practices of product- and process-based 
written feedback. They found Moroccan university instruc-
tors considered written corrective feedback and written 
feedback important for product-oriented teaching of writ-
ing and written feedback for process-oriented teaching of 
writing. However, some mismatches between teachers’ re-
ported practices and their actual teaching were found. For 
example, teachers tended to apply written feedback less 
often than they claimed. The eighth paper titled Unfocused 
Written Corrective Feedback and L2 Learners’ Writing Accura-
cy: Relationship between Feedback Type and Learner Belief by 
Syed Muhammad Mujtaba, Manjet Kaur Mehar Singh, Tiefu 
Zhang, Nisar Ahmed, and Rakesh Parkash found both direct 
and indirect feedback effective at increasing the accuracy of 
student writing. Furthermore, no relationship was found be-
tween the effectiveness of written corrective feedback and 
learners’ beliefs about its effectiveness. The ninth paper, The 
Effects of Implicit Written Corrective Feedback on ESL Learners’ 
Writing Skills, by Frankie Subon and Nurul Amira Ali showed 
implicit corrective feedback to have significant effects on ESL 
learners’ writing performance. Their qualitative analyses 
revealed that teachers’ indication of errors as implicit feed-
back prompted ESL learners to self-correct their own writing. 
In the tenth paper, Experienced and Novice L2 Raters’ Cogni-
tive Processes while Rating Integrated and Independent Writing 
Tasks, Kobra Tavassoli, Leila Bashiri and Natasha Pourdana 
explored how the rating experience of L2 raters might af-
fect their rating of integrated and independent writing tasks. 
Experience mattered when rating language use, mechanics 
of writing, organization, and the total. They also found that 
referencing of the writing rubric was mediated by the type of 
writing being rated. The eleventh paper titled EFL University 
Students’ Self-Regulated Writing Strategies: The Role of Individu-
al Differences by Atik Umamah, Niamika El Khoiri, Utami Wid-
iati, Anik Nunuk Wulyani aimed to investigate EFL university 
students’ preference towards self-regulated writing strate-
gies. Their results pointed out that students’ self-regulated 
writing strategies served as a significant predictor of their 
writing performance, and they used help-seeking strategies 
the most frequently. The authors suggested peer feedback 
should be able to promote self-regulated learning.

The issue includes ends with 1 opinion paper and 2 book 
reviews. The opinion paper titled Unfocused Written Cor-
rective Feedback for Academic Discourse: The Sociomate-
rial Potential for Writing Development and Socialization 
in Higher Education by Daron Benjamin Loo discusses the 
practice of administering unfocused written corrective feed-
back by adopting the principles of sociomateriality. Loo sug-
gests that the unfocused written corrective feedback in real 

classrooms should not aim to correct linguistics errors but 
to support language learners’ academic discourse socializa-
tion. Accordingly, in the book review of Reconciling Translin-
gualism and Second Language Writing (Silva & Wang, 2020), 
Chunhong Liu and Taiji Huang provide a succinct summa-
ry of all the chapters and discuss the merits of the book, 
particularly in regard to how the book authors deal with 
translingualism and second language writing. Next, Xiaow-
en (Serina) Xie reviewed the book Innovative Approaches 
in Teaching English Writing to Chinese Speakers (Reynolds 
& Teng, 2021). Besides providing a summary of each of the 
chapters, a critical discourse of three key issues raised in the 
book is provided. The review ends with a final evaluation of 
the overall contribution of the book to the field of second 
language writing instruction.

CONCLUSION

This editorial presented a meta-analysis to show a compre-
hensive picture of unfocused feedback effectiveness, sug-
gesting that it should be worth exploring the issue of un-
focused feedback practice from multifaceted perspectives. 
In addition, an overview of the special issue was offered to 
discuss and examine the role of unfocused feedback in the 
L2 writing classroom from diverse viewpoints. This special 
issue provides opportunities for researchers to rethink the 
(in)effectiveness of unfocused feedback in the development 
of L2 acquisition.
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ABSTRACT
Introduction. Being an essential part of teaching and learning, feedback in close connection 
with evaluation is the focus of many researchers. Their interest lies mainly in automated 
systems, learners’ and teachers’ perceptions of writing feedback and feedback on feedback, 
new forms of feedback and their efficacy for motivation and writing performance. The review 
aims to identify the prevailing directions of research in the field.

Methods. The review is based on 194 documents extracted from the Scopus database. The 
ultimate results of the search for “writing feedback” were limited to a field filter (social sciences, 
arts & humanities), a language filter (English), a document type (article, review, book chapter, 
conference paper) as well to manual screening in accordance with the inclusion criteria and 
relevance to the theme. 

Results. Seven directions of research were identified: automated and non-automated 
evaluation; feedback on writing: general issues; automated feedback; peer review and teacher 
feedback on writing; perceptions and emotions relating to writing feedback; feedback on 
scholarly writing; evaluation and improvement in Chinese calligraphy. The reviewed documents 
proved the prominence of the topic and greater interest in new computer-mediated forms of 
feedback on writing.

Conclusion. The results of the review may serve as a guidance for researchers at large and 
potential JLE authors focused on teaching and learning writing. The limitations of the review are 
linked to the scope and methods applied.

KEYWORDS
feedback, evaluation, writing, automated feedback, automated evaluation, peer review, teacher 
feedback, faculty feedback, feedback on feedback, feedback tolerance

INTRODUCTION

Writing is thoroughly studied within lin-
guistics, education, and communication 
domains. The thematic scope is rather 
wide, ranging from the language as-
pects to teaching and learning writing. 
Feedback is an essential component of 
any teaching and learning processes at 
all levels of education. It is a critical side 
of pedagogical communication. If wise-
ly and efficiently worded, it encourages 
learners to improve their skills and en-
forces self-regulating learning. Feedback 
is integral to evaluation, but in addition 
to assessment, it includes commentary 
on the progress, errors, strong and weak 
points. It is defined as “learning-oriented 
processes by which learners make sense 
of, evaluate, and use the information to 

improve their current and/or future per-
formance” (Yu, Geng, Liu, & Zheng, 2021).

Researchers of feedback also concen-
trate on personal traits that help in or 
prevent students from recognising feed-
back. They analyse error and feedback 
tolerance (Aben, Timmermans, Dingy-
loudi, Lara, & Strijbos, 2022). As any eval-
uation is more or less biased, errors may 
be differently defined and perceived. The 
subjectivity of errors coupled with stu-
dents’ levels of tolerance both to errors 
and feedback have recently come to the 
fore (Aben, Timmermans, Dingyloudi, 
Lara, & Strijbos, 2022; Zhang, & McEne-
aney, 2020).

The taxonomy of feedback on writing is 
often based on the identity of the feed-
back giver (teacher, peer, self, and au-
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tomated, or computer-mediated feedback) or mode of its 
delivery (face-to-face, written, oral, audio, video). Students’ 
involvement in the feedback process also vary. Tradition-
ally, the prevailing forms of teachers’ feedback are oral 
(face-to-face or computer-mediated) or written. At present, 
technology offers other modalities for feedback, including 
text, video, and audio. Students’ emotions that feedback 
variations may arouse vary as interaction modes influence 
the language choices in feedback and engagement of both 
sides of the feedback process (Cunningham, 2019; Cunning-
ham, & Link, 2021). Cunningham, & Link (2021) underline 
that “responding to student writing can be a complex in-
terpersonal process with multifaceted effects on students’ 
emotional states”. 

Doctoral writing takes a separate place in the field. Being an 
integral part of academic writing and aligned to scholarly 
communication, PhD writing essentially differs from other 
courses. It may encompass many writing-related activities, 
including working in pairs and groups, peer review activities, 
with many of which combining writing with contribution to 
science. Though, supervisory feedback aims for a strong 
thesis, some researchers highlight supervisory feedback 
and feedforward on doctoral writing as they are essential for 
training fully-fledged researchers, aspiring for a PhD degree 
(Carter, & Kumar, 2017).

Emotions aroused by feedback range from positive (satis-
faction, pleasure, joy, etc.) to negative (dissatisfaction, frus-
tration, sadness, discontent). Researchers have been study-
ing this aspect of feedback, with papers on various feedback 
variations and environments (Lipnevich, Murano, Krannich, 
& Goetz, 2021; Mazzotta, & Belcher, 2018; Yu, Geng, Liu, 
& Zheng, 2021; Zhang, He, Du, Liu, & Huang, 2022; Yu, Di 
Zhang, & Liu, 2022).

The use of web-based platforms for feedback brought new 
possibilities for peer review in writing (Lam, 2021). Comput-
er-mediated feedback as compared with face-to-face evalu-
ation is more distant, time and place independent, written 
and perceived as anonymous (Tuzi, 2004).

Feedback tends to be teacher-centered. But to be produc-
tive, feedback must be faced by students whose feedback 
literacy is formed. and perceived as a stimulus for improve-
ment. On the whole, students’ feedback literacy is focused 
on “how learners approach, use, and evaluate feedback and 
manage their feelings in the process” (Yu, Di Zhang, & Liu, 
2022). It is defined as “students’ ability to understand, uti-
lise and benefit from feedback processes” (Molloy, Boud, & 
Henderson, 2020). The feedback literacy structure covers 

“understanding feedback purposes and roles, seeking infor-
mation, making judgements about work quality, working 
with emotions, and processing and using information for 
the benefit of their future work” (Molloy, Boud, & Hender-
son, 2020, p. 527).

With all the advantages feedback on writing entails, it may 
occasionally have a negative side. “Lack of specification, 
low quality, superficial feedback, unclear feedback criteria, 
inconsistent feedback, one-way communication, and un-
closed loop” may negatively affect students’ development 
and performance, and occasionally may lead to their frus-
tration (Yu, Geng, Liu, & Zheng, 2021).

The editorial review aims to determine the scope of research 
on writing feedback published in international journals. 
Thus, the review question we are to answer in this paper is 
the following: 

•	 What are the major thematic clusters in the writing feed-
back domain?

METHOD

To estimate how deep feedback writing has been researched, 
we searched for the keywords “teaching writing”, “writing 
feedback”, “feedback on writing” in the field covering titles, 
abstracts, and key words in the Scopus database as of No-
vember 21, 2022. Initially, with the applied limitations, the 
search brought 1,147 publications for all years. The limita-
tions included a field filter (Social Sciences; Arts & Humani-
ties); language (English) and types of publications (articles, 
reviews, book chapters, conference papers). 

Then, 208 publications on writing feedback were screened 
and manually processed on the basis of the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria (see Table 1). While filtering the publica-
tions, we found that fourteen articles turned out irrelevant 
to the subject and, thus, we eliminated them from the list. 
Thus, the final selection included 194 publications for further 
analysis.

Ultimately, the 194 publications included 157 articles, 28 
conference papers, 5 book chapters, and 4 reviews. 

The 194 documents are distributed unevenly, with an up-
ward tendency from 2012 (see Figure 1). The reviewed doc-
uments were published in the following sources: Assessing 
Writing (n=12); Journal of Second Language Writing (n=10); 
Lecture Notes in Computer Science (n=8); Calico Journal (n=7); 
System (n=6). The remaining journals brought out from five 
publications to one.

The most prolific authors embrace J. Wilson (n=13); S. Yu 
(n=8); D.S. McNamara (n=7); R.D. Roscoe (n=7), and L.K. Al-
len (n=6). 

The University of Delaware (n=13), Iowa State University 
(n=12), the University of Macau (n=9), Arizona State Universi-
ty (n=8), and Georgia State University (n=6) top the list of the 
affiliations. The geographical breakdown is shown in Figure 
2. The top ten countries include the USA (n=69), China (n=42), 
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the UK (n=14), Australia (n=11), Taiwan (n=11), Canada (n=9), 
Turkey (n=6), Japan (n=5), Singapore (n=5), and Hong Kong 
(n=4).

The initial topical analysis of the selected publications lead 
to the following segmentation:

(1)	 writing feedback types;

(2)	 writing evaluation;

(3)	 teacher feedback on writing;

(4)	 automated feedback and evaluation;

(5)	 emotions, perceptions, and motivation relating to 
writing feed back.

We categorized the 194 publications individually, each on 
our own. Then, we compared the results. The clusters were 
refined. The ultimate breakdown includes seven clusters: 
automated and non-automated evaluation; feedback on 
writing: general issues; automated feedback; peer review 
and teacher feedback on writing; perceptions and emotions 
relating to writing feedback; feedback on scholarly writing; 
evaluation and improvement in Chinese calligraphy.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The 184 publications were distributed among the seven 
thematic clusters, with overlapping excluded in favour of 
the prevailing topic. Some of the clusters (Automated and 

Table 1
Review Criteria of Inclusion and Exclusion

Criteria Inclusion Exclusion

Database Scopus Database Databases other than Scopus

Language English Other languages

Period All years No criterion applicable

Subject Area Social Sciences

Arts & Humanities

Other areas

Type of Publications Articles

Reviews

Book Chapters

Conference Papers

Other types

Citations All readings No criterion applicable

Level of Education All levels No criterion applicable

Figure 1
Research on Writing Feedback:  Breakdown by Year

Note. Source: Scopus Database as of November 21, 2022
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Figure 2
Research on Writing Feedback: Breakdown by Country (Territory)

Note. Source: Scopus Database as of November 21, 2022

Table 2
Thematic Clusters of Scopus-Indexed Publications on Writing Feedback (all years)

Thematic Cluster Number of Publications

(n)

Brief Cluster Description

Automated and Non-Automat-
ed Evaluation

79 Automated writing evaluation; testing services for analysing papers; 
tools for automated evaluation, including computed-based checkers; 
evidence for evaluation inference; computer-generated quantitative 
assessments and qualitative diagnostic feedback on writing; effective-
ness of automated writing evaluation systems

Feedback on Writing: General 
Issues

44 Types of writing feedback; cognitive effects of intervention on the 
revision process and text improvement; quality of feedback; feedback 
practices; audio feedback; improving text revision with self-regulated 
strategies; collaboration in writing

Automated Feedback 21 Automated formative feedback; intelligent tutoring systems, includ-
ing the Writing Pal, Automated Essay Scoring, Research Writing Tutor, 
Automated Casual Discourse Analyzer, Formative Writing Systems 
(with automated scoring), Grammarly, MI Write, CyWrite, Peerceptiv 

Peer Review and Teacher Feed-
back on Writing

18 Feedback on feedback; formative feedback to peers; vis-à-vis teacher 
feedback; peer critique of writing; learning from giving and receiving 
feedback on writing

Perceptions and Emotions Re-
lating to Writing Feedback

15 Students’ and academics’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction with feedback 
on their writing; timeliness of feedback; students’ engagement and 
interest in feedback on writing; motivation relationship with indica-
tors of academic performance in writing; a sociocultural framework of 
the perception of writing feedback

Feedback on Scholarly Writing 12 Writing in disciplinary and academic contexts; supervisory feedback 
on doctoral writing; feedback for academic writing development; 
supervisory feedback literacy; automated evaluation in improving 
academic writing

Evaluation and Improvement 
in Chinese Calligraphy

5 Computer aided calligraphic learning systems in supporting begin-
ners of Chinese; manual assessment vs computer aided systems; 
digital ink technology in Chinese calligraphy



Lilia Raitskaya, Elena Tikhonova

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

| Editorial

Non-Automated Evaluation; Feedback on Writing: General 
Issues) were enlarged by combining several sub-themes. 

Automated and Non-Automated Evaluation 
(n=82)
Evaluation is an essential component of any feedback.  With 
computer-mediated evaluation systems on the rise, auto-
mated evaluation attracts “has been applied with the signif-
icant frequency to the evaluation and assessment” of writ-
ing (Wang, Shang, & Briody, 2013). Automated evaluation 
has a potential for formative assessment (Ranalli, Link, & 
Chukharev-Hudilainen, 2017). Automated writing evaluation 
systems provide “immediate computer-generated quanti-
tative assessments” (Bai, & Hu, 2017). Automated writing 
evaluation complements “instructor input with immediate 
scoring and qualitative feedback” (Li, Link, Ma, Yang, & He-
gelheimer, 2014). Controversy arises when automated writ-
ing evaluation is applied “in high-stakes tests like TOEFL” 
(Stevenson, 2016). Students’ motivation to use automated 
writing evaluation is “determined by perceived usefulness, 
attitude towards using and computer self-efficacy” (Li, 
Meng, Tian, Zhang, Ni, & Xiao, 2019). In addition to better 
writing performance, automated writing evaluation sys-
tems facilitate grammatical development (Crossman, & Kite, 
2012). As research shows automated evaluation are still fac-
ing a challenge in “evaluating content and discourse-specif-
ic feedback” (Saricaoglu, 2019).

Feedback on Writing: General Issues (n=44)
The approach to writing feedback is not unanimous. Many 
teachers strongly believe that corrective feedback to stu-
dents’ writing improves their accuracy, but others disagree 
(Guenette, 2007). Researchers study “the influences of dif-
ferent writing feedback practices on learner affective fac-
tors” (Yu, Jiang, & Zhou, 2020), including motivation. Some 
papers research feedback on writing in the context of high-
er education (Seror, 2009), including feedback on academic 
writing (Chang, 2014), and university students’ feedback on 
feedback through student’ generated screencasts (Fernan-
dez-Toro, & Furnborough, 2014). Feedback literacy has at-
tracted attention as it seriously increases its efficacy (Parker, 
& Baughan, 2009; Yu, Di Zhang, & Liu, 2022). The commu-
nication between a student and a teacher in a writing class 
creates the so-called “instructor-student loop” (Knight, 
Greenberger, & McNaughton, 2021). 

Automated Feedback (n=21)
Computer-mediated systems providing feedback on writing 
are getting popular. Their characteristics are constantly be-
ing improved. Most systems are designed to improve stu-
dents’ writing proficiency. Such systems integrate a combi-
nation of “explicit strategy instruction, game-based practice, 
essay writing practice, and automated formative feedback” 
(Roscoe, Allen, Weston Crossley, & McNamara, 2014). Sys-

tems of automated essay scoring analyse quantitatively and 
qualitatively across the feedback categories of grammar, 
usage, and mechanics (Dikli, & Bleyle, 2014). Automated 
systems are working “towards providing timely and appro-
priate feedback” (Calvo, & Ellis, 2010). Some studies proved 
that corrective feedback generated by systems may be 
similar to the direct comments made by teachers “in terms 
of improving the quality of the content by criteria of struc-
ture, organisation, supporting ideas and others (Liu, Li, Xu, 
& Liu, 2017). Some systems (for instance, Research Writing 
Tutor) maintain “genre and discipline-specific feedback on 
the functional units of research article discourse” (Cotos, & 
Pendar, 2016). Roscoe, Alen, Johnson, and McNamara (2018) 
established the fact that the students’ “perceptions of au-
tomated feedback accuracy, ease of use, relevance, and un-
derstanding” and attitudes over regular sessions brought 
them to revising (Roscoe, Alen, Johnson, & McNamara, 2018). 
The research on popular systems like Grammarly analysed 
students’ acceptance of the new technology in editing and 
revising their essays and found outperformance of those 
who regularly applied Grammarly (Chang, Huang, & Whit-
field, 2021; Tambunan, Andayani, Sari, & Lubis, 2022).

Peer Review and Teacher Feedback on Writing 
(n=18)
Teacher feedback is a traditional form prevailing in writing 
across all levels of education. It has been in the highlight for 
researchers for many years. The quality of teachers’ feed-
back determines learners’ efficacy in writing. Students tend 
to react positively to teachers’ feedback relating to both 
content and language errors (Elwood, & Bode, 2014), but 
most learners see teachers’ feedback as prescriptive direc-
tions to be followed without fail (Still, & Koerber, 2010). At 
the same time, giving feedback on student writing “can be a 
learning experience for most L2 writing teachers” (Yu, 2021). 
With the introduction of automated writing feedback sys-
tems, researchers compare them with feedback provided 
by teachers (Howard Chen, Sarah Cheng, & Chirstine Yang, 
2017). 

The provision of teachers’ feedback on writing is limited in 
some environments and may be set off by peer feedback. 
The latter is studied as a resource leading to greater im-
provements in writing (Yang, & Badger, 2006). Another study 
focuses on the timing of the peer review and further student 
writers’ revisions (Baker, 2016). Facilitating writing may be 
realized through directed peer review (Crossman, & Kite, 
2012). Peer review is researched in various environments, 
i.g. institutionally integrated teletandem sessions (Aranha, 
& Cavalari, 2015); online peer review platforms (Kumaran, 
McDonagh, & Bailey, 2017). The meta-analysis conducted 
by Thirakunkovit and Chamvharatsri (2019) found that a no-
ticeable difference in effect sizes was recorded between un-
trained peer feedback and peer feedback with prior training 
(Thirakunkovit and Chamcharatsri, 2019).
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Perceptions and Emotions Relating to Writing 
Feedback (n=15)
As efficient feedback on writing results in improved texts, 
it must influence students’ emotions in a positive way, 
strengthening their motivation and engagement. Students’ 
and academics’ approaches to feedback and its evaluation 
often differ. The research findings proved “a significant dis-
cord between staff and students to certain aspects of feed-
back practice” (Mulliner, & Tucker, 2017; Liu, & Wu, 2019). 
Writing feedback is also considered from a perspective of 
self-efficacy and self-aptitude (Ekholm, Zumbrunn, & Conk-
lin, 2015). Some papers dwell upon teachers’ emotions in 
giving feedback and their attitudes to automated writing 
evaluation and feedback (Wilson, & et al., 2021).

Feedback on Scholarly Writing (n=12)
These papers dwell upon on feedback on students’ and 
undergraduates’ writing in the disciplines, including facul-
ty feedback (Hyland, 2013); feedback for academic writing 
development in postgraduate research (Hey-Cunningham, 
Ward, & Miller, 2021); students’ engagement with automat-
ed feedback on academic writing (Zhang, & Xu, 2022); effec-
tive computer-based writing tools for the support of com-
posing scholarly texts by non-native speakers (Lee, Wang, 
Chen, & Yu, 2021); doctoral writing feedback across cultures 
(Carter, Sun, & Jabeen, 2021); and supervisory feedback on 
doctoral writing (Carter, & Kumar, 2017; Wei, Carter, & Laurs, 
2019).

Evaluation and Improvement in Chinese Callig-

raphy (n=5)

Chinese calligraphy is getting popularity worldwide. Begin-
ners of Chinese tend to face difficulties in Chinese calligra-
phy and suffer from unstable characters writing. There are 
five papers on Chinese calligraphy writing on the reviewed 
list. They focus on computer-mediated digital-ink writing 

and methods of evaluation and improvement (Lai, & Zhang, 
2021; Wu, Zhou, & Cai, 2013).

CONCLUSION

The identified directions in the research on writing feedback 
cover automated and non-automated evaluation; feedback 
on writing: general issues; automated feedback; peer re-
view and teacher feedback on writing; perceptions and 
emotions relating to writing feedback; feedback on schol-
arly writing; evaluation and improvement in Chinese callig-
raphy. They may provide a reliable guidance for researchers. 
The review results are likely to serve as a landmark for po-
tential JLE authors working on relevant topics. Though, this 
review has some limitations. First, it is a probing study of 
the topical area. Second, the review has a simplified docu-
ment-selection method that does not allow to analyse the 
field in-depth. Future researchers may apply a more com-
plex review methods, i.g. a scoping review methodology. A 
further study of the field needs spotting the gaps in a wider 
database covering more publications.
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ABSTRACT
Background. Studies have shown that the collaborative processing of feedback on a jointly 
produced text facilitates language learning in a traditional classroom. However, it is still 
unknown whether there are similar learning benefits when the feedback is provided through an 
online modality from an expert peer during an international virtual exchange (IVE). 

Purpose. The present study fills this gap in the literature by investigating Japanese learners 
engaged in processing written corrective feedback from expert language users in the United 
States. 

Method. Qualitative data concerning students’ perceptions of learning outcomes were collected 
via retrospective interviews and narrative frames, then triangulated with their first and final 
drafts of written texts and analyzed using activity theory (AT). 

Results. Findings indicate that learning benefits accrued in areas of language skills such as 
vocabulary, spelling, and grammar, as well as deepening learners’ reflexive awareness of 
themselves as language users. 

Conclusion. A discussion of these findings, informed by sociocultural theory and shaped by 
the categories of AT, brings to light some of the interactional dynamics that contributed to the 
creation of these outcomes. These interactional dynamics show that the learning benefits of 
the activity primarily resided in the peer-to-peer interactions rather than interactions with the 
expert-peer.

KEYWORDS
activity theory, collaborative writing, peer feedback, international virtual exchange, written 
corrective feedback

INTRODUCTION
International virtual exchange (IVE), 
also known as telecollaboration (Çiftçi 
& Savaş, 2017) or online intercultural 
exchange (O’Dowd & Lewis, 2016), is a 
rapidly developing field of inquiry. Sadler 
and Dooly (2016) define these exchang-
es as “an embedded, dialogic process 
that supports geographically distanced 
collaborative work through social inter-
action, involving a/synchronous com-
munication technology so that partic-
ipants co-produce mutual objective(s) 
and share knowledge-building” (p. 402). 
These mutual objectives usually include 
two goals: growth in additional language 
learning and deepening of intercultural 
competence, with the extant literature 

showing achievement of these goals is 
often successful (Avgousti, 2018; Carney, 
2006; Çiftçi & Savaş, 2017).

When researching student interactions 
in virtual exchange, peer feedback on 
writing is a particularly worthy avenue 
of inquiry, not least because it can fa-
cilitate opportunities for additional lan-
guage development (e.g., Díez-Bedmar 
& Pérez-Paredes, 2012; O’Dowd, 2020) 
but is also often something that students 
find worthwhile and enjoyable (Ennis et 
al., 2021). Very often feedback in an IVE 
is received at the level of the individual, 
with the learning outcomes of partici-
pants in an IVE who collaboratively pro-
cess peer feedback provided by expert 
peers on jointly produced texts being 
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significantly under-researched. As Storch (2021) highlights, 
this gap is noteworthy, due to a growing body of research 
suggesting that talking through responses to feedback on 
jointly produced texts facilitates language learning (e.g., 
Brooks & Swain, 2009; Coyle et al. 2018; Storch & Wiggles-
worth, 2010). 

This study seeks to add to this body of research in two ways. 
First, it aims to provide more specific detail on the type of 
knowledge learners co-construct when collaboratively pro-
cessing peer-feedback in an online modality. Secondly, this 
investigation endeavors to provide a rich description on 
how learners approached the task of collaboratively pro-
cessing the feedback and identify factors which influenced 
the activity’s outcome. Data were collected from student 
work, narrative frames and interviews; the authors used ac-
tivity theory (AT) to investigate the experiences of Japanese 
learners of English who received expert peer feedback from 
American learners of Japanese.

Novices Helping Novices: Face-to-Face and 
Computer-Mediated Peer Feedback
Several studies have investigated peer feedback on writ-
ing, and the collaborative processing of feedback, using a 
sociocultural theory (SCT) framework. Informed by a Vygot-
skian view of development, research has shown that the 
co-construction of knowledge is not limited to traditional 
expert–novice interactions, but includes novices pooling 
their resources to form a collective expert (Donato, 1994) 
and shaping and reshaping cognition as learners discuss 
language use (Swain, 2006). De Guerrero and Villamil (1994, 
2000) and Villamil and de Guerrero (1996, 1998, 2019) in-
vestigated language learners receiving feedback from their 
peers orally in a face-to-face language learning classroom. 
All five studies revealed that learners were able to support 
each other despite no traditional expert being present, en-
abling learners to perform at a level higher than they could 
individually. Additionally, the support was often bidirection-
al, because each member of the dyad assisted the other to 
find solutions, rather than the traditional one-way, didactic, 
expert-novice type interaction (Villamil & de Guerrero, 2019).

Another means of employing a collective expert is for 
learners to collaboratively process a teacher’s feedback on 
jointly produced texts. Such studies have shown that par-
ticipants can co-construct knowledge during text construc-
tion (Brookes & Swain, 2009) and through the interactions 
initiated by teacher feedback (Brooks & Swain, 2009; Storch 
& Wigglesworth, 2010). Furthermore, the process of talking 
about the feedback with a peer has been argued to be a key 
factor in facilitating the construction of knowledge (Coyle et 
al. 2018; Swain, 2006).

Sociocultural theory posits that changes in one’s environ-
ment lead to changes in additional language learning pro-
cesses (Lantolf & Poehner, 2014). Therefore, the findings 

of peer feedback in traditional face-to-face environments 
should not be assumed to hold true in computer-mediat-
ed environments. The medium of feedback delivery and its 
timing, either synchronous (oral or text) or asynchronous 
(oral or text with a delay), have been shown to influence the 
nature and quantity of peer feedback and the author’s en-
gagement with it (Chang, 2012; Guardado & Shi, 2007). Fur-
thermore, as Guardado and Shi point out, the influence of 
computer-mediated peer feedback on learning cannot be 
described in simple categorical terms as more or less bene-
ficial than traditional face-to-face peer feedback.

One benefit of computer-mediated peer feedback is that it 
is less face-threatening when compared to face-to-face dis-
cussions (Liu & Sadler, 2003). Additionally, it has been ar-
gued that the online environment frees peers from the em-
barrassment of communicating in the additional language 
when learners share the same dominant language (Jones et 
al., 2006). When the online environment ensures anonym-
ity, the honesty and level of criticism in the feedback has 
been found to increase (Guardado & Shi, 2007; Strenski et al., 
2005). Despite these advantages, the level of engagement 
when responding to peer feedback has been reported as 
lower when using asynchronous computer-mediated peer 
feedback (Chang, 2012; Guardado & Shi, 2007). Guardado 
and Shi argued this was partly due to online communica-
tion requiring more effort than face-to-face interactions. 
Synchronous computer-mediated peer feedback has been 
found to result in less engaging discussions between peers 
than face-to-face discussions (Chang 2012; Liu & Sadler, 
2003); the reasons for this range from learners going off 
task (Schulz, 2000) to difficulty in understanding turn taking 
and a lack of paralinguistic cues (Liu & Sadler, 2003).

Expert Peers Helping Novices: Feedback in 
IVEs 
Advances in communication technologies enable novices 
to receive feedback from geographically distant expert lan-
guage users. This process, referred to as tandem language 
learning, involves expert peers and novices coming togeth-
er to support each other in learning the other’s language 
(O’Rourke, 2005). Expert peers are foreign language learn-
ers, closely related in age to the novices, and expert users of 
their peers’ target language. They can provide feedback via 
synchronous or asynchronous interactions.

The small body of research into text-based synchronous 
feedback suggests that synchronous text feedback results 
in a low percentage of error correction. Bower and Kawagu-
chi (2011) performed a comparative analysis of synchronous 
and asynchronous corrective feedback provided in an eTan-
dem project. Their study, involving language learners of Jap-
anese and English, found that synchronous text interactions 
produced very low rates of corrective feedback: 0.8% of to-
tal errors in English sessions and 4.1% in Japanese sessions. 
In contrast, Lee’s (2006) study found a much higher rate of 



Nicholas Carr, Paul Wicking

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

| Research Article

correction, with 73% of learners’ errors receiving feedback. 
However, the expert speakers in this study were language 
teachers, which probably inflated the rate of correction. Iwa-
saki and Oliver (2003) paired adult native speakers of Japa-
nese with learners of Japanese in Australia, and found their 
synchronous chat exchanges resulted in 14% of errors re-
ceiving implicit corrective feedback. However, the study was 
unable to conclude whether this feedback resulted in actual 
language learning.

Synchronous, webcam-based interaction was studied by 
Konishi (2017). The interactions were between groups of 
three, with each group consisting of one dyad of Japanese 
learners and one Australian student. While there is no evi-
dence that negative (corrective) feedback on language use 
was exchanged, there is evidence that positive feedback in 
terms of exposure to language produced by expert peers, 
being understood and sharing a communicative experience 
increased learners’ motivation to study and willingness to 
communicate. Indeed, it seems likely that the format of the 
exchange influences the type of feedback given. Díez-Bed-
mar and Pérez-Paredes (2012) compared digital forums with 
wikis, and found that feedback in the forums was more af-
fective and goal-oriented, whereas feedback in the wikis fo-
cused more on language form: specifically, morphosyntactic 
and lexical concerns. 

This kind of feedback on form does not naturally occur in 
interaction without explicit instruction. Ware and O’Dowd 
(2008), taking a sociocultural approach, studied peer feed-
back and attention to form in asynchronous writing. They 
found that participants desired written feedback on form, 
but only provided it when explicitly instructed to do so, sug-
gesting that corrective feedback does not emerge sponta-
neously during interactions. Bower and Kawaguchi (2011) 
supported this conclusion. Despite finding an almost total 
absence of corrective feedback during synchronous interac-
tion, they observed that when instructed to provide correc-
tions by email after learners participated in online chat, over 
60% of errors were corrected.

Students tend to trust feedback from a classmate (defined 
in this paper as a near peer) less than feedback from a 
teacher, believing that near peers may lack sufficient knowl-
edge (Sengupta, 1998, cited in Hyland & Hyland, 2006.) An 
expert user of the target language, however, is in a better 
position to make linguistic evaluations. Even so, Díez-Bed-
mar and Pérez-Paredes (2012) found that a small amount 
of feedback from expert peers was rejected when the writer 
believed it to be incorrect.

Aranha and Cavalari (2015) supplemented asynchronous, 
text-based feedback with synchronous, spoken feedback 
from expert peers in institutionally integrated teletandem. 
After making written comments and corrections on writing 
produced by their overseas partners, learners then engaged 
in online discussion of those corrections. Learners’ direct 

corrections focused on form, especially spelling, preposi-
tions, vocabulary, accuracy, and verb form. However, Ara-
nha and Cavalari found that this approach to correction, by 
being prescriptive and thus impeding their partners’ exer-
cise of their own learning strategies, did not align with their 
pedagogical goals of promoting autonomous and collabo-
rative foreign language learning. 

Significance of this Study
IVEs in an Asian context have been the subject of little re-
search to date (Çiftçi & Savaş, 2017; O’Dowd & Lewis, 2016). 
Additionally, within the extant literature on the provision 
of feedback on writing, the learning potential of feedback 
provided by expert peers remains under-researched. In the 
few studies of feedback provided by expert peers, partici-
pants have worked individually throughout the writing pro-
cess (Díez-Bedmar & Pérez-Paredes, 2012; Ware & O’Dowd, 
2008), with the research mainly focusing on the quality and 
quantity of feedback and not exploring the experiences and 
learning outcomes of participants. However, an emerging 
body of research suggests that learners benefit from work-
ing collaboratively in both the production of texts and pro-
cessing of subsequent asynchronous feedback (e.g., Coyle 
et. al, 2018). Consequently, there is a need to investigate 
learners working collaboratively throughout the whole writ-
ing process when receiving expert peer feedback in an IVE 
to study their experiences and learning outcomes.

This study aimed to contribute to these under-researched 
areas by providing a rich description of the outcomes that 
Japanese university students identified as arising from dis-
cussing expert peer feedback on jointly produced texts dur-
ing their participation in an IVE with American college stu-
dents. Furthermore, this study aimed to contribute to our 
understanding of how and why these outcomes came to be. 
Based on these aims, the following research questions were 
developed:

RQ1.	 What are the outcomes of Japanese university stu-
dents collaboratively processing expert peer feed-
back on jointly produced texts?

RQ2.	 What interactional dynamics within the dyad contrib-
uted to the creation of these outcomes? 

METHOD

IVE Program Design
A case study methodology was adopted to explore the re-
search questions presented above. The subject of investiga-
tion, or bounded instance (Nunan & Bailey, 2009), was an 
IVE program conducted between two language classes. Par-
ticipants in the first class, titled English Writing I, were first-
year English students at a Japanese university (n=15). Partic-
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ipants in the second class, titled Advanced Japanese, were 
third- and fourth-year students at a university in the U.S. 
(n=16). Participants were divided into four groups. Three 
groups comprised four U.S. and four Japanese students, 
and one group had four U.S. and five Japanese students. The 
program had two stages: Stage 1 consisted of an asynchro-
nous video exchange, in which students introduced them-
selves to their partners; Stage 2 was a collaborative writing 
task. This paper focuses on the second stage.

This study sought to illuminate how learning processes and 
IVE program outcomes are affected when the active agent 
is a dyad, rather than a sole individual. It did this by focus-
ing on dyads and one group of three (henceforth referred 
to as a dyad for expediency), exploring how the students 
at the Japanese university worked together to process feed-
back on a piece of collaborative writing. After the Japanese 
(JP) students completed their jointly produced text, it was 
then shared with a group of expert peers in the partner 
school (US students). The US students were instructed to 
provide feedback on the language and content of the text 
written in the target language (see Figure 1).  In addition 
to receiving some training in methods and types of feed-
back (such as focusing on content or form), all participants 
were experienced language learners. Consequently, it was 
judged that they possessed the necessary meta-linguistic 
knowledge for commenting on peers’ writing. They were 
instructed to provide feedback to their partners on linguistic 
forms that they perceived as incorrect, in a condition that 
Ware and O’Dowd (2008) termed e-tutoring. This is quali-
tatively different to another form of interaction, tandem 
language learning, which adheres to the principle of learner 
autonomy and thus rejects prescribed sequences of tasks 
(O’Rourke, 2005).

After having received feedback, each dyad reflected on 
the feedback and decided collaboratively how to respond. 
The importance of reflective practice during IVEs has been 
affirmed repeatedly in the literature (Bueno-Alastuey & 
Kleban, 2016; Lewis et al., 2016; Martí & Fernández, 2016; 
Müller-Hartmann & Kurek, 2016). Often this takes the form 
of individual reflection in a written journal or teacher-guid-
ed reflective sessions. Collaborative reflection is a way to en-

courage learners to externalize their emerging knowledge 
and support each other in learning (Swain, 2006). The writ-
ing process was run over four weeks, as shown below. 

Week 1: Dyads collaboratively produced a written report.

Week 2: These reports were uploaded to a shared online folder. 
Individuals from the partner school then read the reports and 
gave feedback in the form of written comments.

Week 3: Dyads collaboratively processed the feedback and re-
vised the report.

Week 4: Reports were submitted to the class teacher for evalu-
ation.

Data Collection and Analysis
Data were collected via three main instruments: documents 
related to participants’ writing tasks, narrative frames, and 
semi-structured interviews. Data from these three sources 
were gathered consecutively and triangulated. This follows 
Yamagata-Lynch’s (2010) recommendation that research-
ers engaging in activity systems analysis collect data that 
address both observable behavior and cognitive mental 
activities. The documents from the writing tasks provide a 
record of observable behavior, while narrative frames and 
semi-structured interviews gave insight into participants’ 
mental activities and the thought processes that guided that 
behavior.

The first data source, documents from the exchange, in-
cludes the collaboratively written first drafts of the students’ 
reports, expert peers’ written feedback, and the final drafts 
of the reports. These documents were all created and shared 
online, then exported as PDF documents and imported into 
NVivo 12 for coding.

The second data source was narrative frames; these are es-
sentially a series of sentence completion tasks, woven to-
gether in a logical and cohesive sequence, which scaffold 
the writer and provide a guide for narrating experiences 
(Barkhuisen & Wette, 2008). They provide students with time 
and space to reflect on their responses and to express their 
ideas freely (see Appendix). These narrative frames aimed 
to elicit data concerning how students processed feedback, 

Figure 1
Provision of Expert Peer Feedback
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evaluated learning gains, and experienced the IVE overall. 
As three participants did not return their narrative frames, 
twelve completed narrative frames were collected and the 
data were input into a spreadsheet and coded according to 
each category in the narrative frame. 

The third source of data was semi-structured interviews with 
six of the Japanese students, who were randomly chosen by 
the class teacher. Interviews were conducted by one of the 
authors who was not the class teacher, and answers were 
elicited in both English1 and Japanese. These interviews 
aimed to capture deeper insights into the how and why of 
participants’ experiences within the IVE-experiences which 
may not have been captured in the narrative frames due 
to their written mode, use of English only, and inability to 
follow up on points of interest. After transcribing the inter-
views, each researcher coded all the data using NVivo. The 
coding scheme was created deductively by the researchers 
working in consultation and according to the foci of the 
study. A coding comparison query was performed in order 
to obtain a statistical measure of inter-rater reliability. After 
a process of negotiated agreement, a kappa coefficient of 
0.8 was achieved, indicating good reliability.

Interpretation of Activity Theory

Data were analyzed through the lens of AT. In addition to 
AT being used in previous investigations of IVEs (e.g., An-
toniadou, 2016; Müller-Hartmann & Kurek, 2016; Nishio & 
Nakatsugawa, 2020; Priego & Liaw 2017), the theory met 
the aims of the current study. AT is capable of facilitating a 
rich description of a learning activity (Barahona, 2015) and 
further developing our understanding of collective human 
behavior (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). Additionally, AT is a use-
ful framework when data has been collected from multiple 

1	 Participants had, on average, studied English for six years and are CEFR B1, with some willing and able to express themselves in English.

sources (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). Finally, AT allows Miles and 
Huberman’s (1994, p. 61) “prior and inductive” approach to 
be employed—with themes emerging naturally from the 
data initially and later being ascribed to the pre-existing cat-
egories of AT. For example, participants’ use of online dic-
tionaries and translation software was first coded as “online 
resources”, which was then assigned to AT’s pre-existing 
category of tools.

Central to our interpretation of AT is the work of Engeström 
(1987, 2001) and Wells (2002). Engeström further developed 
the second generation (G2) of AT to more explicitly high-
light the interdependent relationship between an activity 
and a participant’s social environment and historical back-
ground when acting upon an object. In other words, AT G2 
allows one to ask: how are aspects such as a participant’s 
perceived rules of the activity, the tools available and the 
community interacting to influence a participant’s experi-
ences in the IVE? A third generation (G3) of the theory was 
developed later to facilitate the description of multiple par-
ticipants’ perspectives.

The object (or thing which is acted upon) of an activity is 
both symbolic and material (Wells, 2002). When participants 
jointly processed feedback and edited the first drafts of their 
texts, they simultaneously acted upon the text (the mate-
rial object) and their individual knowledge of English (the 
symbolic object). Therefore, any activity will produce two 
outcomes: symbolic and material (Wells, 2002). In this study, 
the material outcome was the second draft of the report 
participants wrote. The symbolic outcomes were any chang-
es to each participant’s individual knowledge of the English 
language. A visual representation of this interpretation of AT 
is provided in Figure 2.

Figure 2
Interpretation of AT G3 With Two Learners Processing Peer Feedback
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While the visual representation of AT G3 in Figure 2 was 
adapted from Engeström’s (2001) original diagram, it is 
not a new interpretation of the theory. The authors’ inten-
tion was to emphasize that all participants act upon the 
same material object and simultaneously upon individual 
symbolic objects (i.e., their knowledge of English), and that 
the outcomes include a shared material outcome and in-
dividual symbolic outcomes. The aim of this study was to 
determine the individual symbolic outcomes and to under-
stand how aspects of the activity system interacted to in-
fluence them. When presenting how aspects of the activity 
system influenced participant outcomes, it is important to 
note that these are dynamic and constantly changing (Cole, 
1996). Therefore, the factors presented in this study are not 
argued to be constant, but rather provide insight into the 
learning of participants at a particular point in time.

RESULTS
This section presents the answers to both research ques-
tions. In addressing the first research question, the symbol-
ic outcomes of the activity for the Japanese participants are 
presented. In response to the second research question, 
the section describes how aspects of the activity system 
interacted to influence the symbolic outcomes described 
in the first research question.

RQ1. What are the Outcomes of Japanese 
University Students Collaboratively 
Processing Expert Peer Feedback on Jointly 
Produced Texts?

In both the interviews and narrative frames, all partici-
pants described the expert peer feedback positively. While 
the symbolic outcomes of collaboratively processing this 
feedback were unique to each individual, all outcomes 
identified by participants can be described as knowledge 
that is either more concerned with language production 
or more concerned with reflexive understanding. Knowl-
edge of linguistic production was identified as that which 
led to improved proficiency in the mechanical aspects of 
language use, such as vocabulary, spelling, grammar, and 
expression. In contrast, reflexive understanding was more 
concerned with norms of behavior and patterns of inter-
action.

In answering RQ1, these outcomes are presented sepa-
rately. However, they are often interdependent and should 
not be construed as being able to be disaggregated clean-
ly. All participant quotes are presented verbatim.

Improved Proficiency in Language Production

The term “improved proficiency in language production” 
refers to instances in which a participant identified an in-
stance of learning that can be described in terms of lan-

guage form, meaning or usage (e.g., learning the new 
form of a word or appropriate preposition that accompa-
nies a lexeme). Data from both the narrative frames and 
interviews show that the most common specific linguistic 
outcome identified by participants was concerned with vo-
cabulary usage. Comments exemplifying this include:

“[I learnt] how to use ‘that’s why’, ‘also’ and ‘spend time’” (Natsumi, 
narrative frame)

“[I learnt] my mistakes such as starting the sentence from ‘and’ ...” 
(Ayaka, narrative frames)

“… we wrote cheaper than, but American student said ‘more 
cheaply’. I didn’t know about to write ‘more cheaply’.” (Michina, 
retrospective interview)

Instances of improved proficiency in language production 
tended to be visible in the material outcome. For example, 
in Natsumi’s first draft, she and her partner wrote the fol-
lowing sentence:

“We think watching movies is the best way to take a holiday.” (Nat-
sumi and Mao, first draft)

Natsumi and Mao’s expert peer feedback deleted the word 
“take” and inserted the lexeme “spend”, with their final 
draft becoming:

“We think watching movies is the best way to spend a holiday.” 
(Natsumi and Mao, final draft)

In her narrative frame, Natsumi stated that she learnt 
“spend time”, rather than the phrase “spend a holiday”. It 
therefore appears that this outcome was not merely mem-
orized or copied verbatim, but rather internalization had 
begun to take place. This is due to her explication of the 
outcome displaying some characteristics of imitation—
with imitation being goal-directed and transformative 
behavior (Vygotsky, 2012) and thus entailing some trans-
formation of language form rather than verbatim cop-
ying. Ayaka’s outcome of not beginning sentences with 
the lexeme “and” was also visible in the final draft of her 
jointly produced text. In the first draft, Ayaka and Kyoko 
used “and” to combine ideas in two separate sentences 
as follows:

“Don’t travel even though you feel sick. And something like others.” 
(Ayaka & Kyoko, first draft)

The expert peer feedback was provided in Japanese and 
stated “machigatta bunpō [incorrect grammar]”. In the fi-
nal draft of their text, Ayaka and Kyoko changed the sen-
tences to the following:

“Don’t travel even though you feel sick, and things like this.” (Aya-
ka & Kyoko, final draft)

As Michina’s comments show, knowledge concerning vo-
cabulary was not limited to usage, but included new forms 
of previously known vocabulary. Michina noted she learnt 
the adverbial form of “cheap”. Michina and her partner 
originally used the adjective in its comparative form in 
their first draft as follows:
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“We can travel cheaper than usual because of the campaign.” (Mi-
china & Chiako, first draft)

The expert peers highlighted the sentence and comment-
ed that “the word ‘travel’ is a verb, so we should use an 
adverb after it instead of adjective.” This led Michina and 
Chiako to write the following:

“We can travel more cheaply than usual because of the promo-
tion.” (Michina & Chiako, final draft)

Michina appears, to some degree, to have considered the 
comment to reflect a difference between what she and her 
expert peers consider natural usage rather than a gram-
matical error. This is evident because she commented in 
her interview, “in Japan, ‘cheaper than’ is fine, but for a 
native speaker, ‘more cheaply than’ is right.” Additionally, 
Michina did not display evidence of grasping the concept 
at a deeper level by explaining the rule that adjectives take 
the adverbial form when modifying verbs and instead lim-
ited her outcome to the specific context of her jointly pro-
duced text.

In addition to vocabulary usage, knowledge concerning 
capitalization in headings was identified as one of the 
learning outcomes for a participant. The title of Takeko 
and Mai’s text was “A unique service”. The ensuing expert 
feedback was as follows:

“When using adjectives and nouns in a title, they have to start with 
an uppercase letter.”

(Expert peer feedback)

This feedback resulted in Takeko and Mai correctly us-
ing capitalization for the title of their text in its final draft. 
Upon reflection, Takeko noted in her narrative frame that 
she learned “when using adjectives and nouns in a title, we 
should be start with an uppercase letter.” In a similar man-
ner to Natsumi, Takeko indicated that she had gone be-
yond merely copying the correct answer or feedback she 
received and begun the process of internalization, which 
allowed her to transfer the knowledge to new situations.

Improved Reflexivity in Language Understanding

Eleven of the 12 narrative frames touched on the notion of 
cultural knowledge being an outcome of the IVE as a whole. 
More specifically, seven participants described the symbol-
ic outcome of receiving expert peer feedback in terms of 
gaining insight into how more proficient peers perceive 
their English usage. When elaborating on their outcomes 
during the retrospective interviews, all but one participant 
identified the benefit of understanding how their lan-
guage usage was perceived by an expert as an outcome 
of receiving expert peer feedback. Responses exemplifying 
this include:

“I realized that for the American students, those expressions were 
considered unnatural or incorrect ... The English vocabulary we 
use, the meaning is the same but they are expressions that the 
American peers do not use.” (Shohei, retrospective interview)

“I learn a lot of things ... we used the word demerit, but … demerit 
is a little strange for New York students … demerit and merit is 
a little Japanese English, right?” (Tomoe, retrospective interview)

Participants’ comments indicate that they perceived the 
expert peer feedback as providing them with the oppor-
tunity to view their language use through the eyes of an 
expert peer. This outcome appears to be more than the 
expert peers merely pointing out mistakes that the Japa-
nese students were unable to notice themselves; it seems 
to be more concerned with differences in interpretation of 
lexis, stylistic features and highlighting the unnaturalness 
of potentially grammatically correct sentences. Examples 
of the expert peer feedback which helped facilitate these 
outcomes are shown in Table 1.

As shown in Table 1, participants followed the advice of their 
expert peers. Participants did not identify these instances 
of feedback as resulting in constructing linguistic knowl-
edge concerned with the meaning or usage of lexis. Rath-
er, they described the learning as understanding how ex-
pert peers perceived their language usage. In other words, 
participants came to realize that the same utterance may 
be interpreted differently by users of the language with a 

Table 1
Expert Feedback and Revised Text Excerpts

Participants Original wording Expert peer feedback Revised wording

Shohei and Tomoe These days, we have to refrain 
from going out somewhere

Somewhere is implied in the context of 
going out

These days, we have to 
refrain from going out

For the first time, we are going 
to write about

Firstly/First, we are going to write about 
how we can do anything from our homes

First, we were going to write 
about

Tamotsu, Tomoe & Rio It is peculiar to Japan ‘unique’ or ‘distinct’ works here. Peculiar 
is correct, but uncommonly used this 
way. ‘Peculiar’ ka [acceptable] ‘distinct’ 
yoi [good] ‘unique’ yuu [best]

It is unique to Japan

... there are some demerits of it ‘Demerits’ no imi ha warui ten demo 
mezurashii. Menkyo to kōkō dake [The 
meaning of ‘demerits’ is bad points, 
however it is rarely used. Licences and 
high schools only.]

... there are some disadvan-
tages of it
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different cultural background. Shohei’s comments evidence 
this; he described some of his language use as expressions 
that expert peers do not use. Tomoe also highlighted this 
phenomenon when she referred to her use of “demerit” as 
Japanese-English. While the changes of lexis from the first 
to final draft are visible in the material artefacts generated 
from the activity, the symbolic outcomes of understanding 
how an expert peer viewed participants’ usage of the target 
language are not.

Participants also indicated that the expert peers’ feedback 
concerning their language use was not only highly val-
ued but something which they were unable to experience 
through their formal studies. It is noteworthy that partici-
pants held this perception despite interacting daily with ex-
pert English speakers, including native speakers, at universi-
ty. Comments highlighting this include:

“... the content of feedback is I can’t study high school or university 
because it needs to communicate with foreigners directly ... the 
difference between wasei eigo [Japanese English] and natural Eng-
lish is difficult to understand ... it was great study because they 
explained to me that some expressions are not usually used.” (Ta-
motsu, retrospective interview)

Tomoe expressed a similar sentiment, stating “I feel like I 
was able to come into contact with casual English” during 
her retrospective interview. In the first draft of Tamotsu’s 
text, his dyad received the following feedback regarding the 
lexeme “sightseeing”:

“...people living in Japan can visit sightseeings cheaper than usual.” 
(Tamotsu and Tomoe, first draft)

“‘sight’ ha ii desu [sight is better]. Meishi [noun]: sight/sights Dōshi 
[verb]: sightseeing.” 

(Expert peer feedback)

During his interview, Tamotsu explained that “I think, the 
sightseeings is usually used in English but the sightseeing 
is not (a location) in English, but sights is used many times. 
I learnt sightseeing is ‘kankōchi’ [tourist site] when I was in 
high school so I was surprised [by] it.” The historical back-
ground and context in which Tamotsu first learned the lex-
eme was being challenged as he experienced how expert 
users of the language use the term. Tomoe, who was part of 
Tamotsu’s group, described the outcome in slightly different 
terms, although the sentiment is similar. She described the 
difference in receiving feedback from an expert peer rather 
than from her teacher as “coming into contact with casual 
English.” This indicates that she also perceived expert peer 
feedback as something which she was unable to encounter 
in her usual English classes.

A second outcome identified by participants as resulting 
from receiving expert peer feedback was a sense of notic-
ing the gap between their proficiency in the target language 
and that of their expert peers. Participants did not describe 
this gap in a self-deprecating manner, but more in terms 
of how to approach the second draft of their text or future 

study in the target language. Comments encapsulating this 
include:

“We should reduce mistakes and make more sentences clearly.” (Ta-
ichi, narrative frame)

“We thought we should study English harder.” (Manami, narrative 
frame)

“We have to study words choice that formal, casual, soft, or hard to 
write sentence more naturally.” (Mai, narrative frame)

This symbolic outcome is not visible in the material outcome 
of the activity. Additionally, participants did not report any of 
the negative emotions reported in studies such as Lee (2008) 
and Mahfoodh (2017) despite receiving large amounts of 
feedback.  For example, Shohei and his partner’s first draft 
was 220 words in length and received 16 instances of correc-
tive feedback. However, in his retrospective interview, Sho-
hei commented that despite the large amount of feedback, 
he “was so happy they made all these corrections. They put 
so much effort into it for us.” These findings corroborate 
studies such as Mackey et al. (2016) which found learners 
generally like to be corrected.

RQ2. What Interactional Dynamics within the 
Dyad Contributed to the Creation of These 
Outcomes?

AT is not a framework that allows the unit of analysis to 
be disaggregated (Leont’ev, 1978). Therefore, aspects of 
the activity system cannot be discussed in isolation. Con-
sequently, the findings for RQ2 are not presented herein 
as separate categories of the activity system, such as tools 
and community, but rather highlight how they interacted 
interdependently to influence the outcomes described in 
responding to RQ1.

Participants were given the task of editing their jointly pro-
duced texts by utilizing their expert peer feedback. The 
tools participants used to complete the activity were a lap-
top computer, the expert peer feedback, their individual lin-
guistic knowledge, literary resources such as online trans-
lation tools and dictionaries, and their teacher’s resources. 
Participants indicated the primary medium through which 
they discussed responses to the feedback was their dom-
inant language—Japanese. The rules of the activity and 
participants’ language learning beliefs were interacting in 
a manner which facilitated the use of these tools. First, par-
ticipants saw value in (or felt more comfortable) speaking 
in Japanese rather than restricting themselves to English. 
Secondly, the use of online literary resources was also per-
ceived as valuable. Thirdly, the rules of the activity permitted 
use of these tools, with the teacher explicitly giving permis-
sion to do so.

During the interviews, participants indicated that the oppor-
tunity to discuss the feedback with a near peer was helpful. 
With the exception of one pair, all participants responded 
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to the feedback collaboratively. Mao and Natsumi decided 
to pool their linguistic resources after first attempting to re-
spond to the feedback individually. Despite this, Mao was 
clear in her interview that she found working collaborative-
ly to be more efficient, stating that “we responded to the 
feedback individually at first. Then I spoke to Natsumi and 
we worked together. When talking together, we responded 
faster and came to understand some feedback.” As previ-
ously noted, these interactions were mediated through par-
ticipants dominant language. With participants being of a 
low-intermediate level, this tool assisted learners to pool 
their linguistic resources to better understand and respond 
to instances of feedback.

Furthermore, no participant described the activity of collab-
oratively processing the expert peer feedback in a manner 
that suggested any power differences. This suggests the di-
vision of labor agreed upon by participants allowed for tasks 
to be evenly distributed and for participants to feel their ide-
as were valued and respected. While discussion of the divi-
sion of labor during text construction is beyond the scope 
of this study, it should be noted that some participants re-
ported an uneven distribution of tasks and power relations 
when jointly writing their first draft.

Participants’ comments also indicate that the additional 
tools of their teacher’s linguistic support and online literary 
resources were not used in a delineated manner, but rath-
er were incorporated during interactions as they discussed 
the feedback. The first manner in which these tools were 
incorporated was to assist participants find a solution to in-
stances of indirect feedback (feedback which does not pro-
vide the correct form of the error). Ayaka described this as 
follows: “... the ones [instances of feedback] that didn’t have 
the answer, I was confused and not sure. I spoke to my part-
ner ‘what’s wrong here?’ and we didn’t know. In the end, we 
asked our teacher.”

The second manner in which these tools were used was to 
assist participants to either understand the content of the 
feedback or why the error had occurred. Representative ex-
amples of participants working to understand the content of 
feedback are shown in Table 2.

When reflecting on these instances of feedback, especially 
the use of the lexemes “ordinal” and “fragment”, Shohei 
commented:

There were some aspects we found a little difficult to understand, 
so I spoke with my partner to understand those aspects ... they 
were difficult. It was quite confusing ... we made educated guesses 
and we used the internet to look into them. (Shohei, retrospective 
interview)

Mao and Shohei’s comments reveal that additional tools 
were called upon when the pooling of their own resourc-
es was not sufficient to find a solution. Despite 65 of the 
total 83 instances of feedback explicitly providing the cor-
rect form, all participants described the feedback as being 
difficult to understand. This suggests that rather than par-
ticipants struggling to find a solution to indirect feedback, 
the content of the feedback itself was often a challenge for 
them to comprehend.

Students’ perception and use of expert peer feedback was 
complex and multifaceted. Within the community of the ac-
tivity, the Japanese participants tended to place the expert 
peers in a position of authority when it came to discerning 
proficient target-language usage. Comments included:

“Our partners in New York were good at English.” (Manami, narra-
tive frames)

“The native speaker wrote us a very neat sentence, and I thought ‘so 
this is the right way of saying it’.” (Michina, retrospective interview)

While positioning the expert peers as the expert is not sur-
prising in itself, the level of expertise participants afforded 
them was. When asked if she felt the expert peers’ feedback 
was always correct, Ayaka was adamant that this was so, ex-
pressing her opinion as follows:

Interviewer:	 Do you think that all of the feedback was 
correct?

Ayaka: 	 Ah, maybe, I don’t think so … I felt that this 
was mistaken.

Interviewer: 	 Did you ignore it, or did you feel that your 
partner was a native, so I should accept the 
feedback?

Ayaka: 	 I didn’t say, because they are a native ... I 
wouldn’t ignore it ... I’d follow it.

(Ayaka, retrospective interview)
Table 2
Examples of Feedback Shohei and Manami Found Difficult

Original wording Peer feedback

October 21th 21st (When you’re using an ordinal number, if the ending digit is 
1, 2, or 3, it will be 1st, 2nd, or 3rd. If the ending digit is 4 to 9, you 
will use th after the number)

we are going to write about “we can do anything in our house”. 
Because we …

Sentence Fragment, don’t need period

Note. Highlighted text indicates the location of peer feedback.
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During his interview, Shohei expressed a similar opinion to 
Ayaka when he stated that he “thought they must be cor-
rect” and that is why he made edits in line with the feedback. 
Additionally, there were also instances of participants not 
being satisfied with their own understanding of the expert 
peer feedback, but still following it. For example, Mao stated 
“I was not satisfied [with my understanding] but still edited 
in line with their feedback”. These perceptions are reflected 
in participants accepting 69 of the 83 instances of feedback, 
with an alternative solution being used on eight occasions 
and six instances of feedback being rejected. This high level 
of acceptance is in spite of 18% of the feedback being incor-
rect.

DISCUSSION

This study corroborates the results of other studies showing 
that peer feedback facilitates opportunities for language de-
velopment within an IVE (e.g., Díez-Bedmar & Pérez-Paredes, 
2012; Ennis et al., 2021; O’Dowd, 2020). Participants identi-
fied several instances of expert peer feedback initiating 
interactions with their partner which resulted in language 
development. While the feedback focused on language us-
age, the most commonly identified outcome was height-
ened self-awareness and cultural reflexivity in interaction, 
most commonly expressed as gaining insight into how ex-
pert peers, with a different cultural background, interpret 
and use the target language differently. This indicates that 
when IVEs focus on language usage, cultural knowledge is 
still likely to be developed. Additionally, it supports the no-
tion that the symbolic outcomes of collaboration may not be 
evident in the material outcome (Carr, 2021).

Findings also corroborate studies which have found col-
laboratively processing feedback as beneficial (e.g., Coyle 
et al., 2018; Storch & Wigglesworth, 2010), indicating these 
benefits hold true with expert peer feedback in an IVE. In a 
similar manner to the interactions studied by Guerrero and 
Villamil (1994, 2000) and Villamil and Guerrero (1996, 1998, 
2000), participants used their dominant language while pro-
cessing feedback. It would be speculative to state if more 
or less learning occurred due to participants’ high usage of 
Japanese. However, with dominant language usage reduc-
ing feelings of frustration (Butzkamm, 2003) and facilitating 
continued unbroken interaction (Scoot & de la Fuente, 2008), 
combined with participants often finding the feedback diffi-
cult to understand, it is likely that this tool significantly con-
tributed to the knowledge co-constructed during the activity. 

Furthermore, participants drew on additional literary tools, 
such as online dictionaries and their teacher, when the pool-
ing of their own resources was insufficient to enable a re-
sponse to an instance of feedback. However, their motives 
for literary tool usage often differed from those described 
in Guerrero and Villamil’s body of work. In this study, in ad-
dition to using literary tools to assist in responding to feed-

back, participants utilized them to attempt to understand 
the expert peer feedback. This suggests expert peers would 
benefit from instruction in how to provide feedback, an ar-
gument further strengthened by 18% of the feedback being 
incorrect and 78% of feedback being direct, despite expert 
peers being requested to provide indirect feedback. One 
possible solution to overcoming difficulties in understand-
ing expert peer feedback may be for participants to discuss 
the feedback in a synchronous online video format.

Despite earlier research indicating that asynchronous feed-
back results in lower levels of engagement (Chang, 2012; 
Guardado & Shi, 2007), analysis of participant interviews in-
dicates that the feedback was valued and participants were 
highly engaged with it. While the reasons for this high en-
gagement are unclear, there are two possibilities: having a 
co-author with whom to discuss the feedback, and the sense 
of novelty participants felt while participating in an IVE. As 
noted previously, participants felt the expert peer feedback 
facilitated opportunities to acquire knowledge which were 
unavailable in their daily English classes.

The sense of novelty may also partially explain the position-
ing of expert peers as always providing correct feedback. 
While the novelty appears to have had a positive effect on 
participants’ engagement, it also had the drawback of par-
ticipants sometimes editing in accordance with the feed-
back, despite doubting its accuracy. This highlights the need 
for teachers to encourage novices to question, and possibly 
reject, instances of expert peer feedback.

Because this is a case study of a particular IVE with a small 
number of participants, generalizations to other populations 
of learners must be drawn cautiously. However, insights 
from the findings presented here are hoped to be transfer-
rable to some degree so that educators in other contexts 
could draw upon them to inform the development of prac-
tice in their own institutions. Future research is needed into 
the effect of feedback type on learning outcomes in collab-
oratively produced texts, and how expert peers can best be 
trained to provide that feedback. Additionally, longitudinal 
research investigating changes in the activity system over 
multiple episodes of processing feedback will contribute to 
our understanding of how learners adapt to and utilize the 
learning opportunities peer feedback in an IVE offer. 

CONCLUSION

Within traditional classrooms, it has been observed that 
talking through responses to teacher feedback on jointly 
produced writing supports language learning. In this case 
study, this was also true in a virtual exchange, when the feed-
back was provided by an expert peer. When collaboratively 
processing feedback, learners pooled their resources while 
deeply engaging with the text, which led to growth in knowl-
edge of language in use. Furthermore, some participants 
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began internalizing this knowledge, leading us to conclude 
that the linguistic knowledge generated was not ephemeral 
but had lasting effects for some. Participants also identified 
a benefit of the activity as gaining an understanding of their 
language use through the eyes of an expert. Data showed 
this to be related to participants developing a greater un-
derstanding of the interpretation of lexis, stylistic features 
and the unnaturalness of their writing.

In describing the factors which contributed to the outcome 
of the activity, results showed that the ability to discuss the 
expert peer feedback with their partner in their dominant 
language, combined with additional assistance from online 
literary resources, played a crucial role in facilitating learn-
ing. The pedagogical benefit of expert peer feedback was 
amplified by the fact that participants enjoyed it. Receiving 
feedback from an expert user of the target language of a 
similar age had an inherent authenticity that motivated and 
inspired participants. While much foreign language learn-
ing is mediated through textbooks which usually contain 
standard or authorized language forms, expert users were 
able to provide feedback on language as it is actually used. 
However, expert peers did provide erroneous feedback 
on multiple occasions, with participants being reluctant to 
question the accuracy of the feedback they received due to 
perceiving their study partners as authoritative users of the 
target language.

A number of pedagogical implications may be transferred 
to IVEs in other learning contexts. Firstly, we conclude that 
for language learners taking part in an IVE, interactions with 
a near peer can be just as important as interactions with 

an expert peer. Therefore, we recommend teachers provide 
opportunities for learners to work collaboratively through-
out the whole writing process, including a discussion of 
corrective feedback provided by overseas study partners. 
Secondly, we recommend learners receive guidance in how 
the dominant language and online literary resources can 
be used to enhance learning opportunities when discuss-
ing responses to feedback. Finally, we suggest teachers en-
sure learners understand that while feedback from expert 
peers is valuable, it is not infallible. Accordingly, language 
learners should be encouraged to question and, if required, 
reject feedback. A worthwhile avenue of future research is 
investigating how expert peers can be trained in feedback 
provision that is clearer and more understandable and as-
sisting learners gain the confidence to question feedback 
when appropriate. 
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APPENDIX
Narrative frame used in this study.

In this class, I wrote a report together with a classmate. Working with my classmate was helpful because __________________
__________________________.  However, ______________________________________________________. Overall, I thought that working with a 
classmate was ______________________________ _____________________.  I read some reports written in Japanese by students in New 
York and I wrote some feedback. When I gave feedback to my exchange partners, I felt it was important to _________________

__________________________. This is because ____________________________________________________________________________________________ .

We received some feedback and comments from our partners in New York. After discussing the feedback with my class-
mate, we thought _________________________________________________________________________________________ . I felt we improved our 
writing by __________________________________________________ . 

While talking to my classmate, I was able to learn _________________________________________________________________________________ . 
When communicating with people from another culture, I learned that it is important to______________________________________ .

The most important thing I learned about writing by doing this exchange is ____________________________________________________ .
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ABSTRACT
Purpose. This study adopted a mixed-method approach, including a classroom experiment and 
24 in-depth interviews, to investigate the effects of two feedback techniques (coded focused 
and unfocused written corrective feedback) on ESL learners’ writing in a self-financed tertiary 
institution in Hong Kong. 

Method. Three intact classes of 47 students served as the experimental and control groups; 
the control group only received feedback on content and organization, whereas the two 
experimental groups also received focused and unfocused linguistic feedback, respectively. The 
feedback intervention was conducted over an eight-week intensive summer course, focusing 
on three grammar errors (articles, singular/plural nouns and verb forms). Altogether, students 
wrote seven pieces, four of which were analysed for the present research. 

Results. The study found that students who received focused written corrective feedback 
(WCF) significantly outperformed the other two groups, though the effects varied across error 
types. Meanwhile, no significant differences were found between the unfocused and control 
groups. In-depth interviews explored how individual learners’ metalinguistic understanding and 
engagement affect their intake of WCF. The results revealed that learners who received focused 
feedback developed a deeper understanding of the linguistic nature of specific error types. 
Learners with limited English proficiency were less likely to apply their linguistic knowledge to 
revise a task or write a new one. 

Conclusion. Because not all errors deserve equal attention, teachers and students should 
consider how feedback can be used more effectively, particularly in areas where comprehensive 
feedback is considered obligatory. When teaching students with limited language proficiency, it 
is recommended that, rather than providing a wide range of error corrections, teachers provide 
focused feedback complemented with carefully designed metalinguistic support.

KEYWORDS
written corrective feedback, focused feedback, unfocused feedback, coded feedback, indirect 
feedback, L2 writing, metalinguistic feedback

INTRODUCTION
Written corrective feedback (WCF), also 
referred to as grammar correction or 
written error correction (Ferris et al., 
2013), involves “correction of grammat-
ical errors for the purpose of improving 
a student’s ability to write accurately” 
(Truscott, 1996, p. 32). WCF has long been 
widely utilised and recognised as an inte-
gral part of feedback in L2 writing across 
different educational levels and institu-
tions around the world. Given its essen-

tial role in L2 writing instruction, WCF is a 
topic that has been brought up repeated-
ly over the past four decades. 

As far back as the 1980s and early 1990s, 
empirical studies were being conducted 
to examine the effects of WCF on English 
as a Second Language (ESL) students 
(e.g. Fathman & Whalley, 1990); English 
as a Foreign Language (EFL) students 
(e.g. Robb et al., 1986); and students of 
other foreign languages (e.g. Lalande, 
1982; Semke, 1984).The results were 
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mixed. The first major argument about the efficacy of WCF 
was sparked by Truscott (1996), who posited that grammar 
correction was futile and even harmful, and thus “should be 
abandoned” (p. 328). In one of the most effective respons-
es to this argument, Ferris (1999) criticized Truscott (1996) 
for arriving at a premature conclusion “[b]ased on limited, 
dated, incomplete, and inconclusive evidence” (p. 9). At the 
same time, Ferris (1999, 2004) also acknowledged the critical 
need for more carefully designed empirical studies to gen-
erate more concrete and consistent evidence on the effects 
of WCF. 

Since then, many more studies have been conducted on the 
efficacy of WCF. These studies often examined and com-
pared the effectiveness of several types of WCF, such as 
focused and unfocused WCF and direct and indirect WCF. 
Their findings not only demonstrated whether WCF is effec-
tive but also which type of WCF is more effective. Although 
these studies, which mainly adopted quasi-experimental 
designs, have contributed a great deal of valuable knowl-
edge and insight about the efficacy of WCF in L2 writing, 
there are still many under-research topics. For example, 
there is scant research directly comparing the effectiveness 
of focused and unfocused WCF (Mao & Lee, 2020). Moreo-
ver, there are methodological gaps in this research field. As 
many researchers have correctly pointed out, most of the 
existing empirical studies of WCF were either experimental 
or quasi-experimental studies conducted in controlled re-
search environments. It is, therefore, doubtful whether or 
not—and if so, to what degree, these studies’ findings are 
applicable to L2 writing instruction in real classrooms (Ferris 
et al., 2013; Lee, 2013; Mao & Lee, 2020; Storch, 2018). To 
respond to the recent call “for stronger ecological validity in 
WCF research” (Mao & Lee, 2020, p. 10), and to fill the two 
aforementioned research gaps, the present study adopted 
a mix-method approach to investigate the relative effective-
ness of the focused and unfocused WCF and to determine 
how learners’ engagement with WCF affects the intake of 
teacher feedback in EFL classrooms at a college in Hong 
Kong. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Effectiveness of WCF
Whether or not WCF is effective appears to be an old ques-
tion, but the findings in the literature remain inconclusive. 
First, there has been abundant evidence in favour of WCF 
(Bitchener et al., 2005; Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Lalande, 1982). 
Kang and Han (2015) conducted an influential meta-analysis 
of 21 experimental or quasi-experimental studies on WCF 
in L2 from 1980 to 2013 and found that WCF could increase 
L2 writing learners’ grammatical accuracy with a “small to 
moderate” (p. 10) overall effect size. More recent research 
has also demonstrated the benefits of WCF (e.g. Frear & 
Chiu, 2015). However, some studies have had less positive 

findings. For example, in a study of 80 intermediate-level 
ESL students at a US college, Sheen et al. (2009) found that 
corrective feedback was not more effective than mere writ-
ing practice in increasing the students’ linguistic accuracy. 
Moreover, in another study on ESL learners at an American 
university, Evans et al. (2011) found that the group that re-
ceived detailed corrective feedback in the traditional process 
writing approach even had poorer accuracy over time. Given 
the inconsistent evidence concerning this essential matter, 
it is necessary to do more research examining whether WCF 
is effective in helping L2 writing learners improve their lin-
guistic accuracy.

Effectiveness of Different Types of WCF
The hope to find more effective ways of providing WCF has 
led to more inquiries into the relative effectiveness of differ-
ent types of WCF. Studies are often conducted on WCF of dif-
ferent scopes, namely, focused vs unfocused WCF. Focused 
WCF refers to “correction that is provided for specific error 
types” (Ferris et al., 2013, p. 309); by comparison, unfocused 
feedback “lacks a focus” (Lee, 2017, p. 169). In addition to 
the scope of feedback, the effects of the explicitness of WCF 
have been examined through comparisons of direct and in-
direct WCF (Xie & Lei, 2019). When teachers provide direct 
WCF, they not only identify the error (usually by underlining 
or circling it) but also provide the correct form above or be-
side the error (Bitchener et al., 2005; Ferris et al., 2013; Rahi-
mi, 2021). On the other hand, indirect WCF merely indicates 
the existence of an error but does not provide the correct 
form (Ferris et al., 2013; Mao & Lee, 2020); thus, students 
are left to correct their errors by themselves (Bitchener & 
Knoch, 2008). An alternative feedback instrument that is 
frequently used in combination with WCF is metalinguistic 
feedback, which “offers learners metalinguistic explanation 
and examples through error codes and correct usage” (Mao 
& Lee, 2020, p. 6). Some researchers believe that metalin-
guistic feedback can develop L2 writers’ awareness and elic-
it their explicit grammatical knowledge (Mao & Lee, 2020). 
Ferris et al. (2013) advocated that explicit corrective feed-
back like metalinguistic explanation may be especially ad-
vantageous to EFL learners who have learned a significant 
amount of formal grammar, “as the codes, corrections, or 
explanations may elicit their prior knowledge” (p. 309).

Mao and Lee (2020) reviewed 59 empirical studies related 
to WCF scope published in high-impact journals from 1979 
to 2018. They found that previous research has mostly ex-
amined either comprehensive or focused WCF separately, 
and that these studies’ findings are mixed and inconclusive. 
They also found that by 2018 only three studies (Ellis et al., 
2008; Frear & Chiu, 2015; Sheen et al., 2009) had directly 
compared the effects of focused and less focused/compre-
hensive WCF, highlighting a strong need for comparative 
studies on focused and unfocused WCF. Recently, Rahimi 
(2021) has also examined the relative effectiveness of fo-
cused and unfocused WCF. The four studies which directly 
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compared the efficacy of focused and unfocused WCF are 
reviewed individually below.

Sheen et al. (2009) conducted a nine-week quasi-experimen-
tal study at a US college, dividing 80 intermediate-level ESL 
students into four groups: a direct focused WCF group, a di-
rect unfocused WCF group, a writing practice group and a 
control group. All three treatment groups were required to 
complete two written narrative tasks, whereas the control 
group was not. The direct focused group was corrected on 
errors in the use of indefinite and definite articles; the di-
rect unfocused group was corrected on five error categories 
(articles, the copula ‘be’, regular past tense, irregular past 
tense and prepositions); and the writing practice group re-
ceived no feedback.  It is worth noting that the writing prac-
tice group was the study’s actual control group, whereas 
the group labelled “control” could not be validly compared 
to the WCF group, as it was not even assigned the writing 
tasks. The results suggested that focused WCF is more ef-
fective than unfocused WCF in improving the accurate use 
of articles in both the short and long term. A more striking 
finding was that the unfocused group did not even outper-
form the “control” group, which neither performed the writ-
ing tasks nor received correction; in other words, this study 
“failed to demonstrate any benefit in providing unfocused 
CF” (Sheen et al., 2009, p. 567). The authors concluded that 
focused WCF is beneficial because it can help learners (1) 
spot the mistakes in their composed work, (2) systematically 
conduct hypothesis testing and (3) use their explicit gram-
matical knowledge to monitor the linguistic accuracy of their 
writing. By contrast, unfocused WCF may be “a confusing, 
inconsistent and unsystematic way” of providing corrective 
feedback; moreover, it may overwhelm learners (Sheen et 
al., 2009, p. 567).

Ellis et al. (2008) conducted a ten-week quasi-experimental 
study on 49 intermediate-level EFL students at a Japanese 
university. The students were divided into three groups, all 
of which completed three picture narrative tasks at different 
stages of the research. After writing each task, the focused 
WCF group was directly corrected only on definite and in-
definite articles, the unfocused WCF was directly corrected 
on various grammatical errors, including article misuse, and 
the control group was not corrected at all. No revision was 
required. All three groups also took a pretest, an immediate 
posttest (on the same day of receiving WCF), and a delayed 
posttest (four weeks later). The study showed that both 
treatment groups made more notable progress than the 
control group in terms of grammatical accuracy. Although 
there seemed to be no significant difference between the 
performance of the focused group and that of the unfo-
cused group, the study indicated that focused WCF “may be 
more effective in the long run” (Ellis et al., 2008, p. 367).  

Frear and Chiu (2015) conducted a three-week quasi-ex-
perimental study on Chinese EFL learners at a university 
in Taiwan, examining the relative effectiveness of focused 

and unfocused WCF on the accuracy of weak verbs (regular 
verbs) and the total accuracy of all structures in new pieces 
of writing. They divided 42 students into three groups: a fo-
cused indirect WCF group, an unfocused indirect WCF group 
and a control group. The results showed that both focused 
and unfocused WCF groups outperformed the control group 
not only in the immediate posttest but also in the delayed 
posttest; however, there were no differences in the efficacy 
of the two types of WCF. 

In a recent study, Rahimi (2021) assigned 78 French-speak-
ing Canadian learners of intermediate-level ESL into four 
groups: comprehensive revision, comprehensive non-revi-
sion, focused revision and focused non-revision. The results 
showed that focused WCF was more effective than compre-
hensive WCF in facilitating the learners’ reduction of the 
targeted errors, especially those which were “more complex 
and more cognitively difficult to process” (Rahimi, 2021, p. 
704). 

In short, there is a general belief that, compared to unfo-
cused WCF, focused WCF can reduce writing learners’ at-
tentional and cognitive burdens such that the learners are 
more likely to notice their mistakes (Frear & Chiu, 2015; Mao 
& Lee, 2020). While some researchers advocate focused 
feedback, others point out that comprehensive WCF may 
have greater ecological validity than highly focused WCF in 
real classrooms (Bruton, 2010; Ferris, 2010; van Beuningen, 
2010). As there are few studies comparing the effectiveness 
of focused and unfocused WCF, the existing findings about 
the relative effectiveness of the two types of WCF are incon-
clusive. Moreover, there is even scarcer research on the use 
of the two types of WCF together with metalinguistic feed-
back. Therefore, the current study aims to fill this gap by 
comparing the efficacy of focused and unfocused WCF used 
in combination with a metalinguistic form.

L2 Writing Learners’ Engagement with WCF
As Han and Hyland (2015) pointed out, “learner engagement 
is a critical link that connects the provision of WCF with learn-
ing outcomes” (p. 31). Engagement refers to “how learners 
respond to the feedback they receive” (Ellis, 2010, p. 345). It 
may be affected by the type of corrective feedback, learn-
ers’ individual differences and contextual factors, and it can 
be investigated from cognitive, behavioural and attitudinal 
perspectives (Ellis, 2010). Based on Ellis’s (2010) framework 
for engagement with corrective feedback, Han and Hyland 
(2015) conducted a case study involving four EFL learners at 
a Chinese university. They found that learners might disre-
gard WCF or mistake it as content feedback or praise. Their 
findings also showed that noticing errors does not equal un-
derstanding, and that EFL learners tend to process WCF “at 
the surface level” or even use “avoidance strategies” (p. 40). 
Furthermore, during the revision process, all four students 
carried out both cognitive strategies (e.g. retrieval of prior 
knowledge, memorization, and conceptualisation of details) 
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and meta-cognitive strategies (e.g. making plans, setting 
priorities, evaluating, and monitoring); however, the effec-
tiveness of these strategies was mainly determined by the 
learners’ individual characteristics, such as “learning goals, 
beliefs about the effectiveness of WCF, about English writ-
ing, and about their own writing abilities” (p. 40). Regarding 
behavioural engagement, all four students consulted ex-
ternal resources and could draw on them to correct errors 
even if they did not clearly understand metalinguistic rules. 
This suggests that the use of external resources alone is 
not concrete proof of extensive engagement, whereas “the 
quality of external resources and the way these resources 
are used” (p.40) make a major difference. With respect to 
affective engagement, on one hand, the findings seemed to 
support Truscott’s (1996) point that WCF may arouse neg-
ative emotions that hinder L2 learners’ learning of writing; 
on the other hand, there is evidence that learners’ affec-
tive responses may be influenced by their expectations and 
self-beliefs, and that negative feelings may be controlled or 
even converted into something positive such as motivation. 
In short, Han and Hyland’s (2015) study demonstrates that 
learner engagement with WCF involves a complex interplay 
of various factors on multiple dimensions. 

A few other studies have also investigated students’ en-
gagement with WCF from various perspectives. Hyland 
(2003) conducted a case study involving six ESL students at a 
university in New Zealand to explore their beliefs about and 
attitudes towards WCF. The students enthusiastically wel-
comed teachers’ WCF and incorporated the feedback into 
subsequent revisions to varying degrees. All six students 
felt that such feedback may not have immediate effects, but 
that “repeated feedback would eventually help them, and 
that without the feedback they would fail to note the errors 
and improve” (Hyland, 2003, p. 228). Chen et al. (2016) in-
vestigated learners’ perceptions of WCF and their WCF pref-
erences through open-ended survey questions posed to 64 
EFL students at a Chinese university. These students also 
reported that they valued WCF and considered it an impor-
tant tool for learning. However, they expressed dissatisfac-
tion with the lack of interaction in WCF. The desire for more 
interactive corrective feedback has also been found in other 
studies. For example, a 16-week multiple-case study on ESL 
students at a US university highlighted the necessity of pro-
viding opportunities for students to discuss their WCF with 
their teachers (Ferris et al., 2013).

In a large research project on the efficacy of direct and in-
direct comprehensive WCF for ESL students (predominantly 
Chinese graduate students) in Australia, Storch and Wig-
glesworth (2010) conducted a case study exploring individ-
ual students’ engagement with corrective feedback in revi-
sion and new writing. The findings showed a higher level 
of student engagement with indirect WCF than with direct 
WCF. The results also indicated a link between the nature of 
the errors and students’ uptake and retention of the WCF. 
Specifically, for feedback on superficial errors such as me-

chanics, uptake and retention can occur with “limited or no 
overt engagement” (p. 328). The study also suggested that 
“learners’ beliefs, attitudes toward the form of feedback re-
ceived, and their goals seemed to have an effect on whether 
the feedback was retained” in new writing (p. 328).

To summarize, it is necessary to conduct more carefully de-
signed research on WCF, particularly on topics such as the 
relative efficacy of focused and unfocused WCF (Mao & Lee, 
2020). As Bruton (2009) has argued, the research design 
must fulfil certain basic requirements, such as including a 
control group without WCF and a post-test with a new writ-
ing task. A control group is essential to ensure that students’ 
grammatical performance can be attributed to the feedback 
condition and not to other factors (Truscott, 1996). Moreo-
ver, most of the existing empirical studies have employed a 
quasi-experimental design; for the findings to have greater 
pedagogical value, the efficacy of WCF must be investigated 
in more ecologically valid contexts such as authentic writing 
tasks and real, intact classrooms (Evans et al., 2011; Mao & 
Lee, 2020). Additionally, it is necessary to include qualitative 
methods in the research to obtain a more thorough and 
comprehensive understanding of the effects of WCF. There-
fore, the current study adopted a mixed-method approach 
to address the following questions in three authentic EFL 
classrooms at a college in Hong Kong:

RQ1:	 Is written corrective feedback useful in helping EFL 
students improve their linguistic accuracy in subse-
quent revision and new writing?

RQ2:	 While the other factors remain constant, which type of 
WCF, focused or unfocused, is more effective in help-
ing EFL students improve their linguistic accuracy in 
subsequent revision and new writing?

RQ3:	 How does EFL students’ engagement with WCF affect 
their linguistic accuracy in subsequent revision and 
new writing?

METHOD

The present study was designed to respond to the gap of a 
mixed-method approach in the WCF research. The quantita-
tive segment investigated the effects of two different feed-
back treatments on groups of learners in an authentic class-
room setting during an 8-week semester (RQ1 and RQ2). 
It involves 47 students’ writing collected from three intact 
classes. We also use interview data to explore how learners’ 
engagement with teacher feedback affect the effect of WCF 
(RQ3).

Pedagogical Context 
The study involved 47 first-year ESL learners (46.7% males 
and 53.3% females) from two bachelor’s degree pro-
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grammes at a self-financed college in Hong Kong. More 
than 60% of these students had scores of Level 2 or below 
out of five levels (equivalent to IELTS 5.0 or below) on the 
English subject of the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Ed-
ucation Examination, which is the university matriculation 
examination in Hong Kong. As such, they did not meet the 
minimum requirements for government-funded bachelor’s 
degree programmes. Thus, the English language proficiency 
of the participants was located at the weaker end among 
Hong Kong degree students.

The students were enrolled in an intensive 8-week summer 
course on English professional communication that includ-
ed 39 classroom teaching hours over 13 lessons, “the same 
number of teaching hours as in a regular 13-week semester. 
The intervention was conducted during the second half of 
the course, which lasted four weeks (6 lessons). The course 
was taught by three experienced teacher-researchers, who 
were all familiar with the course content, expected learning 
outcomes, assessment requirements and marking rubrics.

Classroom-Experimental Design
The study used a classroom-experimental design involving 
three intact classes that served as two treatment groups, 
focused WCF (N = 15) and unfocused WCF (N = 18), and a 
control group (N = 14). The pretest result indicated no signif-
icant differences among the three groups from the outset of 
the study. All the students were taught with the same mate-
rials and were assessed on the same tasks. The intervention 
had all three groups writing the same set of tasks but receiv-
ing different types of feedback. 

The focused group received feedback on the three most 
prominent linguistic error types identified by the marking 
of the pretest task: articles, singular/plural nouns, and verb 
forms. Prominent, here, means “most frequent” or “most se-
rious” for text effectiveness. The unfocused group received 
feedback on 15 types of linguistic errors including the three 

chosen for the focused group. The additional 12 linguistic 
error types included word choice, run-ons, pronouns, upper 
or lower cases, word forms, voice, verb tenses, prepositions, 
comparative or superlative forms of adjectives, the verb be, 
subject and verb agreement and fragments (Appendix 1). 
The control group received no grammar-corrective feed-
back. To satisfy ethical requirements, all three groups were 
given feedback on the quality of content and organisation. 
This is an advantage of our design because it reflects the 
genuine feedback students would normally receive in natu-
ral classroom settings.

There were six treatment sessions (Table 1). In classes 8, 10 
and 12, students were asked to write a task in class. They 
received the feedback in the next lesson (classes 9, 11 and 
13), and were then asked to use the feedback to rewrite the 
task. All three groups were reminded to improve content, 
organization and language accuracy when rewriting a task. 
To provide further guidance for the rewriting activities, the 
focused group was provided with a form containing me-
ta-linguistic explanations of the three chosen grammatical 
items (Appendix 2), and the unfocused group was provided 
with a meta-linguistic explanation form containing 15 gram-
matical items (Appendix 1). The marking codes, their mean-
ing, and examples were provided in the metalinguistic form. 
For example, Code 5 refers to the common mistake known 
as run-ons. The meaning of this code is displayed in the next 
column: “Run-on sentences include (1) fused sentences (no 
punctuation at all between two independent sentences) and 
(2) comma splices (two independent sentences are divided 
by a comma)”. Two erroneous sentences are provided as 
examples: “I like listening he likes talking”; “I like listening, 
he likes talking”. Four correct sentences are provided in the 
next column to demonstrate how this type of error can be 
revised (e.g. “I like listening, but he likes talking.”). 

All in-class professional writing tasks required the use of 
various linguistic forms to maintain an appropriate tone, 
achieve coherence and adopt an appropriate style. The stu-

Table 1
Treatment Schedule

Pretest Treatment Posttest

Class 8 
(Pretest)

Class 9 
Revision 1

Class 10 (Imme-
diate Posttest) Class 11 Class 12 Class 13 Closed-book examination 

(Delayed Posttest)

Focused Group T1 R1 T2 R2 T3 R3 T4

Unfocused 
Group T1 R1 T2 R2 T3 R3 T4

Control Group T1 R1 T2 R2 T3 R3 T4

Note: T1 (Task 1) = In-class report writing 1 (pretest)
T2 (Task 2) = In-class report writing 2 (immediate posttest for new task)
T3 (Task 3) = In-class email writing 
T4 (Task 4) = examination on report writing (delayed posttest for new task)
R1 (rewrite activities) = Task 1 revision (posttest for subsequent revision)
R2 (rewrite activities) = Task 2 revision
R3 (rewrite activities) = Task 3 revision
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dents were given 50 minutes to write each task in class. Be-
cause all the in-class tasks were similar to the task in the 
final examination, the intervention was naturally integrated 
into classroom teaching. We used four of seven writing sam-
ples to measure students’ performance. Task 1 served as the 
pretest, while Revision 1 was the subsequent revision, Task 2 
was the immediate posttest (3 days after a lesson) and Task 
4 was the delayed posttest (examination, four weeks after 
the first task) (Table 1). The two posttests explore whether 
students can benefit from WCF in different writing condi-
tions, with Task 2 being open-book, no time constraint and 
low stake and Task 4 being closed-book, timed and high 
stake.

Quantitative Data
To ensure marking reliability, two random samples from 
each group were marked and discussed by the researchers, 
following which a new sample was marked separately to en-
sure marking consistency. After achieving over 90% agree-
ment, the rest of the scripts were distributed to individual 
raters who had been keeping close communication during 
the marking process. After the marking was completed, 40% 
of the scripts were selected randomly from each group for a 
second rater to re-mark. Intra-class correlation coefficients 
were calculated (via SPSS: two-way mixed model; absolute 
agreement; single measure) to estimate inter-rater reliabil-
ity for each of the three error types. The inter-rater relia-

bility indices were found to be .969 for verb forms, .997 for 
articles, and .940 for singular/plural nouns, indicating that 
the raters had achieved an excellent level of agreement in 
coding the errors (Koo & Li, 2016).

Error scores were calculated by normalized error counts, a 
method suggested by Ferris and Robert (2001). This proce-
dure consists of dividing the number of errors by the num-
ber of words in the writing sample and then multiplying it 
by a standard number representing the average number of 
words of all writing samples. In this case, the standard num-
ber used was 320, i.e. the average length of the samples. The 
normalized error counts enabled us to compare the num-
bers generated from different writing tasks across different 
groups at different times.

The error scores were then compared across groups and 
over time to answer RQ1 and RQ2. Due to the relatively 
small sample sizes of the experimental and control groups 
(N = 15, 18, 14) and the fact that the variables tended to 
have skewed distributions, a more general non-paramet-
ric test (Kruskall-Wallis One-Way ANOVA) was conducted 
to compare the error statistics across groups. As its name 
suggests, the Kruskall-Wallis test is conceptually equiv-
alent to its parametric ANOVA test, but it is more general 
and accommodative and does not have assumptions about 
data normality. Similarly to ANOVA, the Kruskall-Wallis test 
starts with an overall test to determine whether there is a 

Table 2
Individual Interviews

Class No. of par-
ticipants

Post-revision retrospective interviews Exit reflective interview

No. of in-
terviews 

Duration/
per inter-

view
Data collected No. of in-

terviews

Duration/
per inter-

view
Data collected

Focused 
group 3 3 50 mins How are learners en-

gaged with WCF when 
revising their drafts?

1 75 mins How do students 
engage with 

teacher feedback 
in different writing 

conditions?
Unfocused 
group 3 3 50 mins 1 75 mins

Total 6 18 900 mins / 6 450 mins /

Table 3
Interviewees’ Demographic Information

Group Pseudonym Gender Language proficiency before intervention

Focused group Ng Female Intermediate

Ma Male Intermediate 

Leung Male Intermediate-low

Unfocused group Chan Female Intermediate

Li Female Intermediate-low

Tang Female Low
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significant difference among the groups, and, if there is, it 
proceeds to identify which pairs of groups contribute to the 
difference. In the second post-hoc step, pair-wise compari-
sons are conducted among all possible pairs. To correct the 
inflated alpha level due to multiple comparisons, Bonferroni 
correction was applied to produce a much stricter criterion 
of statistical significance (adjusted p.).

Individual Interviews
To aid the interpretation of our quantitative data, 24 one-
on-one interviews (Table 2) were conducted with six student 
participants, comprising three post-revision retrospective in-
terviews (Appendix 3) and a reflective exit interview (Appen-
dix 4). All the interviews took about 50 minutes and were vid-
eo recorded. The six participants (Table 3), three from each 
treatment group, were chosen by the teacher-researchers 
after the first revision task was completed. The criteria for 
choosing an interviewee included the willingness to submit 
drafts, different levels of language proficiency and availa-
bility for participation. Retrospective interviews, carried out 
within three days of a specific revision lesson, aimed to in-
vestigate (1) the extent to which learners understood the 
WCF, and (2) how learners engaged cognitively with the WCF 
in their writing. The reflective exit interview was conducted 
after the examination (T4) at the end of the semester. The 
interview questions covered various topics, including stu-
dents’ general experience with WCF and the strategies they 
used for engaging with WCF throughout the course.

Interview Data Analysis
The interview data were analysed according to the principles 
of inductive analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Following the 
full transcription of the interviews, all the raw data were re-
peatedly studied and thematically coded (e.g. understand-
ing of WCF, WCF engagement strategies and writing condi-
tions) according to the research questions. The researchers 
worked together to synthesize ideas, combine similar codes, 
resolve differences and condense the data into more specif-
ic codes pertaining to how students perceive and use WCF. 
The specific codes include, for example, “avoidance as a 
strategy”, “superficial or deep level of learning” and “use 
of WCL in different conditions”. To enhance the trustworthi-
ness of the findings, different data sets were triangulated, 
including the students’ responses to questions and their ac-
tual applications of WCF in subsequent writing.

RESULTS

Results are presented, herein, to address each research 
question in turn, beginning with the quantitative results 
comparing the three groups’ error codes over time (RQ1 
and RQ2), and followed by the interview results illuminating 
how individual learners perceive, respond to and apply WCF 
in their writing (RQ3).

Kruskall-Wallis tests were applied to four error scores (name-
ly, the overall score and the scores of three error types) to 
compare the control, focused and unfocused groups across 
four writing samples (T1, R1, T2, T4). When the overall test 
was significant, post-hoc, pair-wise comparisons were 
conducted to identify which two groups were significantly 
different. Bonferroni adjustment was applied to the signif-
icance level of post-hoc comparisons, and generated strict-
er adjusted significance statistics. No significant difference 
was found among the three groups in the pre-test (T1) in 
the overall scores or the three individual error scores, which 
means the three groups had comparable performance be-
fore the intervention. After the invention, however, signifi-
cant differences were found among the three writing sam-
ples (R1, T2 and T4) in terms of one or more of the error 
types. 

Overall Effectiveness of WCF (RQ1) and 
Effectiveness of Focused vs. Unfocused WCF 
(RQ2)

The performance of the control group, which did not receive 
WCF, was compared with that of two experimental groups, 
one of which received focused feedback and the other un-
focused feedback. Due to space limit, Table 4 only presents 
the results that are found to be statistically significant; for 
the full results of the analysis, interested readers can refer 
to Appendix 5. Figure 1 shows a comparison of the average 
numbers of overall errors among the three groups. Figure 2 
shows a comparison of the average error numbers of each 
error type among the three groups.  

First, no significant difference was found between the con-
trol group and the unfocused group (C-UF) in any of the 
three error types across all four writing samples. This means 
that the unfocused group produced as many errors as the 
control group on linguistic accuracy in both the subsequent 
revision and the new task. 

On the other hand, the focused group performed signifi-
cantly better than both the control group and the unfocused 
group. It outperformed the control group (F-C) in terms of 
overall performance (test statistics: -3.245, Adj.p=.004) and 
singular/plural nouns in R1 (Adj.p=.022). It also outper-
formed the unfocused group (F-UF) in terms of overall er-
rors in R1 (Adj.p=.011) and articles in R1 (Adj.p=.004) and T2 
(Adj.p=.011). 

However, no significant difference was found in R1 between 
the focused group and the control group (F-C) regarding the 
use of articles and verb forms. Similarly, in the two new tasks 
(T2 and T4), the differences between the two groups were 
not significant. Between the focused group and the unfo-
cused group (F-UF), the differences in the use of singular/
plural nouns or verb forms were not statistically significant.
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Table 4 shows the advantages of focused feedback. The fo-
cused group performed significantly better than the unfo-
cused group in its use of articles in the subsequent revision 
(R1) and in one of the new tasks (T2); it also performed bet-
ter on verb forms in one of the new tasks (T4), though not to 
the point of statistical significance (T4, p=.068). 

Compared to the unfocused group, which had to deal with 
up to 15 different error types in WCF, the focused group 
only had to attend to three different error types, at most, so 
these students probably had more cognitive space for inter-
nalizing the WCF and correcting the errors.  

Taken together, the findings for RQ1 and RQ2 show that WCF 
is more effective than self-revision in helping EFL students 
improve their linguistic accuracy in subsequent revision and 
new writing (RQ1), but only focused WCF shows significant 
effects for the participants of this study (RQ2). 

A closer examination of when the focused feedback showed 
effects (in R1, T2, or T4) revealed interesting differences 
among the three error types. Below is an interpretation of 
why error types may influence the effects of focused WCF. 

Errors in the use of singular/plural nouns and articles can be 
corrected mechanically without a sufficient understanding 
of their usage as long as the teacher provides an error code. 
Errors in verb forms, however, cannot be corrected easily, 
because choosing the correct verb form among several re-
quires a deep understanding of the usage of verb forms in 

different sentence structures. The following are some verb 
form errors that the students made in R1 and T2. In the 
sentence “We should try to change our billboards to some 
crowded areas like MTR stations”, a student wrongly used 
“try to change” to indicate a tentative suggestion. Choosing 
the correct verb form, in this case, requires knowledge of 
the meanings of “try to do” and “try doing”. In the sentence 
“The table shows that there are nearly half of the teachers 
choose i-class for e-learning”, the student failed to use the 
-ing form “choosing” as a postmodifier of the noun phrase 
“the teachers”. Selecting the correct verb form, in this case, 
requires applying the English sentence structure rule of 
only one main verb per clause. While some students made 
the mistake of including two base-form verbs in one clause, 
some others wrote a clause without a main verb in the base 
form; for example, “Radio is not a cost-effective method of 
advertising, which accounting for 31% of the advertising ex-
penditure”. These three examples show that a simple error 
code, i.e. “verb form”, may not be enough for students to 
choose the correct form. They need to know how particu-
lar verbs take different forms, i.e. the infinitive or gerund. 
They also need to have good knowledge of English sentence 
structures in order to use the correct verb form in different 
structures. The first time the students were required to re-
vise their first drafts in R1, the focused WCF seemed to be 
immediately effective for errors that could be corrected me-
chanically. The focused group performed significantly better 
than the control group in the use of singular/plural nouns 
and the unfocused group in the use of articles. However, 
the effect of focused feedback on verb forms, a construction 

Table 4
Significant Differences Were Found by Pair-Wise Comparison of the Three Groups

Overall test of significance 
Overall Articles

Subsequent Revision (R1) 
N=38, p=.001

Subsequent Revision (R1) 
N=38, p=.004

New Task (T2) 
N=40, p=.013

Pair-wise comparison Std. Test 
Stat p Adj. p Std. Test 

Stat p Adj. p Std. Test 
Stat p Adj. p

F-C -3.245 0.001** 0.004** 2.126 0.034* 0.101 1.826 0.068 0.204

F-UF 2.902 0.004** 0.011* -3.219 0.001* 0.004* -2.914 0.004* 0.011*

C-UF 0.551 0.581 1.000 -0.233 0.815 1.000 -0.767 0.443 1.000

Overall test of significance 
Singular /plural nouns Verb forms

Subsequent Revision (R1) 
N=38, p=.014

New Task (T4) 
N=46, p=.043

Pair-wise comparison Std. Test Stat p Adj. p Std. Test Stat p Adj. p

F-C 2.684 0.007** 0.022* 2.054 0.040* 0.120

F-UF -2.171 0.030* 0.090 -2.279 0.023* 0.068

C-UF 1.137 0.256 0.767 -0.051 0.960 1.000

Note. F: focused group; C: control group; UF: Unfocused group. 

*p <.05; ** p<.01
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that may not be easily corrected without thorough under-
standing, was not immediately observed. 

Furthermore, the linguistic accuracy in the use of singu-
lar/plural nouns or articles that the focused group gained 
in R1 may not have been carried on to new tasks (T2 and 
T4). The only exception is that the focused group performed 
significantly better than the unfocused group on articles in 
T2, a new task that immediately followed R1; however, the 
improvement was not maintained in the delayed posttest 
(T4). Interestingly, with regard to verb forms, although the 
focused group did not perform significantly better than 
the unfocused group in the subsequent revision, its perfor-
mance was better than the unfocused group in T4 (p=.023, 
adj. p=.068). It is possible that some participants in the fo-

cused group corrected their errors in singular/plural nouns 
or articles mechanically, based on error codes. Without a 
thorough understanding of usage, their errors were not 
reduced in the new tasks. It seems that the linguistic accu-
racy gained by mechanical correction cannot be carried on 
to new tasks. As to verb forms, a grammatical construction 
that students may not be able to correct mechanically, the 
participants might have had difficulties choosing the correct 
verb form in the subsequent revision based on simple er-
ror codes. Deeper learning of this grammatical construction 
might have taken place in the focused group, as they en-
gaged in problem-solving in the tasks later in the interven-
tion, namely in T2, R2, T3 and R3. It is not surprising that this 
group’s improvement was observed in the delayed posttest 
(T4) but not in T2, as deeper learning takes time.

Figure 1
Comparison of Overall Errors among Groups

Figure 2
Comparison of Errors of Each Type among Groups



The Effects of Coded Focused and Unfocused Corrective Feedback on ESL Student Writing Accuracy

JLE  |  Vol. 8  |  No. 4  |  2022 45

| Research Article

Effect of Students’ Engagement with WCF 
(RQ3)
This section uses interview data to explain why focused WCF 
was more effective than unfocused WCF and how learner 
engagement might have influenced the effects of the two 
types of WCF. Three major themes emerged from a com-
parison of the two groups’ interview transcripts: (1) engage-
ment strategies, (2) level of learning (deep versus superficial 
learning) and (3) writing in different conditions.

Engagement Strategies

A specific theme emerging from the data was how students’ 
level of metalinguistic understanding affects the engage-
ment strategies learners employ. Three engagement strat-
egies emerged from this study’s data: (1) avoidance, (2) 
mechanical correction and (3) correction through the appli-
cation of grammatical rules.

Avoidance

One strategy the students used was avoidance, i.e. avoid-
ing difficult words or grammatical structures. When Tang, a 
student from the unfocused group who demonstrated a low 
level of metalinguistic understanding, was asked to read the 
definitions and examples in the metalinguistic form (Appen-
dix 1), she struggled with the definitions because she could 
not understand the difficult words or technical terms. When 
comparing the two drafts of Tang’s first task, it was found 
that she only revised the errors in the first two paragraphs. 
Tang explained why she did not revise the second part of 
her writing.
Tang:	 At first, I tried to read the codes and examples in the meta-

linguistic form, but I could not do that with all the mistakes 
because there were too many errors in my draft.  

Researcher:	 Do you mean that you felt overwhelmed?

Tang:	 You can say so. The reason is that it took me quite a lot of 
time trying to understand the codes. 

Researcher:	 What did you do when you stopped checking the codes?

Tang:	 At first, I tried to correct the errors the way I felt right. But 
there were some errors that I really didn’t know how to 
correct, so I just left them unchanged.

Mechanical Correction

Some students demonstrated a partial understanding of the 
WCF. Below is the example of Li (unfocused group). In the 
first interview, after reading its definition, Li explained the 
code “fragment” by engaging with the example.
Li:	 I think fragment means something is missing.

Researcher:	 Please read the example (on the error code sheet) and ex-
plain which part is the fragment.

Li:	 Since I missed last class. I did not know the homework. 
Since I missed last class, I did not know the homework.

Researcher:	 (Pointing to the sentences in the example). Which one is the 
fragment?

Li:	 Both are fragments. The meaning is incomplete when one 
stands alone without the other.

Li’s performance can be interpreted as having developed 
a partial understanding of this code, i.e. that “fragment” 
means “something is missing”. However, her explanation 
shows that she only examined whether the meaning was 
complete and did not successfully employ knowledge of 
English syntax. Without thorough understanding, Li could 
not apply the target linguistic form to solve her problem. 
Below is the comparison of Li’s two written drafts:
Task 1:	 Radio is not a cost-effective method of advertising, which 

accounts for 31% of advertising expenditure. But it just 
17% of customers <fragment>.

Revision 1:	 Radio is not a cost-effective method of advertising, which 
accounts account for 31% of advertising expenditure, but 
it just 17% of customers <fragment>.

Li explained how she applied the code to solve her prob-
lem: “I saw the fragment code and realized that something 
is missing. The example shows that I can correct it by put-
ting the two parts together”. Here, Li can be interpreted 
as having overgeneralized how to correct a fragment due 
to a lack of deep understanding of syntax. It appears that 
the metalinguistic definitions and example(s) may not have 
been sufficient for some participants to understand and ap-
ply grammar rules.

Applying Grammar Rules in Writing
In the exit interview, Leung (focused group) was asked to 
correct the grammatical error related to the use of verb 
forms in the sentence “Read romance novels is relaxing”. Not 
only did Leung solve the problem, but he also clearly ex-
plained how to apply the rule regarding verb forms:
Leung:	 “Read” should be changed to “reading” because we cannot 

use a base form verb as the subject of a sentence.

Leung further explained how he learned this grammatical 
structure:
Leung:	 I carefully learned all the metalinguistic explanations 

of the three error codes. When I noticed that I was weak 
at verb forms, I did some additional study on this item. I 
checked grammar teaching websites about how to use a 
verb that ends with -ing or -ed. I also discussed this with 
my friends. In the past, I did not think about the verb forms 
carefully. I just used my intuition to write the verbs. After 
this course, I am more confident in using the correct forms 
of a verb. Verb form is a grammar item that takes time to 
learn. I could not apply the knowledge in the first few tasks. 
But as I practiced more, I gradually made improvements. I 
was ready to use the right verb forms in the examination.

Summary
The findings show a connection between learners’ meta-
linguistic knowledge and their manner of engaging with 
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teachers’ feedback. It seems that the more metalinguis-
tic knowledge learners acquire, the more likely they are to 
apply grammatical rules in their writing. Focused WCF has 
been observed by this study to be more beneficial due to its 
more manageable cognitive load, particularly for students 
with moderate language proficiency. 

Deep Versus Superficial Learning

A careful comparison of the interview data for students from 
the focused and unfocused groups shows that the focused 
group demonstrated deeper learning than the unfocused 
group. When asked how they engaged with WCF, all three 
participants from the focused group mentioned explicitly 
and repeatedly that they advanced their learning of a specif-
ic grammatical structure through additional sources and by 
various methods.

Ng:	 The most significant improvement brought by this course 
is my much deeper understanding about how to use the 
definite article “the”. In the past, I somehow developed a 
wrong understanding that I didn’t need to use “the” be-
fore plural nouns. Teacher’s feedback has made me realize 
that this is not true. I carefully studied how to use “the” by 
checking grammar books and other resources. One of the 
tools I have been using is Grammarly, but now I won’t to-
tally rely on it as it may not identify the wrong use of “the” 
sometimes based on the context.

All three participants from the focused group tried to use 
additional methods to deepen their understanding of the 
target linguistic forms, for example by using a portfolio to 
analyse error patterns, seeking help from peers, checking 
grammar books, exploiting their grammar knowledge rath-
er than depending on grammar-checking tools, and reflect-
ing on their experiences. All of these strategies worked to-
gether to enhance the usefulness of WCF.

By contrast, none of the participants from the unfocused 
group mentioned specific grammar items when they shared 
their experiences of WCF; rather, all vaguely mentioned that 
they used “the codes” or “the metalinguistic form”, indicat-
ing that they were not deeply engaged in the learning of 
specific grammatical features. 

For example, Li and Tang (unfocused group) did not demon-
strate effort other than to check the metalinguistic form. 
Chan was the only student from the unfocused group who 
used some additional sources to further her study. Howev-
er, in the exit interview, she could not explain in depth how 
to solve problems, as shown in the following example:

In fact, I do not know exactly when to use a specific verb form. 
When the teacher pointed out that there was a verb form prob-
lem in a sentence, I would try to use another form, for example, 
by deleting the -ing, or by adding -s to make it right. However, 
I sometimes chose the wrong form. Most of the time, I used my 
intuition to judge. 

Tang and Li struggled with some of the codes until the end 
of the semester. Chan tried to learn more deeply by using 
extra resources, but it appeared to be difficult for her to 
manage so many grammar items during such a short peri-
od of time.  

Summary
The three interviewees from the focused group all demon-
strated deeper learning than those from the unfocused 
group. This can be interpreted to mean that learners from 
the focused group were more likely to pay attention to feed-
back directed at a limited number of linguistic error types, 
while their counterparts may have been cognitively over-
loaded by a wide range of linguistic problems.

Engagement in Different Writing Conditions: Revision 
Versus New Tasks

This section examines whether students from different 
groups interacted differently with teacher feedback in dif-
ferent writing conditions. Both groups reported that they 
paid more attention to grammar in revision, while they had 
to maintain a balance between language accuracy and con-
tent in a new task. 

Revision
Table 5 summarizes the number of errors found in the pre-
test (T1) that students were required to revise in Class 9 (R1). 
The revision was obviously much more manageable for the 

Table 5
Number of Errors on the Pretest

Focused group Unfocused group

Name No. of error 
types out of 3

No. of errors found in 
the marked script

Name No. of error 
types out of 15

No. of errors found in the 
marked script

Leung 3 13 Chan 11 37

Ma 2 7 Li 13 43

Ng 2 11 Tang 12 42
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students from the focused group, who had significantly few-
er errors and error types. By contrast, the three interviewees 
from the unfocused group had to work with more than 35 
errors representing more than 10 error types.

In the first retrospective interview, when asked about his ex-
perience with the revision task, Ma said the following:

Ma:	 Teacher’s feedback helped me identify the specific types of 
errors I was not aware of. In the past, I did not have a 
specific focus about what areas I needed to improve be-
cause most of my teachers just selectively circled my errors 
without giving me metalinguistic support. I now notice that 
I need to pay attention to articles because I have three ar-
ticle errors in this task. I did not experience difficulties in 
writing the revision task because all the errors were coded, 
so I had a clear direction to work on.

It seems that the focused group (of which Ma was a repre-
sentative) was in a privileged position for using the teach-
er’s feedback because the group had “a clear direction to 
work on”. By contrast, the workload was much heavier for 
the unfocused group.  

New Tasks
In retrospective interview 2, when asked how they worked 
with a new writing task (T2), Leung and Tang both referred 
to their efforts at balancing different assessment compo-
nents in writing a new task. While Leung could manage a 
good balance, Tang reported difficulties in doing so.

Leung:	 After last writing, I know better about how to write a busi-
ness report. In this writing, I allocated half the time to con-
sider organization and content, the other half of the time 
to apply the three grammar rules in my writing. After re-
vising the first task, I have developed better understanding 
about how to use articles and how to use the right verb 
forms in different sentences. After completing this task, I 
carefully proofread my writing to correct the verb form, 
article and singular and plural noun problems.

Tang:	 I had some organization, format and content problems in 
my first in-class writing. I spent time in thinking about how 
to use headings and bullet points, and how to place some 
content in the right sections. I am aware that I should also 
write accurate sentences in the right tone. Because there 
were too many grammar items that needed my attention, 
it was difficult to keep a good balance for all these areas. I 
gave priority to content and organization.

Similar findings emerged about writing a new task in the ex-
amination. All students (from both groups) reported a cer-
tain degree of anxiety about the closed-book examination. 
But, due to their heavier workload, the unfocused group’s 
anxiety was more pronounced:

Tang:	 I was very nervous before and during the examination be-
cause I feared that I could not remember the long list of 
error codes in the form.

Summary
Focused WCF was found consistently to benefit the learn-
ing process in all three writing conditions (R1, T2 and T4); 
the more manageable workload it entailed allowed learners 
to direct their focus towards revising grammar in a revision 
task or allocating efforts to different components of a new 
task.

DISCUSSION

This section begins by answering a fundamental question 
regarding whether WCF is beneficial to the accuracy of L2 
writing (RQ1). The quantitative data analyses found that 
students who received coded focused feedback produced 
significantly fewer errors than students in the other two 
groups. Meanwhile, no significant differences were ob-
served between the unfocused and control groups across 
all four writing samples. Certain types of WCF, then (coded 
focused WCF, but not unfocused WCF, in this case), can be 
considered conducive to the improvement of L2 writing ac-
curacy. In other words, Ferris’s (1999) argument that effec-
tive WCF can help at least some student writers, providing 
that the right WCF is managed properly, is supported.

Regarding the question of whether focused or unfocused 
WCF is more beneficial to L2 writers (RQ2), feedback scope 
and error types were both found to potentially play a role. 
In contrast to Lalande’s influential 1982 study, which report-
ed success using a large number (12) of error categories, 
the present study’s findings suggest that L2 learners with 
limited language proficiency can only cope with a few (3) 
error categories at a time. While it is clear that the focused 
group outperformed the unfocused group, the question of 
which error types are more effectively addressed in which 
writing conditions (redrafting, new writing or both) seems 
to be a complex one. Article errors were significantly re-
duced by the focused group in revision (R1, Adj.p=.004) and 
open-book in-class writing (T2, Adj.p=.011), but not in a more 
stressed condition (T4). By contrast, contrary to Ferris and 
Roberts’ (2001) findings about the significant improvement 
of verb forms in revision, students in the present study did 
not seem to be able to reduce the error counts of verb forms 
in the first two writing attempts (R1, T2). The error counts 
were reduced by the end of the semester, though not to the 
point of statistical significance (T4, Adj.p=.068). Interesting-
ly, despite greater pressure in the delayed post-test, which 
was a high-stake examination, the students could still use 
the targeted grammatical item more accurately, which may 
strongly demonstrate the efficacy of indirect focused WCF. 
On the other hand, the fact that the students did not show 
progress in using these items in the revision and first new 
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writing tasks may suggest the complexity of learners’ devel-
opment of linguistic skills (Benson & DeKeyser, 2019). The 
present study reinforces Mao and Lee’s (2020) findings that 
the nature of errors can affect learners’ uptake of feedback.

The qualitative data herein identifies two salient factors that 
could facilitate or constrain the effect of WCF (RQ3): (1) the 
level of metalinguistic understanding and (2) the ways in 
which learners engage with WCF. The revision of a singular/
plural noun error is obvious because students can simply 
use the other form when the marked form was incorrect. 
Conversely, the grammatical rule acquisition of verb forms 
appears to require more time and effort. The ability to ap-
ply a grammatical rule in a new piece of writing requires an 
even more thorough metalinguistic understanding. In the fi-
nal examination, many participants in this study mistakenly 
used the plural noun “users” in the phrase “user forecast”, 
where “user” is a modifier and not a typical plural noun. In 
order for deep metalinguistic understanding to occur, learn-
ers’ attention and engagement must be directed to specific 
grammar features. This kind of deep learning was observed 
in the focused group (Leung, Ng and Ma), where learners 
could interact intensively with a limited number of specific 
grammatical forms, but not in the unfocused group (Chan, 
Li and Tang). 

This resonates with Sheen et al. (2009) and Bitchener and 
Knock (2008) in that learners who received focused feed-
back developed a deeper understanding of the linguistic 
nature of specific error types. Cognitive theories of L2 ac-
quisition (Gass, 1997; Schmidt, 2001) have also provided 
solid theoretical reasons for focused WCF by establishing 
a strong link between understanding and L2 development. 
Learners’ language proficiency is another main factor which 
effects students’ intake of WCF. The theoretical assumption 
is that focused WCF is likely to benefit learners with limited 
capacities, as it imposes a less heavy cognitive load and thus 
provides more scaffolding for grammar acquisition (Van 
Pattern, 2004). Our results echo the above cited literature in 
that although the students from both treatment groups ap-
peared to have raised linguistic awareness, the unfocused 
group did not demonstrate deeper learning of new linguis-
tic features due to the constraints of the heavy cognitive 
load brought about by the large number of errors in their 
writing.

All participants in the present study reported that meta-
linguistic information increased their awareness of the 
targeted linguistic forms. However, students from the un-
focused group found the metalinguistic information diffi-
cult to apply in solving specific problems, suggesting that 
merely providing learners with metalinguistic explanations 
does not necessarily guarantee their deep understanding. 
These findings suggest that, when designing and conduct-
ing metalinguistic feedback, especially for EFL learners with 
limited proficiency, teachers must carefully consider the fol-
lowing issues: (1) whether the explanations contain difficult 

terminology; and (2) whether the examples are typical and 
clearly exemplify the targeted error category. To avoid of 
the problem of learners’ overgeneralising the examples, a 
variety of examples can be provided to demonstrate vari-
ous possible forms and corrections of the error. It is also 
desirable that the students be provided with opportunities 
to ask teachers questions to clarify their understanding of 
the metalinguistic feedback, as suggested by the literature 
(Chen et al., 2016; Ferris et al., 2013).  

CONCLUSION

This study has found that coded and focused WCF with ex-
plicit metalinguistic support can significantly enhance writ-
ing accuracy in terms of the use of articles and singular/
plural nouns among L2 learners with low to intermediate 
language proficiency. A combination of circumstances, for 
example, the nature of the target grammatical structures 
and learners’ understanding and ways of engaging with 
WCF, is also necessary for WCF to become a tool for learning. 

Despite these insightful findings, some limitations must be 
acknowledged. First, the study was of short duration, and 
its sample was relatively small. Therefore, future research 
should investigate larger samples over longer periods of 
time. Second, although the three intact classes had a sim-
ilar English proficiency level, the interviewees from the un-
focused group had weaker proficiency than those from the 
focused group. Future qualitative studies should use partic-
ipants with equivalent language proficiency to examine the 
extent to which language proficiency mediates the effective-
ness of WCF.

Finally, this study has some implications for classroom peda-
gogy, addressed briefly here. Because not all errors deserve 
equal attention, teachers and students should consider how 
feedback can be used more effectively, particularly in areas 
where comprehensive feedback is considered obligatory. 
When teaching students with limited language proficiency, it 
is recommended that, rather than providing a wide range of 
error corrections, teachers provide focused feedback com-
plemented with carefully designed metalinguistic support. 
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APPENDIX 1

Metalinguistic Form (Focused Group)

ACCURACY (GRAMMAR, LEXIS, SPELLING)

Please check your accuracy carefully and correct the errors in the next draft.

Code 
number

Code Meaning Example

1 VF Verb Form is wrong. VF: Take care of pets is an obligation of a pet owner.

Cor:  Taking care of pets is an obligation of a pet owner.

VF: Billboard advertising presenting a good value for money.

Cor: Billboard advertising presents a good value for money.

VF: My priority is to focused on my career.

Cor: My priority is to focus on my career.

VF: I believe this solution should applied to Hong Kong by the relevant Hong Kong 
government department.

Cor: I believe this solution should apply to Hong Kong by the relevant Hong Kong 
government department.

2 Art Article is incorrect, unnecessary, or 
missing.

(Article: a, an, the)

Art: It was an humbling experience. 

Cor: It was a humbling experience.

3 N-S/P Singular and plural form of nouns S/P: Both solution have positive and negative aspect.

Cor: Both solutions have positive and negative aspect.
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APPENDIX 2:

Metalinguistic Form (Unfocused Group)

ACCURACY (GRAMMAR, LEXIS, SPELLING)

Please check your accuracy carefully and correct the errors in the next draft.

Code number Code Meaning Example

1 VF Verb Form is wrong. VF: Take care of pets is an obligation of a pet owner.

Cor:  Taking care of pets is an obligation of a pet owner.

VF: Billboard advertising presenting a good value for money.

Cor: Billboard advertising presents a good value for money.

VF: My priority is to focused on my career.

Cor: My priority is to focus on my career.

VF: I believe this solution should applied to Hong Kong by the 
relevant Hong Kong government department.

Cor: I believe this solution should apply to Hong Kong by the 
relevant Hong Kong government department.

2 Art Article is incorrect, unnecessary, 
or missing.

(Article: a, an, the)

Art: It was an humbling experience. 

Cor: It was a humbling experience.

3 N-S/P Singular and plural form of nouns S/Pl: Both solution have positive and negative aspect.

Cor: Both solutions have positive and negative aspect.

4 WC Word Choice is incorrect, inap-
propriate or unnecessary. 

WC: Gas prices are likely to raise next month. (Misused words)

Cor: Gas prices are likely to rise next month.

WC: I sprayed the ants in their private places. (Incorrect words with 
unwanted connotations or meanings)

Cor: I sprayed the ants in their hiding places.

WC: The dialectical interface between neo-Platonists and anti-dis-
establishment Catholics offers an algorithm for deontological 
thought. (Jargon or technical terms that are not suitable for readers)

Cor: The dialogue between neo-Platonists and certain Catholic 
thinkers is a model for deontological thought.

WC: Another second way is to sound out staff. (Unnecessary words 
that lead to wrong phrases/structures)

Cor: Another way is to sound out staff.
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ACCURACY (GRAMMAR, LEXIS, SPELLING)

Please check your accuracy carefully and correct the errors in the next draft.

Code number Code Meaning Example

5 Run-ons Run-on sentences include (1) 
fused sentences (no punctuation 
at all between two independent 
sentences) and (2) comma splices 
(two independent sentences are 
divided by a comma).

Run-on: 

I like listening he likes talking. Or

I like listening, he likes talking.

Cor: 

I like listening; he likes talking.

I like listening. He likes talking.

I like listening while he likes talking.

I like listening, but he likes talking.

6

Pron

Case Ca: Dan and me were late.  

Cor: Dan and I were late. (Subjective case needed) 

Pronoun agreement means 
that a pronoun must agree in 
number with the word or words 
it replaces.

Pron Agr: The students must submit his assignments next week. 

Cor: The students must submit their assignment next 

        week.

Pronoun reference means the re-
lationship between the pronoun 
and the noun to which it refers. 
A sentence may be confusing if 
a pronoun appears to refer to 
more than one noun or does not 
appear to refer to any specific 
noun.  

Pron Ref:  Because Mr. and Mrs. Jones didn’t love their children, 
they didn’t give them gifts at Christmas. (It is not clear who, the 
parents or the children, didn’t give gifts.)

Cor: … they didn’t give the kids gifts …

7 UC/LC Upper Case cap:  He’s coming on monday 

Cor:  He’s coming in Monday

Lower Case lc: I had always planned to get a University education. 

Cor:  I had always planned to get a university education.

8 WF Word form is wrong wf: He looked at me strange. 

Cor:  He looked at me strangely.

9 Voice A wrong voice is used for a verb; 
or the form of the voice is wrong. 

Voice: The police have been watched that house for weeks.

Cor: The police have been watching that house for weeks.

10 V-T Verb tense is wrong V-T: I have not met her yesterday.

Cor: I did not see her yesterday.

11 Prep Prepositions: wrong, unneces-
sary or missing

Prepositions: This essay will discuss about the issue up.

Cor: This essay will discuss the issue.

12 Comp. The comparative or superlative 
form of an adjective or adverb is 
wrong.

Adj. Comparative form

Comp: This is more easier. 

Cor: This is easier.

Adv. Comparative form

Comp: She spoke quicklier. 

Cor: She spoke more quickly.
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ACCURACY (GRAMMAR, LEXIS, SPELLING)

Please check your accuracy carefully and correct the errors in the next draft.

Code number Code Meaning Example

13 be Be is incorrect, unnecessary, or 
missing

Be. 

This girl beautiful.

Cor:

This girl is beautiful.

14 Frag Frag

Fragment happens when a group 
of words lack a subject or a verb 
or fails to express a complete 
thought.  

Frag: Since I missed last class. I did not know the homework.

Cor: Since I missed last class, I did not know the homework.

15 S-V Agr Subject-verb agreement s-v agr: There wasn’t many students in class today. 

Cor: There weren’t many students in class today.

16 Others Errors not listed above /
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APPENDIX 3

Post-Revision Retrospective Interview (Sample)

Name of interviewee: Carrie 

Discussed areas: Comparison of Task 1 and Revision 1

Part I. Overall experience with coded feedback

1.	 How did you feel immediately after receiving the teacher’s written feedback on your draft? 
2.	 Do you want the teachers to point out all the grammar errors in your writing, or just focus on a few types of errors 

at once? Why?
3.	 To what extent do you think writing multiple drafts can help you enhance grammar accuracy? 
4.	 In your opinion, what is the most effective way for a teacher to give feedback on the grammar errors in your writ-

ing? Please elaborate.
5.	 Did you encounter any difficulties when revising the language errors? How did you resolve the problems?

Part II. Compare the two drafts of your writing and explain how you used teacher feedback to revise the errors.

1. Accurate correction
Codes
2. articles
3. noun-singular/plural
4. word choice
7. upper/lower case letter
16. other errors

•	 Question: I notice that you have revised many of the errors in this paragraph. Can you explain how you used 
teacher’s feedback to make revision? For example, what is wrong in the expression “the TV advertising”? What 
does code 16 mean in “Megazine”? How about code 7 here? (The teacher asked the students to go through the 
errors and give explanations one by one.)

2. Incorrect correction
Codes
4. word choice
5. run-on
10. verb tense
14. fragment
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•	 Question:  Do you understand Code 5? What is wrong with this sentence? Do you know why your revision is 
inaccurate? Now, you have one more problem, Code 5, in your revision. What difficulties did you encounter? 
Can you solve this problem again?

3. Unchanged
Codes:
6.  pronoun
16. other errors

•	 Question: Why didn’t you revise the coded errors in these two sentences?

Part III. Think aloud

Read the excerpt of the marked draft of your Task 1. Explain how you used the teacher feedback to revise the writing.
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APPENDIX 4

Exit Reflective Interview (Short Version)

1.	 To what extent could you understand the teacher’s written feedback on the language / grammar errors in your 
writing?

2.	 Did you read the metalinguistic form in the rubrics? 
i.	 If no, why?
ii.	 If yes, what do you think about the error code list (i.e., its usefulness)?

3.	 How did you revise the 2nd draft? 
i.	 How did you use the teacher’s feedback on your first draft to revise the 2nd draft? 
ii.	 Did you try to correct all the language errors when you revised the first drafts? Why? 
iii.	 Did you encounter any difficulties when revising the language errors? How did you resolve the problems?

4.	 Did you read the teacher’s feedback on the final drafts? Why?

5.	 Overall, how do you feel the feedback technique, namely:
•	 (For Unfocused Group) The teacher underlined all language errors in your compositions, wrote an error code 

above each mistake, and then you read the attached error code list to figure out the error type and the way to 
correct it. 

•	 (For Focused Group) The teacher underlined a few major types of language errors in your compositions, wrote 
an error code above each mistake, and then you read the attached error code list to figure out the error type 
and the way to correct i.

6	 To what extent do you think the above feedback technique can help you
i.	 to revise your draft? 
ii.	 to avoid making the same types of mistakes in other English writing tasks?
iii.	 to enhance your general English grammar knowledge and skills?
iv.	 Would you like your teacher to change the way she gave feedback on language errors to you? How and why?

7.	 To what extent did the writing practices in lesson 8-13 help you prepare you for your final examination? Did you 
learn some grammar knowledge that could be helpful for your exam? To what extent did you apply some of the 
grammar knowledge you learned from the course to write your new tasks in the final examination?
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Learner Revision Practices Through 
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ABSTRACT
Background. The existing literature has focused on learner perceptions or beliefs about peer 
review tasks over the recent decade. However, little has been known about the relationships 
among learner beliefs about written corrective feedback (WCF), related teacher mentoring 
process, and learner revision practices.

Purpose. We thus aimed at addressing the gap by exploring how teacher mentoring and learner 
WCF beliefs may inform learner revision practices in the peer-reviewed process.

Method. We included four Chinese EFL students majoring in English as the participants and 
collected their WCF belief survey data. We also collected their actual practice data through 
PeerCeptiv, an online writing and rewriting platform. In addition, we traced the teacher mentoring 
practices and interviewed the participants about their beliefs and practices in the peer review 
and back-evaluation process.

Results. Through the mixed-methods design, we reported our major findings: the student 
participants believed empathy and resonance was the primary advantage of peer feedback, 
and teacher mentoring facilitated them in understanding and performing the peer review and 
revision tasks; we also found the student review process consisted of evaluating, resonating, 
learning, and reflecting practices and the student revision process included crediting, arguing, 
correcting, and polishing practices.

Implications. From a sociocultural perspective, we centered our discussion on these research 
findings by claiming that scaffolding in different forms work together enhance learner 
performance, and student beliefs appear in a complex manner with student actual revision 
practices. We also offered insights for future studies and practical implications for language 
teachers. 

KEYWORDS
teacher mentoring, learner beliefs, learner practices, sociocultural theory, a mixed-method 
study

INTRODUCTION
Considerable studies have revealed the 
merits of peer feedback in learner writ-
ing performance (Hyland, 2003; Liu & 
Hansen, 2002; Sato, 2016). Specifically, 
peer review is an important instruction-
al activity to raise learners’ awareness 
of their strengths and weaknesses, and 
promote collaborative learning (Chang, 
2012). If students master peer review 

skills, they can figure out peers’ writing 
issues and also improve their own writ-
ing skills (Chaktsiris & Southworth, 2019; 
Law & Baer, 2020; Woodhouse & Wood, 
2022). Peer review research has thus at-
tracted much attention in literacy or writ-
ing education (Cho & Schunn, 2007), and 
second language writing education (Bui 
& Kong, 2019; Sánchez-Naranjo, 2019). 
However, Kim and Mostafa (2021) re-
ported: “Within the research domain of 

Citation: Gao Y., & Wang X. (2022). 
Towards Understanding Teacher 
Mentoring, Learner WCF Beliefs, and 
Learner Revision Practices Through 
Peer Review Feedback: A Sociocultural 
Perspective. Journal of Language and 
Education, 8(4), 58-72. https://doi.
org/10.17323/jle.2022.15962

Correspondence: 
Yang Gao, 
gaoyang666@xjtu.edu.cn

Received: Februar 07, 2022
Accepted: November 30, 2022
Published: December 26, 2022

https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.15962

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5888-6033
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4786-8777
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.15962
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.15962
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.15962
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.15962


BELIEFS AND PRACTICES THROUGH PEER-REVIEW FEEDBACK

JLE  |  Vol. 8  |  No. 4  |  2022 59

| Research Article

perceptions of written CF (corrective feedback), the exami-
nation of learners’ perspectives is the least explored area.” 
(p. 574, cf., Nassaji & Kartchava, 2021). In fact, learner beliefs 
about feedback activities can significantly affect how they 
engage in the process of giving and receiving feedback (Yu 
& Hu, 2017). With the perceived research gap, studies on 
learner WCF beliefs require scholars’ attention and efforts.

In addition, studies report that teaching mentoring may in-
form learners’ beliefs and peer review performance. Sato 
(2013) found that learners’ active responses and willingness 
to give peer feedback had been greatly improved after re-
ceiving CF training. He also found teacher corrective feed-
back training had enhanced students’ confidence in giving 
feedback. In fact, teacher mentoring is of great importance 
to both teachers and students, as divergences or inconsist-
encies between teachers’ intentions and learners’ interpre-
tation of those intentions may result in negative effects on 
learning (Kim & Han, 2007; Lasagabaster & Sierra, 2005). 
However, there is scant research on how teacher training 
or mentoring assist learners to re/form their beliefs, im-
prove their willingness to give peer back, and improve their 
revision practices. With all these considerations, the study 
attempts to address the gap by further explore EFL learn-
ers’ WCF beliefs and unpack how their WCF beliefs together 
with teacher mentoring may inform their revision practices 
through peer review tasks. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Learner Beliefs about WCF
Learner beliefs are defined as learners’ metacognitive 
knowledge about learning (Wenden, 1999). Learner be-
liefs serve as a complex learner characteristic that greatly 
impacts the second language (L2) learning process (Han, 
2017). The way that learners go through the task of learn-
ing is one socio-cognitive factor that determines their jour-
ney of the language learning process (Sato & Storch, 2022). 
While some learner beliefs are unique among individuals, 
certain beliefs appear to be shared in common (Campbell 
et. al., 1993). In second language acquisition, learner beliefs 
have been studied in a socio-cognitive orientation, empha-
sizing how learner beliefs were influenced and shaped by 
many factors including past learning experience, cultural 
background, and social and political contexts of language 
learning ((Barcelos, 2003; Yasmin, 2021). 

Most recent studies in the field have yielded findings on how 
psychological factors could shape learner beliefs. Those fac-
tors include motivation (Wang & Zhan, 2020), anxiety (Rahimi 
& Zhang, 2019), self-regulation (Cho, Yough & Levesque-Bris-
tol, 2020), and learner autonomy (Yasmin & Sohail, 2018). A 
few other studies also explored how gender (Iwaniec, 2019), 
language proficiency (Wong, 2020), and strategy use (Tang 
& Tian, 2015) may also influence or inform learner beliefs. In 

addition, recent studies show that certain beliefs are com-
mon among learners, teachers, target languages, cultures, 
instructional settings, and age groups (Aslan & Thompson, 
2021). Dörnyei and Ryan (2015) highlighted research about 
learner beliefs can help to explain factors behind learners’ 
motivation and aptitude, so to understand learner belief is 
important for teachers and learners. 

Learner beliefs about WCF have yielded some key findings. 
For example, Chen, Nassaji, and Liu (2016) found that learn-
ers overall expressed a favorable attitude toward error cor-
rections and comments, especially feedback on the content 
and the organization of their written assignments. Their 
finding was consistent with studies on WCF (e.g., Amrhein 
& Nassaji 2010; Ashwell 2000; Brown 2009; Karim & Nassaji 
2015; Lee 2008; Montgomery & Baker 2007; Schulz 2001) that 
show the acceptance of WCF in both ESL and EFL contexts. 
Chen, Nassaji, and Liu (2016) also found that the students 
liked explicit feedback and direct correction over indirect 
correction. This was in line with reported statistical compari-
sons of the learners’ performance, which showed a clear ad-
vantage for explicit feedback over implicit feedback for the 
delayed imitation and grammaticality judgment (Ellis, Loew-
en, & Erlam, 2006). Moreover, Kong and Teng (2020) found 
that self-efficacy plays an important role in the peer-review 
process for L2 young learners. To be exact, those with high 
self-efficacy could follow the instructions according to the 
training session and learned a lot from the the peer reviews. 
However, students with low self-efficacy ignored the guide-
lines and promoted their skepticism of peer review in the 
end.

In addition, the existing literature yields findings on learner 
perceptions of different types of feedback. In general, stu-
dents preferred teacher feedback due to its reliability (Abedi 
et al., 2015; Ertmer et al., 2007), and believed that peer-feed-
back is only effective in a friendly and co-operative environ-
ment (Kavaliauskiene & Anusiene, 2012). Similarly, Zhang 
and Rahimi (2014) investigated teacher, peer and self-cor-
rection feedbacks and showed that students value teachers’ 
Rollinson (2005) reported peer feedback is less authoritari-
an and more informal, which may encourage and motivate 
learners to write and revise. However, peer feedback may 
also be lengthy, student personality-oriented and requires 
teachers to give direction or organize the peer feedback 
tasks. 

To sum up, the existing literature on learner WCF beliefs 
derives from studies focusing on how students and teach-
ers perceive the WCF effects (e.g., Amrhein & Nassaji 2010; 
Brown 2009; Chen, Nassaji, Liu, 2017; Diab 2005; Karim and 
Nassaji 2015; Lee 2008; Montgomery and Baker 2007; Si-
mard et al. 2015) and also those on the comparison among 
different sources or types of WCF (Ertmer et al., 2007; Van 
den Boom, Paas, & Van Merriënboer, 2007). However, there 
is still a dearth of literature extending this line of inquiry. 
One of the reasons might be WCF is complex in nature, as 
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it includes different forms of interactions among tasks, in-
dividuals and writing texts (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; Chen, 
Nassaji, & Liu, 2017). Therefore, further studies examining 
learner WCF perceptions and beliefs in the peer review pro-
cess are highly needed.

Teacher Modeling in Student Peer-Reviewed 
Process
The importance of teacher modeling or mentoring has long 
been discussed in the existing literature.

Van Steendam et al. (2010) argued that instructional meth-
ods comprising modeling, practice, and feedback are ‘‘very 
powerful’’ and can help learners ‘‘acquire new, complex 
cognitive skills, such as writing, revision and learning the 
different steps in a strategy’’ (p. 318). Despite the persua-
siveness of this argument, many scholars have focused on 
the effects of whole training programs, and only a few of 
them have explored the influences of these methods on the 
classroom-based peer review training. For example, Berg 
(1999) examined the influence of 11 peer-review training ac-
tivities on peer revision and revision quality and found that 
the trained group significantly outperformed the untrained 
group in revising for meaning and improving the quali-
ty of texts. Hu (2005) reported (un)successful experiences 
through trial and error in a three-year peer review training 
program in his action research. Min (2006) investigated the 
effect of in-class teacher modeling and after-class individual 
teacher-student conference and pointed out that a positive 
peer review training has an influence on student writers’ re-
vision types and quality. Liou and Peng (2009), Lam (2010), 
and Rahimi (2013), adopting and adapting Min’s (2006) peer 
review training procedure, explored the effect of training 
on Taiwanese university students’ comments through web 
blogs, Hong Kong university students’ comments, and Ira-
nian university students’ comments in traditional writing 
classrooms, respectively, reported similar successful peer 
reviewing training effects on peer reviewers’ comment fo-
cus and quality. In conclusion, instructional methods play 
an important role in the peer-reviewed process and more 
explorations are needed to better understand this process. 
However, most of the existing literature focuses on the 
primary, teacher-led training rather than the peer review 
training or mentoring process. As the peer review process 
is inherently a constructivist process that follows a learn-
er-centered philosophy, we argue that studying how teach-
ing mentoring as a facilitating factor is necessary.

Theoretical Framework: A Sociocultural 
Perspective 
A fit theoretical framework is highly useful to examine con-
structs that we propose in the study. We looked for a frame-
work that may help us depict a general picture of teacher 
mentoring, learner WCF beliefs, peer review process. We 
then found the Vygotskian theoretical framework of socio-

cultural theory (SCT) a suitable justification to explain rela-
tions among our proposed constructs. An SCT framework 
argued that cognitive development, a result of social inter-
action, can improve individual learners’ competence under 
the guidance of a more experienced individual as a way to 
advance their zone of proximal development or ZPD (Liu & 
Hansen, 2005). The premise offers two-folded insights to 
study teacher mentoring and peer review process. One the 
one hand, teachers or instructors as experts in the writing 
classroom are more experienced individuals that guide and 
direct the students in the writing and revision process. On 
the other hand, learning and knowledge construction are 
mediated through interaction with others (Doolittle, 1997). 
Students who engage in collaboration during peer feedback 
sessions can negotiate meaning and construct their under-
standing of language mechanics, or local aspect, and discur-
sive features, or global aspect (Mao & Lee, 2022).

In addition, previous studies have identified peer collabo-
ration as a useful approach to give a strong boost in their 
foreign language development through interaction (Dona-
to, 2004; Lantolf, 2000; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). One signifi-
cant finding is that collaboration among peers “allows stu-
dents to use language to mediate their language learning 
because in collaboration students use language to reflect 
on the language they are learning” (Shrum & Glisan, 2005, 
p. 25). In second language writing, Hu (2005) argued that a 
collaborative activity involved “students reading, critiquing, 
and providing feedback on each other’s writing, both to se-
cure immediate textual improvement and to develop, over 
time, stronger writing competence via mutual scaffolding” 
(pp. 321-322). 

Scholars have long acclaimed that social interaction and ne-
gotiation of meaning lay the foundation for the construction 
of knowledge (Doolittle & Hicks, 2003; Lantolf, 2000; Lantolf 
& Thorne, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978). The process of writing, giv-
ing feedback, and revising is a typical embodiment of social 
interactions among teachers, peers, and learners them-
selves. The embodiment represents an interactive process 
that “a more knowledgeable ‘other’ structures the learn-
ing experience in a way that allows the novice to overcome 
whatever limitations in skill might impede his or her attain-
ment of a desired goal” (Prawat, 1996, p. 217). 

Another insight that we got from an SCT perspective for the 
current study is that the importance of this social media-
tion is situated in authentic environments and tasks where 
the individual can interact with others and thus becoming 

"self-regulated, self-mediated, and self-aware through feed-
back received from the environment and self-reflection on 
their understanding and experience" (Doolittle & Hicks, 
2003). Writing, reviewing, and revising process simply re-
flects the insight. Yu (2020) used the framework of Vygot-
skian sociocultural theory to investigate tutor-tutee inter-
actions carried out in a series of tutoring sessions and the 
tutee’s subsequent revisions to her writing drafts over the 
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course of a semester. Leontjev and Pollari (2022) applied 
the Vygotskian sociocultural theory to explore how peers’ 
comments can inform teacher assessment and guidance 
of second language learners’ writing in authentic environ-
ments. In conclusion, an SCT perspective is a fit theoretical 
framework to explore teacher mentoring, learner beliefs, 
and learner practices in peer review tasks that we attempt 
to focus on in the current study. 

METHOD

Research Aim & Questions
With the perceived research gap and spotted theoretical 
framework in the section above, we presented our research 
aim and questions and our rationale of the research design 
in this section. We also introduced our research site, par-
ticipants and data collection process as well. Generally, we 
aimed at exploring Chinese EFL learners’ feedback beliefs 
and how these beliefs inform their actual revision practices 
through peer review tasks. In the process, we also attempt-
ed to see how teacher mentoring works in mediating Chi-
nese EFL learners’ beliefs and practices. With the research 
aim and purposes, we set up the following research ques-
tions:

(1) What is the role of teaching mentoring in the WCF?

(2) What WCF beliefs do Chinese EFL learners hold? 

(3) How do WCF beliefs together with teacher mentoring in-
form revision practices?

Research Context & Participants
We carried out the study in the Chinese EFL context, where 
English is often taught as a required course for students in 
colleges or universities for different purposes. The research 
site for the study was supposed to be conducted through 
a face-to-face medium in a research-based university in a 
coastal city. However, due to the pandemic, the study was 
largely carried out through an online writing and rewriting 
system.

Student Participants

We included four Chinese EFL learners who majored in Eng-
lish in the research site, but they were in different classes or 
grades. As typical EFLs in China, they all came to this univer-
sity through GaoKao or the Entrance Exam to College. Their 
average age was about 21 and overall language proficiency 
was about advanced level, given their entrance exam score 
for the English subject and their years of academic training. 
As English major students, most of their courses were deliv-
ered through the English medium instruction by instructors 
most in applied linguistics or TESOL backgrounds. Table 1 
presents biographical information of the four participants. 
For the participants’ privacy and ethical consideration, we 
also provided them with pseudonyms. 

Instructor 

Instructor for the study graduated with a doctorate degree 
in TESOL, and his research interests included language 
teacher beliefs and practices and TESOL methodology. 
When we conducted the study, he had been teaching the 
English language courses, linguistics courses, and language 
teaching pedagogy courses for more than ten years. 

Research Method and Design
We adopted a mixed-method design to combine both quan-
titative methods and qualitative methods. The rationale for 
choosing such a design fit the research aim and purpose. 
As we attempted to explore language teacher mentoring 
practice and learner review/revision practices, we believed 
qualitative methods including observation, interviews, and 
inductive analysis met with the aim and purposes. In addi-
tion, our exploration of language learner beliefs about WCF 
would be feasible through surveys or questionnaires and 
interviews, entailing the necessity of using quantitative re-
search instruments. We depicted our design in the following 
figure (see Figure 1).

Research Instruments & Measurements 
As the study included a mixed-method design, we used a 
survey as a research tool to solicit language learner beliefs 
about WCF (see Appendix I). We adapted the survey that 

Table 1
Biographical Information of the Participants

Participant Pseudonyms Age Language Proficiency

1 CF 21 Upper-Intermediate

2 FJ 20 Upper-Intermediate

3 QL 20 Upper-Intermediate

8 HY 22 Advanced
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had been used in quite a few existing studies (e.g., Schunn 
et al., 2016), entailing its validity and reliability. Specifically, 
the survey included question items requesting the partic-
ipants’ biographic information, beliefs about writing, and 
different forms of WCF beliefs. While we used the survey 
to collect multiple sources of corrective feedback from the 
learners, we focused primarily on peer feedback by using 
teacher feedback data to compare the data on peer feed-
back. Therefore, the use of the survey was not for finding 
generalization purposes as typically revealed through a 
quantitative design; instead, we used the survey as a pilot 
study or prerequisite for our interviews. We got a general 
picture of the participants’ beliefs through the survey re-
sults and then centered around some results for discussion 
in the interviews through data triangulation.

We then used interviews and observation methods to trace 
the instructor and the participants during the mentoring, 
review and revision process through PeerCeptiv, formerly 
SWoRD (Scaffolded writing and reviewing in the discipline). 
PeerCeptiv is an online peer assessment platform (Cho & 
Schunn 2007; Schunn 2016), with many features resem-
bling features in other intelligent writing systems including 
but are not limited to Expertiza (Gehringer 2010), EduPCR 
(Wang et al. 2016), and PigaiNet (Wang, 2022). As its name 
indicates, the primary feature of PeerCeptiv is the systemic 
peer-review process that gets students involved in the writ-
ing and revision tasks (Lorretto, DeMartino, & Godley, 2016; 
Ruegg, 2017).  Existing literature proves interviews as useful 
tools to find out learners’ perceptions of different feedback 
practices (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1996; Lee, 2008; Mendonca 
& Johnson, 1994; Tsui & Ng, 2000; Yang, Badger & Yu, 2006).

Data Collection and Analysis
We collected and analyzed data according to the mixed 
methods scheduled in the study. We collected the learner 
WCF beliefs through the survey and documented the in-
structor and the learners’ practices through PeerCeptiv and 
interviews. Documentation of the teacher and the learn-
er practices included collected texts, messages, and posts 

through their social media software (i.e., WeChat) and 
threads created in PeerCeptiv platform. Learner practices oc-
curred in four steps: writing, peer reviews, back evaluation 
(of the peer reviews), and revision. Specifically, tasks were 
distributed and assigned in a continuum which starts with a 
writing task for the participated students, a peer review task 
that required three peers to give their specific feedback, a 
back evaluation task that asked for the learner beliefs about 
the given peer reviews, and then a revision task that helped 
them polish the writing. In the study, the task continuum 
appeared twice within one month. 

In the interview stage which occurred after the task contin-
uum, we interviewed the four sampled participants, tran-
scribed the interviews, and then analyzed the transcripts. 
Using the items in the survey and documented data from 
PeerCeptiv, we guided the learner participants to provide 
rich information for their responses about their WCF beliefs, 
peer review tasks, and revision practices. 

In terms of the data analysis, we firstly reviewed four partic-
ipants’ answers and compiled a profile of each participant 
to track their belief during the process. Secondly, we con-
ducted a cross-case comparison to compare and integrate 
the findings generated from each case in order to form a 
deeper and fuller understanding of the participants’ belief 
in the program. To ensure the validity and reliability of our 
research, we returned to our interviewees to further check 
their answers. The whole process was conducted in Chinese 
as all our participants were Chinese students and they can 
better express their thoughts in Chinese. 

Ethical considerations were seriously taken into considera-
tion when conducting this empirical study. Specifically, we 
informed the participants of the research objectives and 
ensured them of the confidentiality. We also let them know 
the participation was totally voluntary and they might leave 
anytime in the process. We kept all the data and transcripts 
confidential and acknowledged the participants’ time and 
contribution to the study.

Figure 1
Research Design for the Study
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RESULTS
As we aim at exploring how teacher mentoring and learner 
WCF beliefs may inform learner revision practices, we frame 
this section in three primary parts, that is, we report our 
findings and analyses on teacher mentoring and involve-
ment in the peer review process first, and then we describe 
our findings of learner WCF beliefs including learners’ over-
all WCF beliefs, and learners’ specific beliefs about teacher 
feedback, peer feedback, and the PeerCeptiv platform. We 
finally report our findings of learners’ review and revision 
process. 

Teacher Mentoring and Involvement in the 
Peer Review Process 
We explored how the instructor participants designed, im-
plemented, and evaluated the whole process through a 
mentoring rather than an intervention process. The instruc-
tor got involved in the peer review process through five 
stages, each of which serves a different function. The five 
stages included session & tech training, Q&A, task remind-
ers, task completion monitoring, and the stage of encour-
agement, compliment, & praise (see Figure 2). 

Specifically, the instructor scheduled an online training ses-
sion due to the pandemic for the students involved in the 
process. He demonstrated how to use PeerCeptiv platform 
and the timeline of completing the writings, reviews, and 
revisions. He set up a social media chat group through We-
Chat and left the students to pose questions there. Then, he 
checked the chat group on a regular basis, responding to 
the students queries about technology, tasks, and deadlines 
for different tasks. He also sent reminders typically prior to 
the deadline of each task, pushing the students towards 
their writing and review completion. After each deadline, 
the instructor checked the students’ completion of these 

tasks. Then, the instructor credited the students for their 
works and kept encouraging them to move forward in the 
process.

All the four participants reported through their interviews 
that the whole teacher mentoring process greatly facilitated 
their writing, reviewing, and revising process. CF and QL typ-
ically reported that the teacher mentoring saved them from 
missing the deadlines for their tasks, especially in the sec-
ond round of review tasks when they were preoccupied with 
other stuff or assignments. FJ also credited the instructor for 
the demo he made at the beginning of the process, giving 
her a clear picture of the whole process. QL reported that 
she was somewhat concerned with the mentoring at first, as 
she thought there might be some more work to do through 
attending the training session and checking the reminders. 
However, she ended up with acknowledging the mentoring 
process which facilitated her to complete all the tasks suc-
cessfully and satisfactorily. HY found that the teacher men-
toring process actually left her great power in sticking to the 
process, as she argued the instructor had already set up a 
good example for her to deliberate his endeavor and stam-
ina in the process.

It is worth mentioning that the instructor worked as a facili-
tator and guide rather than an interventionist or lecturer in 
the teacher mentoring process. He organized the process 
in a constructivist way to enable students to analyze and 
complete the tasks. By doing so, the process left the peer 
review tasks and peer feedback as the primary constructs 
that we focused on, meeting with the research aim and pur-
poses. In addition, some positive psychology tenets (Selig-
man, 1990) appeared in the mentoring stage. For example, 
the incorporation of compliments, encouragements and 
praises into the mentoring process saved the students from 
concerns and fears and stimulated them to move forward in 
the learning process (Seligman, 1990; Jordan & Sorell, 2019).

Figure 2
Teacher Mentoring in the Writing, Review, and Revision Process
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Learner WCF Beliefs 

Overall WCF Beliefs 

In the study, two of the participants, CF and FJ reported they 
prefer teacher feedback to peer feedback, as they believe 
teacher feedback, if provided in a great manner, may save 
them from going through different types of feedback. How-
ever, they also credited peer feedback in terms of grammar 
errors. QL and HY believed different types of feedback may 
serve for different purposes, complementing each other in 
one way or another. For example, HY reported that

I believe teacher feedback and peer feedback are both useful. Spe-
cifically, teacher feedback might be quite helpful in examining the 
overall quality of my paper, typically for coherence and structure. 
Peer feedback might be given prior to teacher feedback, as it is 
quite helpful in spotting grammar issues. (Excerpt 1, interview 
from HY)

The finding can also be revealed through their surveyed 
question item when being asked what they expect the 
teacher or instructor to do for their feedback. Three of the 
four participants responded that they expected the teacher 
or instructor to correct major but not minor errors in their 
writing. However, even for the participants who did not hold 
a strong preference of one single type over the other, they 
also believed, teacher feedback might be their choice if only 
given one type of feedback.

Beliefs about Teacher Feedback

All the four participants through their interviews report-
ed that teacher feedback was quite useful in pointing out 
logical, coherent, or organizational issues in their writings, 
which served as the first primary feature of teacher feed-
back. The participants understood teachers might be busy 
with teaching, research, or service work, so most of the par-
ticipants expected teachers to give them suggestions from 
macro instead micro perspectives to save teachers’ time. 
For example, HY reported:

Teacher feedback might offer macro suggestions, including sug-
gestions for improving our writing logic, coherence, content, etc. 
Because teachers are professional, their suggestions are strict and 
conventional. Grammatical errors could be offered through peer 
reviews or intelligent grading systems, considering the big grad-
ing work teachers might do. (Excerpt 2, interview from HY)

Likewise, FJ reported: “For teacher feedback, I used to 
think all the errors should be highlighted through teacher 
feedback; but now I might expect more feedback on logics, 
structure and organization (if teachers don’t have enough 
time).” The time issue might also cause the participants to 
believe teacher feedback more general than peer feedback. 
CF reported: “Peer feedback is more detailed, but this might 
be because our peers are assigned randomly to grade only 

a limited number of papers. For example, my peers only 
grade my paper. Teachers usually grade tons of papers.”

Another feature of teacher feedback is the professionalism. 
The participants believed in their instructors and hardly chal-
lenged any teacher feedback. For example, FJ argued that: “I 
prefer teacher feedback for its authority and professional-
ism. I sometimes might challenge my peers’ feedback, be-
cause I really don’t know his/her language proficiency.” This 
kind of professionalism may provide the participants with a 
sense of security. QL, for example, reported: “The teacher’s 
review makes me feel more secure (than my peers’), and I 
feel that this (issue or error) really needs to be revised or 
corrected”.

Together with the professionalism as the teacher feedback 
feature comes the third feature of teacher feedback, name-
ly, is the authority. Authority of teacher feedback, according 
to the participants, indicated a sense of irresistibility and 
undoubtedness. The participants might take it for granted 
all the feedback from teachers would work and they hardly 
challenge any feedback. With the teacher professionalism 
and authority, the participants actually expected teachers to 
correct all their errors. For example, QL stated that “If teach-
ers may have enough time to grade our papers, I still expect 
teachers or instructors correct all errors in my writing. In-
structors are authoritative, experienced, and professional.”

We also found through the participants’ interviews that 
they were more concerned with teacher knowledge input 
than teacher feedback in their writing process. Specifically, 
they expected teachers to give more about content knowl-
edge, writing skills or writing ethics than teacher feedback. 
For example, QL reported that “when I was taking practical 
writing courses the instructor taught us so professional and 
helpful knowledge on how to write resume, cover letter, or 
job application letters. For me, their professional knowledge 
shared is way more important than feedback to give.”

Beliefs about Peer Feedback

Different from the participants’ expectation of teacher feed-
back on logic and coherence, all the participants believed 
their peer feedback should focus on grammar errors or ty-
pos from micro perspectives. For example, CF reported that 
peer feedback was more “detailed”. FJ also expected peer 
feedback to focus on “minor issues like grammar errors”. 
Of the three functions that HY summarized for her peer re-
views, spotting minor issues including grammar errors or 
wording issues was the primary one. 

The most important feature or advantage from peer re-
views, according to the participants, was the empathy and 
resonance. All the participants reported their peers fully un-
derstood what had been conveyed, typically through their 
shared stories or the events or phenomena occurring or 
prevailing in their generation. For example, 
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I think the primary feature of peer feedback is the empathy be-
tween the author and the reader. It seems that my peers know me 
and can understand my situations. This might be the generation 
gap issue. While instructors are more experienced, they sometimes 
fail to understand my generation or what we are most concerned 
with or interested in. For example, one example I shared in my 
writing is how young lovers in different cities suffered from miss-
ing each other in the pandemic time. Some peer reviewers were 
suffering from the same issue as mine when they read my writing. 
(Excerpt 3, interview from QL)

Similarly, FJ also reported: 

But one thing I like most for peer review is the empathy and reso-
nance. For example, I shared my story about my grandma’s pass-
away. Reviewers were resonated with me. One reviewer expected 
more to learn about our story, because s/he thought the clarifica-
tion for the example in my writing was not detailed enough or full 
to casual readers. (Excerpt 4, interview from FJ)

Reading through the assigned papers and doing the peer 
reviews for these participants works as a way to do mental 
exchanges between readers and writers. HY stated: “peer 
feedback is a way to exchange ideas between readers and 
authors. I got to know my peer reviewers really know me 
through their reviews. I also like reading their writings as 
their peer reviewer.”

However, unlike the authority and professionalism from 
teacher feedback, uncertainty is one primary feature or even 
disadvantage of peer feedback. The participants might be 
uncertain about the accuracy of their peer feedback, espe-
cially for these suggestions on content or coherence. They 
might also challenge their peers’ suggestions or feedback, 
so they believed some suggestions might come from misun-
derstanding. For example, CF reported: “For peer feedback 
that I may not agree with, I may share some points or even 
argue with the reviewer in my back evaluation.” Likewise, FJ 
stated “When I receive peer review, I sometimes challenge 
some peers’ feedback.  I feel that what s/he said is not fully 
correct, while I rarely refute it directly.” 

Also, the quality of peer feedback might vary among review-
ers due to language proficiency and comprehension. For 
example, in the survey item asking, “Do you think the lin-
guistic competence of peers will influence the quality of peer 
review?”, three of the participants chose “strongly agree” 
for the item. The participants through the interviews also 
reported that sometimes they were concerned with the re-
viewers’ abilities or performance. For example, HX reported 

I wrote three paragraphs, which were progressively advanced; but 
the reviewer did not see it (my design) and felt that the three para-
graphs were not logically organized or even redundant. He finally 
gave me a low score for the review. (Excerpt 5, interview from QL)

Beliefs about PeerCeptiv Platform

The participants in the study reported that they found Peer-
Ceptiv platform useful, as it provided the participants with 
a way to do human-machine interaction or internet-assist-
ed communication for the review process. Instead of doing 
simply grammar checking or proofreading work for the 
submitted writings, PeerCeptiv as the participants reported, 
delivered real communications between the participants 
and their reviewers. For example, QL compared another fre-
quently-used platform with PeerCeptiv and argued the other 
platform replied on the technology and algorithm too much, 
lack of real communications between authors and reviewers. 

Another feature that the participants reported about Peer-
Ceptiv was the clear rating rubric, which provided the partic-
ipants with directions and items to grade upon. CF report-
ed: "it was user-friendly, but with the mentoring from the 
instructor." The other participants also stated that it took 
them longer for the first round of reviews through PeerCep-
tiv than the second round. They needed to be accustomed 
to the platform. However, in the second round, it become 
easier to operate. 

In addition, CF stated: “we (as authors) also enjoyed reading 
and commenting on others’ works so that we know the dif-
ference of language proficiency among all our peers”. Peer-
Ceptiv in this vein, provided the participants with access to 
learn from their peers’ writings and getting to know their 
peers. HY suggested: “If possible, we may go through an-
other proofreading platform for the first round of reviews, 
PeerCeptiv for the second, and then instructors for the third. 
I know that might be time consuming.”

Learner Review and Revision Practices
In the study, all the four participants were highly engaged in 
their writing, review, and revision process. The participants 
submitted their first writing assignments through PeerCep-
tiv. As required, the participants were writing their reviews 
to other participants, while waiting for their reviews. Three 
random, anonymous reviews were then delivered to the par-
ticipants through the platform. It is worth mentioning the 
four participants were selected from a pool of 23 students, 
which indicates their anonymous reviews were not typically 
from each other. After receiving the reviews, they analyzed 
the reviews and then responded to their reviews by indicat-
ing how they had addressed issues in the reviews. The re-
sponding process was termed as back-evaluation. Then, the 
participants submitted their revisions through PeerCeptiv. 
As stated previously in Data Collection and Analysis section, 
the steps and procedures resemble a task continuum which 
occurred twice in the whole process.
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Review Practices

We analyzed the actual writings and reviews of the four par-
ticipants, together with the transcriptions of their interviews. 
We found that the participant review process generally com-
prised of four different practices, including evaluating, reso-
nating, learning, and reflecting. However, the four different 
practices may not occur in sequence or together. 

Evaluating. All the participants evaluated their randomly as-
signed papers through the platform as the primary task for 
their review process. With the mentoring and rubric from the 
instructor, the participants evaluated their assigned papers 
from dimensions of unity, support, coherence, and wording 
& sentence skills. For example, CF reported that the train-
ing and mentoring did help her save time for the review, as 
she referred to some wording and sample review sentences 
from the review rubric and template that the instructor had 
given to her. Also, FJ found the review process led her to bet-
ter understand what defined a professional peer-review task 
and get to know how she could write a review report. 

Resonating. We found the primary feature or advantage 
of the peer review process was the sense of empathy and 
resonance generated from the participants’ reading of the 
reviewed writings. Different from the teacher feedback that 
is rational, professional, and systemic, peer feedback may be 
emotional and personal. As reported in Excerpt 3, QL shared 
her example of how peers in her generation from different 
cities could not date or meet and suffered from pandemic 
successfully aroused her peer reviewers’ emotion. Likewise, 
FJ’s reported life story about her grandma’s death resonated 
with her peer reviewers. Behind the empathy and resonance 
lies the fact that peer review is a way of communication and 
emotion exchange, connecting readers with authors. 

Learning. In the study, HY reported she enjoyed learning 
from reading the assigned articles and believed she could 
learn some vocabulary and wording from the reading. She 
even reported she sometimes held some admiration of the 
authors when she read sentences and structures of great 
craftsmanship. Similarly, FJ also reported she did learn 
something from reading the assigned writings, regardless 
of the wording or paragraph developing techniques. Lund-
strom and Baker (2009) found that learners could seize what 
their peers were able to do better than them and pay atten-
tion to those aspects in their own writing. In addition, Ruegg 
(2017) found that learners overwhelmingly saw the advan-
tage of reading others’ essays more than that of receiving 
peer feedback.

Reflecting. HY in the study reported that reading through 
others’ writings helped her realize weaknesses or shortcom-
ings in her writing. She continued: “I might be unable to see 
the whole picture. I mean I cannot see my own errors in the 
writing. however, when reading my peers’ writings, I may 

reflect and recall if I’ve made similar errors or mistakes.” 
However, this reported finding only occurred in HY’s case. 
When we checked the survey item that explored participants’ 
perception about learning from the peers’ writings, only HY 
reported she did learn from the reviewed writings. However, 
the other three participants either chose “I don’t know” or 

“disagree” as the response to the item. 

Revision Practices

In the study, we included back-evaluation and rewriting 
practices in the revision practices. Specifically, the partici-
pants, having received their peer reviews, were required to 
respond to the peer reviewers on how they had addressed 
their feedbacks. The process was a back-evaluation process. 
Based on the peer reviews and the back-evaluation, the par-
ticipants then rewrote the paper and submitted it through 
PeerCeptiv. We found the actual revision process in the study 
may include the following four practices. 

Crediting. We found that all the participants first acknowl-
edged their peer reviewers’ contribution while doing the 
back-evaluation. CF and FJ reported in the interview they 
learned this strategy to give compliment or acknowledgment 
before arguing their points from the teacher mentoring. The 
instructor set up a good example in the sample review in 
which compliment and recognition precede the actual sug-
gestions and comments. HY used different strategies to do 
the crediting or acknowledgement: in some back-evaluation, 
she expressed her thanks directly (e.g., Thank you for the ad-
vice.); in others, she confirmed the review and expressed her 
beliefs that the review had been quite helpful (e.g., The re-
view is very helpful.). There were also some back-evaluations 
that she used a mixture of these strategies (e.g., Thanks for 
the suggestion! Your review is helpful and instructive.). 

Arguing. As revealed from the participants’ stated beliefs 
about peer feedback, the participants, on some occasions, 
may not totally accept their peer feedback. Because they did 
not believe some peers really understand their intentions 
or examples in the writing, or they believed there might be 
some misunderstanding or miscommunication. Therefore, 
when doing back-evaluation, the participants may argue 
with the reviewers or clarify their points with their explana-
tions (see Table 2).

Correcting. For the correcting practices, all the participants 
in the study corrected their typos, grammatical errors, or 
wording issues in the revised manuscripts (see Table 3). 
However, compared to these grammatical errors or wording 
issues, the participants paid less attention to coherence or 
cohesion feedback in their revisions. This could be revealed 
through the participants’ interviews or stated beliefs, as 
they reported they were not sure of the reviewers’ feedback 
accuracy and were concerned they might give inaccurate 
feedback. 
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Polishing. The participants generally polished their revised 
writings and resubmitted them through the platform to fi-
nalize the whole process. The polishing work primarily in-
cludes the proofreading of the writings which might be done 
through other platforms or the participants themselves. As 
reported in their interviews, the participants also used other 
technologies or platforms (Grammarly or Pigainet) to help 
them with the proofreading work. From the submission of 
the first draft to the resubmission of the draft, the partic-
ipants spent more than one month completing the whole 
task continuum. 

DISCUSSION

In the study, we reported our findings on how teacher 
mentoring and learner WCF beliefs had informed the learner 
review and revision process through PeerCeptiv, an online 
peer-review platform. Generally, the teacher mentoring 
process was systemic and well-organized in five stages, 
including session & tech training, Q&A, task reminders, task 
completion monitoring, and the stage of encouragement, 
compliment, & praise. Learners’ overall beliefs about 
teacher and peer feedback varied, as learners believed 
different types of feedback might serve different functions. 
In addition, all the learners believed the platform was useful 

in helping them with their review and revision process. With 
the instructor’s and peers’ help, the learners’ review and 
revision process went smoothly through different steps and 
stages. 

Teacher Mentoring as the Appetizer, Peer 
Feedback as the Main Course, and Revision as 
the Dessert

A sociocultural perspective may offer substantial insights on 
aligning feedback with learner’s writing development (Yu, 
2020; Leontjev & Pollari,2022). One of the typical insights 
is feedback provides writers with scaffolding opportunities 
(Nassaji, 2021). In the study, scaffolding in different forms 
work together may enhance learner performance. It is 
through such collaborative support that feedback can fur-
ther learners’ interlanguage growth and ability (Aljaafreh 
& Lantolf, 1994). In the study, teacher mentoring facilitates 
students to understand and perform the peer-review tasks. 
All the participants reported their benefits from the teacher 
mentoring, either as a push to help them complete the task 
continuum or as a guide to simplify their review procedures. 
However, the teacher mentoring is not the crucial factor 
that leads to the completion of the whole process. 

Table 2
 Sample Reviewer Feedback and Participant Responses for Arguing

Sample Reviewer 
Feedback

At the end of the first paragraph of the article, the author put forward 
her topic sentence, which can summarize the content of her article 
well. In addition, the author focuses on her regret in the subject 
paragraph. At the end, the author quoted the sentence in the book to 
express her feelings. But to be honest, I don’t think this sentence is 
related to the theme of the article. (Anonymous)

In terms of grammar, punctuation, and 
style, the authors have done a good 
job. Only one suggestion for you is that 
“in order to” could be replaced with” 
to”. (Anonymous)

Sample Participant 
Responses

Thank you very much for your comment. The last quoted sentence 
means that these lost years cannot come back, which expresses 
regret in a more poetic expression. Perhaps this quotation alone will 
make people confused, so I will carefully consider the sentence at 
the end of the introduction again and give a simple explanation to let 
readers understand it more intuitively, so as to achieve the purpose 
of summarizing the whole paper. (QL)

Thank you for the advice. I was trying 
to make the words more diversified by 
choosing “in order to”. I suppose I can 
try to make some changes according 
to your advice. (HY)

Table 3
Sample Reviewer Feedback and Participant Responses for Correcting

Sample Reviewer 
Feedback

As for the wording, the language of this article is vivid, the emotions 
are sincere, and the text is mostly very specific. But there are also 
some expressions that are a bit general. For example, “I could see 
them try their best to do their job”, it can be more specific if the space 
allows. The sentence structure of the article is also rich. I didn’t find 
any errors in terms of punctuation, spelling, capitalization in the 
writing. (Anonymous)

There is one thing I wanted to empha-
size. At the second paragraph, the sen-
tence that I have highlighted. It would 
be better if you use the subordinate 
clause. Like ‘But this is a dream, which 
is imprisoned in the epidemic.’(Anon-
ymous)

Sample Participant 
Responses

Thanks for the suggestion! Your review is helpful and instructive. I 
will make further adjustments according to your advice. I suppose the 
narration will be more vivid if some changes are made according to 
your suggestion. (HY)

Thank you very much for your correc-
tion. I find it very helpful. You gave 
specific examples to help me increase 
the diversity of sentences in my article. 
I will definitely go back and make cor-
rections to make my article better. (QL)
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The second tenet we may gain from an SCT perspective is 
the mediation, which highlights higher-order mental activ-
ities are all socially mediated (Vygotsky, 1978). Mediation 
is achieved through the various forms of physical and sym-
bolic tools and artifacts that equip people with some con-
nection between themselves and the world (Wells, 2007). In 
this study, the development of learners’ feedback beliefs 
and their revision practices was achieved through teacher 
mediator, peer mediator, and PeerCeptiv mediator. Howev-
er, some mediators may play a more significant role than 
others in the process. Metaphorically, we may compare the 
mentoring as an appetizer to stimulate the participants’ mo-
tivation, but the peer review is the main course that helps 
the participants complete the information exchange, com-
munication delivery, and learning process. Having said that, 
student beliefs about WCF together with teacher mentoring 
may inform student practices of these peer-reviewed tasks.

Complex Relationships between Learner 
Beliefs and Actual Practices towards Peer 
Reviews

In the study we found student beliefs appear in a complex 
manner with student actual revision practices. We found it 
irrational to link learner beliefs and practices in a linear way, 
as the two constructs are internally dynamic and may ap-
pear in different tensions (Gao, 2021; Gao et al., 2022; Gao, 
Qin, & Gu, 2022). Specifically, we found some learner beliefs 
about their peer feedbacks helped them correct their writ-
ings, under the condition that these feedbacks fit the par-
ticipants’ feedback preferences and epistemology. Writers 
and authors actually hold their own ideology and epistemol-
ogy, and they get recognition and a sense of fulfillment from 
readers who get resonated with their ideology. Wang and 
Zhang (2020) suggested increased learner beliefs of self-ef-
ficacy and perceived value of English learning promoted 
learning motivation and self-regulation.

In addition, learner beliefs are often consistent with their re-
vision practices in terms of grammatical or wording issues, 
which fall into linguistic or language dimensions. Howev-
er, for content and logic dimensions, learner beliefs about 
may not necessarily be consistent with their actual revision 
practices, as learners may be unsure of or concerned with 
the peer feedback. These uncertainty and concerns may 
result from language proficiency gaps, miscommunication, 
or misunderstandings. This finding was against the existing 
literature typically in the 1990s entailing that learners from 
collectivist cultures are unwilling to be critical of each oth-
er (Allaei & Connor, 1990; Carson & Nelson, 1994; Nelson & 
Carson, 1998). The finding in a way indicates that EFL learn-
ers in the current generation (2020s) even in the collectivist 
culture have developed their critical thinking further than 
the previous generations. The finding is consistent with the 
existing literature exploring linguistic features and ideolo-
gy, and critical thinking of the current generation learners 

in China (Gao & Zeng, 2021). Further studies may attempt to 
examine if gender factor would make differences in learn-
er beliefs and revision practices, as a significant difference 
in the strength of links between self-regulation and instru-
mentality, self-efficacy beliefs, and English self-concept has 
already been reported in research (Iwaniec, 2019).

While Hedgcock and Lefkowitz (1994) found that learners 
in EFL contexts focus primarily on accuracy rather than the 
development of ideas. In this study, we may challenge this 
focus by arguing it might not be the de-emphasis on the de-
velopment of ideas but be the learners’ preference to take 
accuracy issues over the idea issues in peer review feedback. 
This could be explained through the existing literature re-
porting learner perception of teacher feedback and peer 
feedback. Rollinson (2005) reported peer feedback is less 
authoritarian but more informal, so students may believe 
peer feedback serves better for accuracy purposes than for 
conceptual or ideational purposes. 

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this paper explored EFL learner beliefs, teach-
er mentoring, and revision practices through peer review 
feedback from the sociocultural perspective. Findings show 
that EFL learners believed empathy and resonance was the 
main advantage of peer feedback, and teacher mentoring 
facilitated them in understanding and performing the peer 
review and revision tasks. Moreover, student review process 
included evaluating, resonating, learning, and reflecting 
practices and the student revision process comprised cred-
iting, arguing, correcting, and polishing practices. Lastly, 
scaffolding in different forms work together may enhance 
learner performance and student beliefs appear in a com-
plex manner with student actual revision practices. 

We wrap up the paper by offering some research and ped-
agogical implications to the reader who might be interest-
ed in WCF studies or improving their actual practices. While 
prolific literature has been conducted over the years on 
feedback studies, there remains more to explore in the field. 
For example, we may propose a further step for future re-
search in exploring tensions between learner beliefs about 
different forms of feedback and their actual writing and re-
vision practices. We also found room for exploration on per-
sonal or contextual factors mediating learners’ preferences 
of one type of feedback over another. 

One of the curriculum design or pedagogical implications 
for the study is the possibility of using an ensemble of dif-
ferent grading platforms together with teacher feedback in 
writing curricula. In the study, the participants reported dif-
ferent platforms may serve different functions, considering 
writing is no longer defined simply as a language skill but a 
medium to exchange or communicate between readers and 
writers. 
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While we acknowledged the devotion from the four partic-
ipants in the study, we understand the limited participant 
size and sampling method is not flawless. We thus expect 
scholars conducting similar research in the future may im-
proving the design or sampling method of the current study. 
That is how we as authors treat our peer feedback, the re-
curring theme of the study.
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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.

KEYWORDS
writing, task type, collaborative learning, corrective feedback, accuracy

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-

Citation: Ghaderi E., Rouhi A., Nemat 
Tabrizi A. R., Jafarigohar M., & Hemmati 
F. (2022). Writing Task Complexity, Task 
Condition and the Efficacy of Feedback. 
Journal of Language and Education, 
8(4), 73-87. https://doi.org/10.17323/
jle.2022.12817

Correspondence: 
Esmaeil Ghaderi, 
e.ghaderi@pnu.ac.ir

Received: July 31, 2021
Accepted: September 10, 2022
Published: December 26, 2022

https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.12817

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5331-5132
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4331-2189
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5888-6033
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6892-3248
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1237-5075
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.12817
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.12817
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.12817
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.12817
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.12817
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.12817
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.12817
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.12817


Esmaeil Ghaderi et al

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

| Research Article

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 
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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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ABSTRACT
Background. Writing is a complex skill, even more so, if the student does not handle the generic 
structure of the institutionalized practices imposed on Higher Education. 

Purpose. The purpose of this study is to determine the effectiveness of direct and metalinguistic 
focused written corrective feedback (WCF) on information structuring connectors. 

Method. This quantitative study compares focused WCF effectiveness in 39 subjects who are 
divided into three groups: the first one is the control group, which did not receive feedback, the 
second is the experimental group 1 that was corrected through direct WCF and the third one 
corresponds to experimental group 2 that received feedback through metalinguistic cues. 

Results. The findings indicate that WCF is effective for the experimental groups. There is 
a significant decrease in the number of errors of information-structuring connectors in 
experimental group 2, while experimental group 1 shows a reduction, but without statistical 
significance.   As for the control group, it did not present improvements. In addition, the 
development of writing tasks corrected through metalinguistic WCF strategies led to textual 
cohesion improvement with the accurate use of connective devices. 

Conclusion. It is important to reflect on the use of focused feedback as part of the writing 
process, firstly, because writing cannot be taught without reviewing a student’s writing, and 
secondly, considering that focused feedback supports the noticing of errors and decreases 
teacher correction time.

KEYWORDS
written corrective feedback, information structuring connectors, news

ABBREVIATIONS
WCF (Written corrective feedback), CF (Corrective feedback), L2 (Second language), SLA (Second 
language acquisition), WC (Written comments), DCF (Direct corrective feedback), ICF (Indirect 
corrective feedback), L1 (First language), CG (Control group), EGD (Experimental group direct), 
EGM (Experimental group metalinguistic)

INTRODUCTION

Corrective feedback (CF) arises as neg-
ative evidence from exposure to a lan-
guage other than the mother tongue, 
i.e., a learner who is facing the process 
of learning a Second Language (L2). It 
is worth mentioning that such evidence 
in the context of writing practice can be 
positive or negative; in the former, it only 

provides learners with models of what is 
possible and grammatically acceptable; 
whereas, in the latter, it provides learners 
with information about what is unaccept-
able in L2 (Long 1996). At a later stage, 
Lightbown and Spada (2006) argue that it 
is not only the teacher who is in charge of 
making these relevant observations, but 
also other native or non-native speakers. 
From the above, it is possible to deduce 
that CF is a method that can be used both 
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in formal instructional settings and in natural learning en-
vironments.

CF represents a response to a student’s inaccurate state-
ment (Ellis et al., 2006; Ellis, 2009), an idea that is also 
shared by Van Beuningen (2010), who emphasizes that the 
importance of CF lies in its property of inducing the focus 
of students’ attention to form, so that, according to Sheen 
(2011, p.1 ) CF would be "an invitation from the teacher to 
students to pay attention to the grammatical accuracy of 
something they have said or written". When considering CF 
in the area of L2 writing, Coyle and Roca de Larios (2014) 
specify that feedback is understood as a means to help stu-
dents improve the quality and efficiency of their texts; while 
in second language acquisition (SLA), is generally seen as 
error correction that contributes to students’ linguistic de-
velopment.

From the approaches of L2 and SLA, we can identify feed-
back as a key element, which relates to the improvement 
of students’ written production, in that sense, by under-
standing WCF as a pedagogical strategy, it is possible, in the 
words of Salaberry and Altamirano (2001), to design action 
plans aimed at achieving learning goals consciously and in-
tentionally. In this context, CF studies arise in the learning 
and acquisition of second languages (Benson &  DeKeyser, 
2019); however, approaching feedback as a didactic strate-
gy to improve written production also becomes an oppor-
tunity to contribute to the didactics of writing in the first 
language (L1).

WCF studies in Spanish as an L1 have based their work on 
providing CF to different grammatical structures to favor 
error reduction (Ferreira, 2017; Kloss and Ferreira, 2019), 
and they have also incorporated the concept of Written 
Comments (WC), which is understood as the process of giv-
ing comments to the student, not only from a grammati-
cal perspective but also oriented to text genre (Tapia et al., 
2016). From this perspective, WC is understood as an an-
notation made by the teacher to enable the student to im-
prove his/her written production. In this regard, Bazerman 
(2004) posits that WC is a pedagogical genre that is part of 
the writing activity.

For the purpose of this research, we worked with the con-
ceptualization of Written Corrective Feedback (WCF) as pro-
posed by Ellis (2009) but operationalized to Spanish as L1 
through two focused WCF strategies. The first one refers 
to direct WCF in which the teacher identifies the error and 
provides the student with the correct linguistic form. Ferris 
(2006) points out that direct CF can be performed in sev-
eral ways, such as: marking an unnecessary word, phrase, 
or morpheme; inserting a missing word or morpheme, and 
writing the correct form on or near the error.  The second 
one refers to metalinguistic WCF, in which the learner is 
corrected through an implicit metalinguistic comment re-
garding the nature of the errors the student has made. It is 

worth mentioning that this technique is less used, as it re-
quires the teacher to have sufficient metalinguistic knowl-
edge to be able to write clear explanations for a variety of 
errors. 

Although it is true that the effects of direct and indirect 
WCF have been widely studied, it has not yet been robustly 
determined which strategy is more effective. On this basis, 
this research also addresses direct WCF, but compares it 
with metalinguistic CF, considering the relevance of the lat-
ter to boost grammatical knowledge (Timofeeva-Timofeev, 
2021; Balanga et al., 2016), as well as to generate self-reg-
ulation by the student, who must think about the mistake 
and then attempt its correction, without the teacher provid-
ing the correct answer. In this way, scaffolding is generated 
to aid students to move toward a self-review process (Rog-
er, 2015; Boillos, 2021).

The amount of work around WCF has allowed the construc-
tion of an advantageous path that has shown the following:

1)	 Reformulation, direct corrective feedback (DCF), indi-
rect corrective feedback (ICF), and metalinguistic cues 
have been effective strategies in Spanish as a foreign 
language and in English as a foreign language (Ortiz 
and Ferreira, 2014; Ferreira, 2017; Kloss and Ferreira, 
2019).

2)	 The relative benefits of the different types of feedback 
are still an unresolved issue.

3)	 The relative effectiveness of feedback strategies de-
pends on multiple variables, including particular as-
pects of the language being corrected, the teacher’s 
delivery of the correction, and learner characteristics.

Based on the above, progress has been made in linguistic 
accuracy with the use of feedback strategies, but this is not 
enough because there is still no clear knowledge of which 
strategy would be the most appropriate or effective at each 
educational level or whether they can be helpful to improve 
the production of particular genres. Moreover, the studies 
that have been carried out are mostly focused on English 
as L1 and L2 and address language structures at the micro 
level, such as the use of prepositions, number or gender 
grammatical agreement, use of articles, and morphemes, 
among others. In this context, it is crucial to study the role 
of WCF in Spanish as L1 and, as well as, to direct these cor-
rective strategies at a deeper text level (Kloss et al. 2020).

According to Van Dijk and Kintsch’s (1983) model, the text is 
organized into three levels of comprehension: microstruc-
ture, macrostructure, and superstructure. The microstruc-
ture refers to the local and superficial elements that make 
a text cohesive, the macrostructure is “a representation 
of the overall meaning structure of a text” (Van Dijk,1978, 
p.55). Finally, the superstructure corresponds to “a type of 
abstract schema that establishes the overall order of a text 
and is composed of a series of categories, whose possibil-
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ities of combination are based on conventional rules” (Van 
Dijk, 1978, p.144).

In relation to the three levels described above, studies on 
feedback have proliferated at the first level, that is, the mi-
crostructure. Unlike this research, in which the WCF strategy 
will be aimed at the second level, i.e., the macrostructure, 
using connective elements that favor the organization of 
ideas. It is relevant to address these textual elements be-
cause they mark on the textual surface the logical relation-
ships that occur between sentences, between textual seg-
ments, or between macropropositions so that they can be 
interpreted as belonging to a larger unit, the text (Montolío, 
2014).  In addition, they allow the articulation of the textual 
superstructure, through its chronological narrative texture, 
which serves to characterize the news as an informative 
journalistic genre.

Information structuring connectors are mechanisms of tex-
tual cohesion, which allow sentences to be connected to 
each other to clearly understand the discourse. Montolío 
(2015) exemplifies these relationships:

“Soon it will be good weather”- “I will go to the gym every after-
noon”.

Not being given additional information, we will not know 
what the logical-semantic relationship established between 
sentences is. Then, given the fact that connectors guide in-
ference processes, we can point out that they will function 
in the text as signals that a writer distributes throughout his 
discourse so that the reader can interpret the path traced 
without major complications.

There are different typologies for labeling connecting ele-
ments, which in Spanish are organized according to certain 
features, namely: additive connectors, counter-argumen-
tative, consecutive, causal, and organizers (Portolés, 2014; 
Montolío, 2015). Therefore, connecting elements contribute 
to the informative structure of the discourse, adding, con-
trasting and rectifying information.

The present study contributes to two thematic areas, the 
first one is the use of WCF in Spanish as L1, and the second 
one corresponds to feedback provision at a macrostructural 
level, specially the use of information-structuring connec-
tors, whose function is to organize the text, i.e., to pres-
ent different thematic aspects in a way that facilitates the 
reader’s interpretation of data. Thus, they mark the logical 
relationships between sentences on the textual surface, be-
tween textual segments, or between macropropositions, so 
that they can be interpreted as belonging to a larger unit, 
the text.

The objective of this research paper is to compare the ef-
fectiveness of direct and metalinguistic focused written cor-
rective feedback (WCF) in the reduction of errors in the use 

of information structuring connectors elicited through the 
writing of the news genre in L1. The hypotheses of the study 
are formulated as follows:

H1.	 Direct written corrective feedback represents a 
strategy that favors the reduction of errors in the 
use of information structuring connectors in jour-
nalistic news / H01. Direct written corrective feed-
back is a strategy that does not favor the reduction 
of errors in the use of information structuring con-
nectors in journalistic news. 

H2.	 Metalinguistic written corrective feedback with 
grammatical description represents a strategy that 
favors the reduction of errors in the use of infor-
mation structuring connectors in journalistic news 
/ H02. Metalinguistic written corrective feedback 
with grammatical description does not represent a 
strategy that favors the reduction of errors in the 
use of information structuring connectors in jour-
nalistic news. 

H3.	 The control group that did not receive written cor-
rective feedback, but only general comments, re-
duced the number of errors in the use of informa-
tion structuring connectors in journalistic news / 
H03. The control group that did not receive written 
corrective feedback, but only general comments, 
did not accurately use information structuring con-
nectors in journalistic news.

METHOD

Study Design
This study presents a longitudinal experimental design 
because it considers three types of measures: pretest, im-
mediate posttest, and delayed posttest (Bitchener, 2008), 
through a linguistic intervention focused on informative 
news writing. One of the strengths of this type of study is 
the way in which the acquisition of structures is measured, 
as it incorporates a longitudinal measure of improvement in 
grammatical accuracy.

The linguistic intervention lasted a total of ten weeks, name-
ly: in week one a pre-test was administered, and writing 
tasks were carried out from week two to week five. While in 
week six, an immediate post-test was applied and, finally, in 
week ten, the delayed post-test was conducted.
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Participants

The population consisted of 49 first-year journalism stu-
dents1. However, for measurement purposes, participants 
were selected according to the following inclusion criteria: 1) 
Incoming first-year students, i.e., taking the writing course 
for the first time. 2) Writing task sequence completion, i.e., 
participation in the 10 sessions that were part of the inter-
vention. 3) Their participation was voluntary after signing an 
informed consent form.

Finally, according to the inclusion criteria, the sample con-
sisted of 39 students, who were organized into three groups 
of 13 subjects each.

The selection was random, and three groups were iden-
tified: Control Group (CG), which did not receive WCF; Ex-
perimental Group 1 (EGD), which received direct WCF; and 
Experimental Group 2 (EGM), which received WCF through 
metalinguistic cues (see Table 1). The 39 subjects, whose 
ages ranged from 18 to 20 years old, wrote the papers in a 
natural language context, namely, in a writing course taught 
in the first semester of a journalism course at a Chilean uni-
versity.

Instruments 
The instruments corresponded to three tests that were used 
to measure students’ linguistic accuracy in the use of infor-
mation structuring connectors on three occasions. The pre-
test consisted of a writing task of a 400-word news item in 
the field of politics. To do so, students entered the Moodle 
platform where the activity was displayed, read the instruc-
tions, and wrote their text. This task favored the elicitation 
of the linguistic connective structures, according to the ob-
jective of the study.

Concerning the immediate post-test, students were request-
ed to write a 400-word news item on Chilean public health. 
The immediate post-test was applied in the sixth week to 
evaluate the learning of information structuring connectors.

To conclude the linguistic intervention, in the tenth week, 
the delayed post-test was applied to evaluate long-term re-
tention and transfer of the new knowledge acquired during 
the different interventions of the treatment. In this case, the 
students wrote a 400-word news item on a science topic on 

1	  These students completed 12 years of formal education (primary and secondary). According to the Ministry of Education (Ministerio 
de Educación, 2021), these students should be able to: (1) produce coherent and cohesive written texts to communicate their analysis 
and interpretations of texts, state their position, and explore creatively with language; (2) apply a writing process according to their 
purposes, the selected discursive genre, topic, and audience; (3) adapt the text to genre convention, and the audience’s characteris-
tics (knowledge, interests, cultural conventions). Ministerio de Educación. (2021). Objetivos de aprendizaje de la asignatura Lengua 
y literatura para 4° medio [Learning objectives for Language and Literature for 4th grade]. https://www.curriculumnacional.cl/614/
articles-40135_programa_feb_2021_final_s_disegno.pdf 

water resources in Chile. Table 2 shows the summary of the 
three measurement tests.

Description of the Treatment Tasks
The writing tasks were implemented on a Moodle learning 
management platform. In this environment, activities were 
devised to encourage news writing. The researchers select-
ed this journalistic genre because it allows, according to its 
narrative-descriptive discursive texture, to elicit the use of 
information structuring connectors.

After the pre-test, a five-week treatment process was carried 
out. Figure1 shows the sequence of each of the writing ses-
sions. It is worth mentioning that the treatment tasks were 
the same for the three groups and were applied for 5 weeks, 
following a linear structure of beginning, development, and 
closing in each class. After the post-test was applied, stu-
dents work on reading and vocabulary exercises (weeks 
7-9). Finally, a delayed post-test was given to students three 
weeks after the post-test (week 10).

Figure 1 presents the phases of each class session. This was 
divided into three stages, the initial phase, previous knowl-
edge related to the writing task is activated, and grammat-
ical scaffolding is provided through brief exercises on the 
platform, such as: rearranging sentences in a text, sentence 
completion and determining textual cohesion. In the second 
phase, students wrote a news-type informative text. Finally, 
in the third phase, students are guided to metacognitive re-
flection answering questions about what they had learned 
during the class or about what content had been complex. 
Some of the questions were: What did you learn today about 
the function of connective elements? Was there any topic 
that was difficult for you and that you need to continue 
working on? What did you learn today? among others. It is 
worth mentioning that this class cycle was repeated during 
all the writing sessions, that is, once a week, as part of the 
linguistic intervention.  

Correction of Writing Tasks
During the five-week intervention process, students wrote 
a weekly news item, which was checked by the teacher in 
charge of the course and two research assistants. Each of 
them individually corrected between 12 and 15 texts per 
week, and then the team met to agree on the criteria for the 
correction provided to each student, according to the WCF 
strategies chosen to be applied to this intervention. The pro-

https://www.curriculumnacional.cl/614/articles-40135_programa_feb_2021_final_s_disegno.pdf
https://www.curriculumnacional.cl/614/articles-40135_programa_feb_2021_final_s_disegno.pdf


Steffanie Kloss, Angie Quintanilla Espinoza

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

| Research Article

cedure for delivering the WFC for each of the experimental 
groups was as follows:

•	 The three specialists checked the texts and gave 
direct feedback to experimental group 1, metalin-
guistic feedback to experimental group 2, and gen-
eral comments to the control group. It should be 
noted that all groups performed the same tasks. 

•	 The day before a new writing task was assigned, 
the correction of the previous task was released on 
the Moodle platform, which students reviewed, and 
about which they wrote down their doubts regard-
ing the feedback in the class forum. These concerns 
were resolved by the responsible researcher on the 
same day. The review of the feedback was manda-
tory for all students.

•	 Students started a new text, and once they did that, 
they were not allowed to access to the previous as-
signment or the feedback again.

•	 This process was repeated in the 5 sessions of treat-
ment, as students wrote new texts in each class.

Data Analysis Procedure
In order to analyze the pre, post and delayed post-test re-
sults, errors made by the students were counted. Cassany 
(2014) points out that the error is the product of a defect 
in linguistic competence: errors are made when the writer 
does not know a grammatical rule, a word, among others. 
Therefore, measuring errors makes it possible to examine 
the degree of accuracy with which students use a linguistic 
element. In this case, the measurement of errors shows the 
level of performance in the use of information structuring 
connectors. 

To ensure the validity of the procedure and avoid bias, the 
research team agreed on the criteria for error identification, 
and also met to review the tests together.

RESULTS

The experiment included an independent and a dependent 
variable; the independent variable corresponds to each of 
the three groups (two experimental and one control), and 

Figure 1
Class Cycle (own elaboration)

Table 1
Participant Identification

Groups Identification Type of feedback received

CG Control Group Received general comments, such as: “well done”, “you need to improve”, “good idea, 
keep on working”.

EGD Direct WCF Received explicit comments regarding the correct connector that was needed in the 
text, e.g, “there, you should have used however, not but.”

EGM Metalinguistic FCF Received metalinguistic WCF comments, such as: “you noticed that you used a marker 
that expresses beginning with a topicalizing function when you need to conclude your 
writing. Therefore, you need a connector that allows you to perform a discursive clo-

sure, such as epilogue or synthesis”.

Table 2
Application of Measurement Test (Own Elaboration)

Evaluation moment Week Field Task Length Time Place

Pre-test 1 Politics Informative text 400 words 90 min Computer Lab

Post-test 6 Health Informative text 400 words 90 min Computer Lab

Delayed post-test 10 Science Informative text 400 words 90 min Computer Lab
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the dependent variable refers to the difference in the de-
crease of the errors focused on in this study, that is, the use 
of information structuring connectors when comparing the 
pre-test, the immediate and delayed post-tests.  

Counted errors were processed and analyzed with the Sta-
tistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) program. This 
program allows us to examine both the frequency distribu-
tions for each variable and the relationships between them. 
The relevant statistical models for this study correspond to 
the one-factor ANOVA parametric tests. Once this test was 
applied, a T-test for related samples was used.

The Measure of Central Tendency, Frequency, 
and Perentages for the Pre-Test
Once the pretest was applied to each of the sample groups, 
it could be established that group EGM presented an aver-
age of 2.77, with a minimum of 1 and a maximum of 4 errors, 
and a deviation of 1.23 dispersion units in relation to the av-
erage value. Group EGD, meanwhile, obtained an average of 
1.92 errors with a minimum of 0 and a maximum of 3. The 
deviation for this group was 1.08 dispersion units. Group CG, 
finally, showed an average of 2.08 with a minimum of 1 and 
a maximum of 4 errors. Its deviation was 1.115 dispersion 
units. From an analytical point of view, it can be said that, 
when comparing the three groups based on the standard 
deviation, the dispersion behavior of the data distribution 
is similar, which indicates that, despite presenting different 
averages, recurrence of errors appears regularly in the time 
and space of the research. 

However, when calculating Spearman’s variation, which 
seeks to measure the magnitude of the variability of the dis-
tribution between groups, group EGM in comparison with 
group EGD showed a difference of 1.21%, indicating that 
there is almost twice that of group EGM over group EGD. 
Group EGM differed from group CG by 1.20%. Finally, when 

group EGD and group CG were compared, the difference in-
creased slightly, with a coefficient of 0.99%. 

In relation to the frequencies and their graphical expression 
in percentage, it was observed that out of the 39 partici-
pants of the pre-test 15.38% of participants made 4 errors, 
30.71% failed 3 times, 23.07% on 2 occasions, 25.64% made 1 
error and 5.12% had 0 error. Figure 2 shows the distribution 
of errors and shows that most of the evaluated individuals 
made between 1 and 3 errors, which represents 79.47% of 
the total population. 

After the linguistic intervention was administered, the stu-
dents took an immediate post-test (week six). The results of 
the central tendency analysis indicated the following: Group 
EGM presented an average of 0.46 errors with a minimum 
of 0 and a maximum of 2 faults, with a deviation of 0.660 
units of dispersion in relation to the average value. Group 
EGD, meanwhile, obtained an average of 1.85 errors with a 
minimum of 0 and a maximum of 4. The deviation for this 
group was 1.11 dispersion units. Finally, Group CG, showed 
an average of 2.54 with a minimum of 1 and a maximum of 5 
errors. The observed deviation was at 1.26 dispersion units.

When the groups were compared based on the standard de-
viation, the dispersion behavior in the data distribution was 
moderately similar, which indicates that despite showing a 
group EGM distanced from group EGD and GC (EGD and CG 
tending to be similar), the results were rather homogene-
ous. However, when calculating Spearman’s variance, group 
EGM in comparison with group EGD shows a difference of 
0.42%, indicating that there is a short gap, less than one in 
the number of times, of group EGM over group EGD. Similar-
ly, group EGM differs from group CG by 0.35%. Meanwhile, 
when group EGD and group CG are compared, the differ-
ence increases, with a coefficient of 0.98%. 

When observing the frequencies and their percentual ex-
pression (figure 3), of the total of the subjects, 2.56% made 5 

Figure 2
Measure of Central Tendency, Frequency, and Percentages for the Pre-Test
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errors during the immediate post-test, 7.89% failed 4 times, 
15.38% on 3 occasions, 20.51% made 2 errors, 30.76% made 
1 error and 23.07% had 0 error. Most of the evaluated partic-
ipants during this stage of the investigation had between 0 
and 2 errors approximately, which represented 74.34%.

With respect to the analysis of central tendency carried out 
on the data obtained from the application of the delayed 
post-test to the sample, the results were as follows: Group 
EGM presented an average of 0.31errors with a minimum 
of 0 and a maximum of 1, and a deviation of 0.48 dispersion 
units in relation to the average value. Group EGD, mean-
while, obtained an average of 1.92 errors with a minimum 
of 0 and a maximum of 3. The deviation for this group was 
1.11 dispersion units. Group CG, finally, showed an average 
of 2.85 with a minimum of 1 and a maximum of 6 errors. Its 
deviation was 1.51 dispersion units.

When the groups were compared based on the standard 
deviation, the dispersion behavior of the data distribution 
showed a difference between Group EGM and Group EGD 
in the same way that Group EGD distances itself from CG. 
Group CG dispersed from EGM twice EGD approximately, 
indicating that the recurrence of errors appears regular-
ly in the time and space of the research. When calculating 
Spearman’s variance group EGM compared to group EGD, 
it shows a difference of 0.37%. Group EGM differed from 
group CG by 0.34%, exhibiting a close relationship. When 
group EGD and group CG were compared, the difference in-
creased by 0.92%.

When observing the frequencies and the percentual expres-
sion of the total number of participants, 2.56% made 6 mis-
takes, 2.56% did in 5 times, 5.12% on 4 occasions, 17.94% 3 
times, 23.07% failed 2 times, 20.51% failed 1 time and 28.20% 
had 0 error. Figure 4 below shows the descriptive distribu-
tion of the results, highlighting that most of the individuals 
evaluated during this stage of the research were found to 

have between 0 and 2 errors approximately, representing 
71.78% of the population.

Analysis of Results in the Use of Information 
Structuring Connectors
To analyze the presence of information structuring connec-
tors in the news, the measure of analysis used was the count-
ing of errors made by the students. This measure examines 
the degree of accuracy with which students use the selected 
linguistic form, i.e., discourse markers with organizational 
value. Table 3 presents the total number of errors in the use 
of connective elements used in the writing of news items in 
the pretest, immediate post-test, and delayed posttest.

Table 3, in the second row, shows the intervention groups: 
control group, which received no feedback but a general 
comment, experimental group GD, which received direct 
feedback, and group GM, which received feedback through 
metalinguistic cues.

The total number of errors of the three groups in the pretest 
corresponded to 88, while, in the second measurement, the 
errors decreased to 63 and, in the last measurement, the 
errors increased slightly to 66. This is because GM decreased 
its errors in the use of connectives, but the control group 
increased considerably.

The errors committed by EGM decreased from 36 in the 
first instance to 6 in the post-test, by the end of the inter-
vention, producing only 4 errors (delayed post-test). In this 
sense, these results are related to those found by Kloss et al. 
(2020), who indicate that implicit correction is adequate for 
the student to notice and repair his errors. Therefore, the 
metalinguistic strategy specifies the importance of reflec-
tion within the correction, which ensures that error repair is 
maintained in the long run.

Figure 3
Measure of Central Tendency, Frequency, and Percentages for Immediate Post-Test
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Data Normalization

Once the uses of information structuring connectors were 
counted, we worked only with the errors made by the stu-
dents in the three measurements. However, for the purpose 
of data normalization, a range of values was established 
that were later introduced into the SPSS statistical software. 
Ranges: 0 errors: 0/ 1 error: 1/ 2 errors: 2/ 3 errors: 3/ 4 er-
rors: 4/ 5 errors: 5/ 6 errors: 6.

According to the KS normality test the data are normally 
distributed, therefore, the assumption of normality is con-
firmed in the three group -group CG- experimental 1 -group 
EGD- and experimental 2 -group EGM- (Statistics at .071 and 
.200*; gl:13; p>0.5).

The second assumption of normality corresponds to the 
independence of the observations: at this point it can be 
argued that the individuals composing the groups are dif-
ferent. Then, in the third assumption, regarding the equiv-
alence of groups, the sample sizes are equal in each group, 

which it is an indication that there is an equivalence of 
groups in the populations. In this sense, the test of inde-
pendence of observations and the test of equivalence are 
verified.

Test for Homogeneity of Variance
Once the data were normalized, the test for homogeneity of 
variance was applied to the pre-test.

The LEVENE homogeneity of variance test indicates that the 
assumption is met (Statistic .454; gl1:2 and gl2:36; p> a .05).

One-Factor Analysis of Variance 
To compare the average of the three groups that make up 
the experiment, a one-way ANOVA was used to test the dif-
ference between the averages of the groups compared.

On the one-way ANOVA test, as the research hypothesis is 
that there is a difference, then the null hypothesis is that 

Figure 4
Measure of Central Tendency, Frequency, and Percentages for Delayed Post-Test

Table 3
Total Errors of Information Structuring Connectors Used in the Study: Pre-Test, Post-Test, and Delayed Post-Test

Evaluation moment Pre-test Immediate post-test Delayed post-test

Groups CG EGD EGM total CG EGD EGM total CG EGD EGM total

Nº errors 27 25 36 88 33 24 6 63 37 25 4 66

Total % 30,7 28,4 40,9 100 52,4 38,1 9,5 100 56 37,9 6,1 100

Table 4
Normality Tests

Statistical study groups Kolmogorov-Smirnov a Shapiro-Wilk

Statistics gl Sig Statistic gl Sig

Pre-test

Group EGM

Group EGD

Group CG

,225

,235

,181

13

13

13

,071

,048

,200*

,827

,851

,938

13

13

13

,014

,029

,436
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there is no difference between groups. The significance is 
above .05 (p<.142) in the pretest, which indicates that before 
the treatment there is no difference. However, in the imme-

diate post-test and delayed post-test, there are differences 
between the groups, due to the effect of the treatment.

Table 5
Test for Homogeneity of Variance

Levene Statistic gl1 gl2 Sig.

,454 2 36 ,638

Table 6
One-Way ANOVA for the Three Measurements

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.

Pre-test Between groups
Within groups

Total

5,282
46,154
51,436

2
36
38

2,641
1,282

2,060 ,142

Post-test Between groups
Within groups

Total

29,077
40,154
69,231

2
36
38

14,538
1,115

13,034 ,000

Delayed post-
test

Between groups
Within groups

Total

42,923
45,385
88,308

2
36
38

21,462
1,261

17,024 ,000

Table 7
Multiple Comparisons

Tukey’s HSD Mean Difference 
(I-J)

Std. Error Sig. 95% Confidence 
Interval

Dependent 
variable

(I) Study 
groups   

(J) Study 
groups

Lower 
Bound

Upper 
Bound

Pre-test EGM EGD

CG

,846

,692

,444

,444

,152

,276

-,24

-,39

1,93

1,78

EGD EGM

CG

-,846

-,154

,444

,444

,152

,936

-1,93

-1,24

,24

,93

CG EGM

EGD

-.692

-154

,444

,444

,276

,936

-1,78

-,93

,39

1,24

Post-test EGM EGD

CG

-1,385*

-2,077*

,414

,414

,005

,000

-2,40

-3,09

-,37

-1,06

EGD EGM

CG

-1,385*

-,692

,414

,414

,005

,230

,37

-1,70

2,40

,32

CG EGM

EGD

2,077*

,692

,414

,414

,000

,230

1,06

-,32

3,09

1,70

Delayed post-test EGM EGD

CG

-1,615*

-2,538*

,440

,440

,002

,000

-2,69

-3,61

-,54

-1,46

EGD EGM

CG

1,615*

-,923

,440

,440

,002

,105

54

-2,00

2,69

,15

CG EGM

EGD

2,538*

,923

,440

,440

,000

,105

1,46

-,15

3,61

2,00
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Therefore, the null hypothesis is rejected and the research 
hypothesis is accepted, i.e., there is a difference between the 
groups for the immediate post-test (F(13.034); p<.000) and 
the delayed post-test (F(17.024); p<.000).

A Tukey’s post hoc test was applied to determine whose 
group’s means are significantly different from other group 
means.

According to Tukey’s post-hoc test, it is observed that sig-
nificant differences are found in the metalinguistic group 
(EGM), which is presented with a significance .152 in the pre-
test, .005 in the immediate post-test, and .002 in the delayed 
post-test.

As it can be seen, differences are found between the groups 
that received and did not receive treatment. However, sig-
nificant differences are only present in the metalinguistic 
group (p<.05).

T-Test for Independent Samples 
Once the normality of the data has been evaluated, the 
t-test for independent samples is carried out.

Table 8 presents the descriptive statistics for each of the 
groups being compared. In this table, we analyzed whether 
the group averages are in accordance with the research hy-
pothesis. In this case, the averages of the two groups were 
consistent with the research hypothesis, i.e., there are dif-
ferences. Therefore, we proceed to analyze the results of the 
student t-test to determine the statistical significance of the 
difference between these averages.

In analyzing table 9, we first proceed to evaluate the as-
sumption of equal variances between the groups being 
compared. In the pre-test, there is no significant difference 
between the groups p.05. So, the variances of both samples 
are equal. Regarding the immediate post-test p<.05. There-
fore, the results in favor of the metalinguistic strategy are 
demonstrated, as well as in the delayed post-test p<.05.

In relation to the hypotheses proposed in this study, we can 
point out that hypotheses 1 and 2 are proven since there is a 
difference between groups that received feedback (EGD and 
EGM). Therefore, metalinguistic feedback has significant 
results in the short and long term over the control group 
that did not receive feedback and the experimental group 1 
(EGD) that was corrected through direct feedback.

Table 8
Group Statistics 

Study groups N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean

Pre-test EGM 13 2,77 1,235 ,343

EGD 13 1,92 1,038 ,288

Post-test EGM 13 ,46 ,660 ,183

EGD 13 1,85 1,144 ,317

Delayed post-test EGM 13 ,31 ,480 ,133

EGD 13 1,92 1,115 ,309

Table 9
Independent Samples Test

Levene’s Test for Equality of 
Variances

T-test for Equality of Means

F Sig t df Sig.
(2-tailed)

Mean 
Differ

Std. Error 
Differ

Pre-test Equal variances 
assumed 

Equal variances 
not assumed

,787 ,384
1,891

1,891

24

23,307

,071

,071

,846

-846

,447

,447

Post-test Equal variances 
assumed 

Equal variances 
not assumed

3,913 ,059
-3,781

-3,781

24

19,200

,001

,001

-1,385

-1,385

,366

,366

Delayed-
post-test

Equal variances 
assumed 

Equal variances 
not assumed

5,883 ,023
-4,797

-4,797

24

16,305

,000

,000

-1,615

-1,615

,337

,337
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Therefore, to respond to our research objective, it can be 
argued that the most effective strategy to reduce errors in 
the use of information structuring connectors in news writ-
ing is the focused metalinguistic written corrective feed-
back. While the direct strategy used in EGD showed some 
improvement, it did not show statistically significant differ-
ences as did the control group.

DISCUSSION

When focusing on the results of the linguistic intervention, 
they demonstrate the effectiveness of the metalinguistic 
WCF in the use of information structuring connectors (Bo-
zorgian & Yazdani, 2021; Pourdana, et al., 2021), but before 
just addressing the statistical significance of the results, it 
is important to consider that the strategy was favorable in 
the research context, that is, first-year university students. 
Because, although some research demonstrates the effec-
tiveness of this type of feedback in elementary education 
(Timofeeva-Timofeev, 2021); we consider that the success of 
the metalinguistic strategy was due to the academic context 
(Valizadeh, 2022) and to the use of writing tasks that elicited 
a reflective mastery of language. 

One recommendation for the metalinguistic WCF strategy 
to be fully useful is that students who are given feedback 
through cues should have an adequate grammatical level 
to understand the information provided, otherwise their lin-
guistic accuracy will not improve because they will probably 
be unable to understand the feedback. On that basis, we 
consider it is important not to deliver a strong recommenda-
tion on the effectiveness of one strategy over the other, but 
rather to examine students` characteristics, to know how 
they feel when they receive the written comments with the 
purpose of selecting a relevant strategy. This should point 
towards reflection so that the student develops critical read-
ing of their work, strengthening the process of self-regula-
tion (Gallego et al., 2015). The importance of this point lies in 
the fact that pedagogical choices should be adjusted to the 
students`needs as writers (Myhill et al., 2018).

Another element to consider in this research is the use of 
focused feedback. Specialists in the field (Bitchener & Kn-
och, 2008; Ellis et al., 2008) state that giving feedback on all 
the errors in a text is not beneficial, since the student does 
not fully understand or process all the information provided 
by the teacher. In addition, developing a focused revision 
allows working on written production on a constant basis 
during classes, even when the number of students is too 
large since the teacher concentrates on reviewing a limit-
ed number of grammatical forms. In addition, this focusing 
strategy allows the teacher to correct errors accurately and 
in a timely manner, and students are empowered to notice 
the CF by focusing their attention to those forms that are 
wrong or inappropriate to promote the necessary linguistic 
adjustments to facilitate learning.

As for direct WCF, the results show that it is not effective, 
since students did not reduce errors in the use of informa-
tion structuring connectors when corrected through this 
strategy, which is in line with Ferris and Robert (2001) and 
Sheen (2011), who argue that implicit WCF is more effective 
because it helps students correct errors in activities that 
deal with problem-solving, while direct WCF does not favor 
the retention of the corrected forms in the long term.

Another important aspect when providing feedback is to de-
termine the error or errors to be addressed. In this study, 
we selected information structuring connectors because 
they are a key element to guide the organization of informa-
tive texts with narrative texture, such as news reports. Thus, 
we point out that the textual superstructure must be related 
to the form of treatment that will be selected to facilitate the 
elicitation of this language structure.

Finally, it is important to mention that the writing tasks were 
mediated in a technological context because considering 
the time of isolation suffered by the world due to the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, and the changes to which student training 
was subjected; working with a digital platform allows for the 
generation of meaningful learning, despite the modality in 
which it is taught. Likewise, another advantage of working 
with the Moodle platform lies in the correction process car-
ried out by the teacher, who can submit written comments 
to each text, and which in turn can be immediately reviewed 
by the student.

CONCLUSION

In relation to the objective of this study, we can point out 
that the results of the effects of WCF are encouraging. The 
development of writing tasks corrected by means of meta-
linguistic strategies leads to writing improvement with high-
er accuracy levels in the use of information structuring con-
nectors in the long-term. This is in line with previous studies 
(Bozorgian & Yazdani, 2021; Pourdana, et al., 2021), that 
have compared direct and indirect metalinguistic strategies, 
concluding the supremacy of the latter.

Regarding the research hypotheses, we were able to verify 
that the most effective strategy for error reduction of infor-
mation structuring connectors is the use of metalinguistic 
cues, therefore, we corroborated that there are differences 
between groups and that the group that was corrected by 
means of metalinguistic WCF would present a greater re-
duction in the number of errors, which was verified with sta-
tistical significance. According to the WCF strategies used, 
we were able to confirm that providing feedback leads to an 
improvement in the use of the selected grammatical form.

The design of the linguistic intervention corresponds to a 
work plan which requires students to focus their attention 
to meaning mainly, by making use of their available linguis-
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tic resources (Estaire, 2011), thus joining the students ‘need 
to produce texts in a specific and appropriate context, un-
derstanding the natural environment in which a journalism 
students develop and at the same time fostering connective 
elements learning to favor text writing. Given the linguistic 
intervention and the characteristics of the sample, we can 
point out that the implicit strategy is the most adequate 
for this discursive genre and for this linguistic form, which 
was evidenced in the increase in favor of the metalinguis-
tic strategy in the immediate post-test and in the delayed 
post-test. Regarding the sample, we outline the following re-
flection, metalinguistic feedback is relevant to this group of 
university students, who have finished their twelve previous 
years of schooling, in the form of grammatical scaffolding 
to understand the clues provided by the teacher. It is worth 
mentioning that the effectiveness of this strategy should be 
investigated more accurately in younger students with less 
grammatical proficiency

It should be noted that the results show the effectiveness of 
metalinguistic cues as opposed to direct correction. This is 
interesting because teachers mostly focus their efforts on 
giving explicit feedback (Lee, 2003; Lee 2004; Quintanilla et 
al., 2018; Kloss & Ferreira, 2019), that is, they tend to correct 
the errors by providing the correct answer, which leads us 
to reflect on two axes: first, the effectiveness of the strate-
gy used, and second, teachers’ knowledge regarding error 
correction. 

The empirical evidence obtained in this study suggests that 
there are statistically significant results that support con-
clusions generalizable to other settings, i.e., the increase in 
the means achieved by EGM shows an improvement in the 
accuracy of the studied form. This result supports the use 
of implicit WCF as a facilitating technique for improving the 
use of information structuring connectors in L1, thus provid-
ing evidence about the usefulness of the strategy used for 
learning journalistic writing, thus confirming our research 
hypothesis about the effectiveness of focused metalinguis-
tic WCF.

The pedagogical contributions of this study evidence that 
metalinguistic WCF is a technique for correcting written 
errors that aids in the improvement of the accurate use of 
information structuring connectors. This methodological 
strategy allows addressing the grammatical treatment of 

certain linguistic forms. Also, the development of writing as 
a productive skill and as a means for learning emerges as 
a highly pertinent complementary option for large classes. 
Finally, the focused metalinguistic WCF represents a tech-
nique that facilitates the teaching task, since it demands 
self-repair on the part of the student.

The limitations of this study reveal that WCF is still a contro-
versial topic that can be studied from different fields, wheth-
er it is the genre format or the variation of the grammatical 
form(s) under study. In this sense, as a projection, it would 
be appropriate to expand this corrective strategy to other 
contexts. Likewise, the guidelines for feedback should not 
only focus on teacher correction (Quintanilla et al., 2018; 
Andújar & Cañada, 2021) but also move towards self-revi-
sion and peer evaluation (Gravett & Kinchin, 2020; Kloss & 
Quintanilla, 2020). Several researchers (Roger, 2015; Boillos, 
2021) suggest that peer review is reasonable and successful, 
so from the didactics of writing these methodological mod-
els should be incorporated to be tested and replicated in the 
classroom.
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Feedback as Meaningful Pedagogy
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ABSTRACT
Background. A primary question among L2 writing instructors is how to best deliver written 
corrective feedback (WCF) to support student learning. One promising WCF method is Dynamic 
Written Corrective Feedback, in which instructors provide unfocused/comprehensive feedback 
using a coding system coupled with regular rounds of editing on short, in-class student-written 

Purpose. While research generally indicates that unfocused WCF may not be the most effective 
method of supporting linguistic mastery, unfocused WCF that is delivered using a coding system 
and in manageable portions may result in meaningful uptake of target linguistic forms; however, 
further research on best practices to deliver WCF is needed. In this study, I explored the impact 
on student accuracy of unfocused DWCF on brief student-produced texts in intermediate and 
advanced developmental ESL writing classes. 

Method. Utilizing a quasi-experimental research design using t-test analyses, I coded, tallied, 
and contrasted the errors in term-final paragraphs of 130 students who participated in classes 
that used DWCF with 79 students in control sections that did not include DWCF. 

Results. I found statistically significant improvements in the treatment sections at both levels 
for nearly all error types (including but not limited to verb form/tense, sentence structure, word 
order, word choice, determiner, noun form, and punctuation errors; the only error type that did 
not return significance differences was prepositions at the intermediate level). 

Conclusion. These results suggest that unfocused written corrective feedback may be effectively 
used in multilingual writing classrooms, at least given certain parameters to help ensure that 
feedback is manageable and specific, per the DWCF process. 

KEYWORDS
dynamic written corrective feedback, developmental writing instruction, comprehensive 
grammar feedback, unfocused feedback, L2 writing

INTRODUCTION
An extensive corpus of research on writ-
ten corrective feedback (WCF) spanning 
decades has provided extensive support 
indicating that WCF can be used to fos-
ter increased accuracy, at least in certain 
contexts and with certain students (Fer-
ris & Kurzer, 2019), despite some con-
cerns about its efficacy and appropriate-
ness (e.g. Bruton, 2009; Truscott, 1996). 
At this point, a primary question about 
WCF has become not one of if instructors 
should provide WCF, but rather how to 
most effectively deliver WCF to support 
meaningful student learning (Ferris & 
Kurzer, 2019). One specific WCF method 
that matches many of the best practices 

identified by WCF research and that has 
a growing body of supportive research 
is Dynamic Written Corrective Feedback 
(DWCF) (Evans et al., 2010).

Teachers can use DWCF to “help L2 learn-
ers improve the accuracy of writing by 
ensuring that instruction, practice, and 
feedback are manageable, meaningful, 
timely, and constant” (Hartshorn & Ev-
ans, 2012, p. 30) for all involved, by keep-
ing feedback approaches manageable 
for the instructors and accessible/com-
prehensible for the students, per this 
process:

1.	 An instructor requires students to 
write short paragraphs (for roughly 

Citation: Kurzer K. (2022). Accuracy 
Gains from Unfocused Feedback: 
Dynamic Written Corrective Feedback 
as Meaningful Pedagogy. Journal of 
Language and Education, 8(4), 102-116. 
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.13380

Correspondence: 
Kendon Kurzer, 
kckurzer@ucdavis.edu

Received: November 19, 2021
Accepted: March 31, 2022
Published: December 26, 2022

https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.13380

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5987-0519
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.13380
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.13380
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.13380
https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2022.13380


Accuracy Gains from Unfocused Feedback

JLE  |  Vol. 8  |  No. 4  |  2022 103

| Research Article

10 minutes) during each class period (or at established 
times throughout the term, roughly equally spaced). 

2.	 The instructor then codes the errors found in the para-
graphs using a series of codes that is explicitly explained 
in class (Appendix A contains the coding system used 
in this study) and returns the coded first drafts to the 
students during the next class meeting. 

3.	 The instructor has the students edit these first drafts in 
class and submit the second drafts to their teacher for 
further coding of any remaining or new errors. As origi-
nally devised, the entire editing process is repeated until 
the draft is completely error free (resulting in perhaps 
four or five drafts written for a single round of DWCF on 
occasion). 

4.	 The instructor also has students record a tally of all pres-
ent types of errors in a log (Appendix B); this error log 
allows the students and the teacher to track students’ 
individual error patterns, which may promote increased 
autonomy (Ferris, 2006; Lalande, 1982). 

DWCF as originally developed is accordingly focused exclu-
sively on matters of linguistic/grammatical accuracy, rather 
than other concerns such as idea development or organi-
zation. 

DWCF and Second Language Acquisition 
Theories
Briefly, DWCF may be grounded in various established 
second language acquisition theories, as is WCF generally. 
For instance, language learners first develop declarative 
knowledge (what they actually know) prior to procedural 
knowledge (application of that declarative knowledge in 
real-world contexts) (DeKeyser, 2001, 2007). Via DWCF, stu-
dents can obtain this procedural knowledge from the ini-
tial coding stage and in-class instruction and then develop 
procedural knowledge by automatizing target grammatical 
features in their L2 via practice from the extensive editing 
process. 

DWCF can also help instructors connect with their students’ 
Zone of Proximal Development and promote internalization 
(Vygotsky, 1978) and transferability of grammatical concepts. 
DWCF can be an effective method of scaffolding grammar 
feedback (Wood et al., 1976) while maintaining compre-
hensible input—or i+1 (Krashen, 1985). Corrective feedback 
like DWCF has been explicitly promoted as an extension of 
Krashen’s Input Hypothesis as it may facilitate language ac-
quisition for some linguistic features (Long, 1996). 

DWCF and Established Best Practices of 
Written Corrective Feedback
As the primary aim of DWCF is to provide feedback that is 

“manageable, meaningful, timely, and constant” (Hartshorn 
& Evans, 2012, p. 30), DWCF aligns with the established WCF 
research literature on WCF in a number of manners.

DWCF is a type of indirect WCF since the existing errors are 
coded but not corrected (when a correction is provided, it 
is direct WCF); indirect WCF may promote more meaningful 
long-term acquisition of linguistic features such as gram-
mar mastery (Ferris, 2006) as it likely results in increased 
internalization (Kurzer, 2018a; Lalande, 1982). Similarly, a 
coding system like DWCF that utilizes explicit codes may trig-
ger previous grammar knowledge of students when com-
pared to unlabeled WCF (Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 
2010; Ferris, 2006; Sheen, 2007). DWCF codes may remind 
multilingual students of prior instruction and connect that 
declarative knowledge (DeKeyser, 2001) to their produced 
writing in the target language. Explicit WCF also tends to be 
appreciated by many multilingual students when compared 
to unlabeled WCF (Lee, 2005). Additionally, DWCF may result 
in improvements among grammatical concepts that feature 
idiosyncratic rules (Hartshorn & Evans, 2012)—untreatable 
errors that are difficult to teach. Some of these untreatable 
features, like “word order, sentence boundaries, phrase 
construction, word choice, or collocations” may “obscure 
meaning” (Ferris, 2010, p. 193) despite being challenging 
to teach. DWCF may be an effective intervention for those 
kinds of features in particular, perhaps due to increased fo-
cused practice using the target language.

Most salient for the purposes of this special issue, WCF re-
search tends to advocate for focused WCF that prioritizes 
only a single or a narrow range of error types compared to 
unfocused WCF on all types of grammatical errors, as the re-
search indicates increased levels of accuracy when WCF is 
focused on a single or small number of error types (Bitch-
ener, 2008; Ellis et al., 2008; Sheen, 2007). When we consid-
er that many studies investigated only a single grammat-
ical feature like articles/determiners to identify increases 
in accuracy (e.g. Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Ellis et al., 2008), 
focused WCF seems pedagogically sound. However, this ig-
nores the ecological reality of many classrooms in which in-
structors do not likely limit grammatical feedback to only a 
single feature (Ferris & Kurzer, 2019). While unfocused WCF 
may seem overwhelming to students, the explicit codes on 
short pieces of student writing and rapid editing approach 
of DWCF may meaningfully scaffold student learning (Hart-
shorn & Evans, 2012; Kurzer, 2018a). 

Empirical Research on Dynamic Written 
Corrective Feedback
While DWCF has been featured in a number of prominent 
publications on WCF in recent years, only 11 articles have 
presented the results of empirical research specifically on 
the intervention as of 2021. Table 1 contains an overview of 
these articles.

The first studies conducted on DWCF identified improve-
ments regarding general linguistic accuracy attributable to 
the DWCF treatment in an Intensive English Program (IEP) 
connected to a research university in the Western United 
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States (Evans et al., 2010; Hartshorn & Evans, 2015; Hartshorn 
et al., 2010) and in elective credit-bearing language support 
classes for matriculated multilingual students at that same 
university (Evans et al., 2011). Another study in this IEP con-
text found that DWCF resulted in improvements on these 
linguistic/grammatical features: lexical, verb, semantic, and 
mechanical accuracy, determiners, numeric agreement, and 
sentence structures (Hartshorn & Evans, 2012). One longi-
tudinal study conducted thus far about DWCF has tracked 
students across two semesters, finding meaningful gains in 
accuracy (Hartshorn & Evans, 2015). These initial studies all 
reported medium to large effect sizes attributable to DWCF, 
although they featured small sample sizes (fewer than 30 
student participants).

In a larger study with 325 students from three levels of 
credit-bearing pre-first-year composition developmental 
courses, I explored improvements in accuracy more broadly, 
looking at error categories of global, local (per Bates et al., 
1993), and mechanical, finding statistically significant gains 
in the treatment sections which used DWCF for each cate-
gory and at each level (Kurzer, 2018a). Students in the treat-
ment sections also demonstrated statistically significant 
improvements in self-editing skills compared to students in 
treatment sections; this provides evidence that DWCF can 
indeed help L2 students develop stronger autonomy (Ferris, 
2006; Lalande, 1982).

A final article—the only research study investigating grad-
uate students specifically—reported on a study that con-
trasted the timing of DWCF (spread throughout the term or 

lumped together at the end of the term) with 22 multilingual 
graduate students, finding gains in fluency and complexity 
in the group that received regular feedback, but no statisti-
cally significant improvements regarding grammatical accu-
racy in either group (Eckstein et al., 2020). These results may 
identify a ceiling level upon which DWCF may no longer be 
effective at supporting increased grammatical accuracy in 
student writing, although it may still be helpful at influenc-
ing student writing in other manners. 

These studies suggest that DWCF can help many stu-
dents

 — in IEP, developmental, and first year composition 
contexts—produce more accurate writing, at least in short 
student-produced paragraphs. However, an improvement in 
accuracy is simply a single aspect of a WCF-based pedagogi-
cal intervention to determine if it is meaningful for students’ 
language learning; student and instructor opinions about 
the target pedagogies should also be considered. In an ex-
pansion of the study I explained previously, I investigated 
the impact of DWCF on students’ efficacy regarding writing, 
finding that treatment students who used DWCF rated the 
value of peer feedback, quality of grammar feedback, and 
quality of general class instruction statistically more strong-
ly than the control section students did, although the differ-
ences did not include their perceptions of their own gram-
mar abilities (Kurzer, 2018b). Students who used DWCF also 
ranked it highly in terms of classroom interventions they 
valued, a finding replicated in a small action research study 
I conducted in an intermediate L2 writing class I taught at 
a community college (Kurzer, 2019). Students in that study 
reported that they found DWCF to be better at matching 

Table 1
Summary of Previous Research on DWCF

Study Control Large N (>30) Context Longitudinal

Evans et al., 2010 No No IEP No

Hartshorn et al., 2010 Yes No IEP No

Evans et al., 2011 Yes No Undergrad No

Hartshorn & Evans, 2012 Yes No IEP No

Marzban & Arabahmadi, 2013 Yes No ?* No

Hartshorn & Evans, 2015 Yes No IEP Yes

Kurzer, 2018a Yes Yes Undergrad No

Kurzer, 2018b Yes Yes Undergrad No

Kurzer, 2019 No No CC No

Eckstein et al., 2020 No No Grad No

Messenger et al., 2020 No No IEP Instructor No

Note. *The context of this study was unclear to me, with the authors indicating only that the study was of “two intact intermediate classes 
at the private institute in Iran” (p. 1001).
Table 1 is also seen in (Kurzer, in print).
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their current levels of language master than the course 
grammar textbook, although they also valued the textbook 
as a resource, reinforcing the idea that students may best 
respond to DWCF as a pedagogy that augments tradition-
al grammar instruction, rather than replacing it completely. 
In addition to students responding positively to the DWCF 
treatment, one study has investigated five experienced ESL 
teachers’ perspectives via interviews, who reported it to be 
a promising pedagogy to promote meaningful uptake of 
grammar although they also offered some suggestions to 
keep it manageable (Messenger et al., 2020).

Taken collectively, the growing body of research on DWCF 
paints a promising picture of a pedagogical intervention 
that is well-received by students and instructors and which 
has resulted in measurable increases in accuracy, at least 
in certain circumstances. The research on DWCF also adds 
nuance to the research on unfocused feedback, indicating 
that more sound classroom practices like providing unfo-
cused/comprehensive feedback still may prove to be valid. 
However, while some of the initial studies conducted about 
DWCF explored the impact on specific error types in an IEP, 
we have yet to see those results replicated in other contexts 
or with larger sample sizes. In order to begin to fill this gap, 
I conducted this study in which I hypothesized that matric-
ulated multilingual students in developmental writing class-
es that included DWCF to augment traditional composition 
and grammar instruction would show an increased level of 
grammatical accuracy across some or most error types on 
final paragraphs than students who did not use DWCF in 
their classes. 

METHOD

Data collected as a part of this IRB-approved study have con-
tributed to research reports published elsewhere exploring 
possible impacts of DWCF on self-editing skills and accuracy 
improvements in global, local, and mechanical error cate-
gories broadly defined (Kurzer 2018a) and student percep-
tions of DWCF as a classroom intervention (Kurzer 2018b). 
Accordingly, the methodologies of these various reports are 
quite similar in nature. Also of note, these data were collect-
ed from in-person classes that occurred prior to the global 
coronavirus pandemic. 

Research Design and Context 
In this study, I explored the impact of unfocused DWCF in 
credit-bearing developmental writing classes for multilin-
gual domestic and international students using a quasi-ex-
perimental study design. All students enrolling as freshmen 
at this institution take a brief timed writing exam; based on 
their needs as revealed from their score on this test, many 
students are then placed into up to three-levels of cred-
it-bearing developmental writing classes with a focus on 
academic composition processes via several out-of-class pa-

pers commonly emphasized in the US, particularly on using 
sources. These matriculated students must pass through 
the developmental in a timely manner prior to enrolling in 
first year composition, typically while also taking founda-
tional courses in their selected majors. 

For this quasi-experimental study, I collected and contrast-
ed student data from existing sections of several intermedi-
ate and advanced developmental writing. While the courses 
primarily focused on composition, teachers of control sec-
tions secondarily employed traditional grammar instruction 
(a grammar book with exercises and lesson units on specific 
grammatical features) and teachers of treatment sections 
also employed an adaptation of DWCF (as explained in the 
introduction of this article) alongside the traditional gram-
mar instruction. As with other small assignments designed 
to scaffold writing/language instruction, students earned 
points for engaging with grammar activities/DWCF. 

To keep the study ecologically valid to this real-world class-
room context, instructors taught grammar per their own 
best practices, while adhering to departmental guidelines, 
with corrective feedback beyond DWCF being limited to cor-
rection on grammar exercises and any feedback on out-of-
class papers the instructors deemed appropriate to provide 
as typically done in these developmental writing classes. In 
the developmental writing program in my institution, the 
primary focus is on out-of-class essays with a secondary 
linguistic/grammar focus. This is in contrast to the original 
studies on DWCF conducted in an IEP in which DWCF re-
placed all instruction in grammar classes. 

When instructors were teaching two or more sections of the 
same class, I had them teach one of those sections using 
DWCF and one without to help reduce variability in teach-
ing practices. Teachers who taught one or more treatment 
sections over the course of the study (which was conducted 
over two consecutive 10-week terms) participated in a pro-
fessional development session on how to use DWCF effec-
tively in which I explained the DWCF process (as I outlined 
earlier).

DWCF was originally designed to replace grammar instruc-
tion, so instructors had students write new paragraphs or 
revisions daily in class, something instructors in our pro-
gram felt to be prohibitive given the primary composition 
focus of these classes. Accordingly, we adjusted the rounds 
of DWCF required, based on level (ten at the intermediate 
level and five at the advanced level, meaning that students 
had to write ten/five initial paragraphs and all required edits 
for each, spread out roughly equally throughout the term). 
To reduce variability in instruction approaches, I provided 
a list of ten prompts designed to solicit specific grammat-
ical features for the instructors of intermediate classes to 
use (Appendix A), although instructors could determine the 
order in which to assign the prompts as long as they cov-
ered all ten. Instructors of advanced classes were required 
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to include at least five rounds of DWCF, although the specific 
topics were left to them to determine, to best adapt their 
instruction to their more proficient students’ needs. Instruc-
tors of control sections did not include DWCF in their classes. 

Participants
Table 2 contains an overview of the numbers of class sec-
tions, teachers, and student participants by intermediate/
advanced class level and treatment/control group.  

About 80% of the student participants were international 
(studying in the US on a student visa) while the remaining 
20% of the student participants were Generation 1.5 stu-
dents (late- or early-arrival immigrants)(Ferris, 2009). The in-
ternational students primarily were Chinese (roughly 90%), 
with the remaining being from South Korea, Saudi Arabia, 
Mexico, and Japan, while Generation 1.5 students were less 
homogenous, although roughly 85% were from Spanish- or 
Chinese-speaking backgrounds. I collected data from about 
one third of all intermediate and advanced developmental 
writing classes offered at the time which resulted in some 
students moving between control and treatment groups as 
they progressed through the program and/or enrolled in 
courses that were not ultimately included in the study. 

Following the guidelines of DWCF, I required students from 
the treatment and control groups to write paragraphs (the 
diagnostics in Appendix C) at the start of the two terms of 
the study for pre-test data allowing a comparison of the 
control and treatment groups. T-tests comparing the means 
of the two groups revealed no significant differences for all 
measured variables (numbers of errors of all error types 
per 100 words outlined in the next section and word counts) 
at both the intermediate and advanced levels. Because of 
this lack of statistically significant difference, the control 
and treatment groups at both levels could be properly com-
pared for this research study. 

I recruited instructors from the group of lecturers sched-
uled to teach in the ESL developmental writing program 
during the academic year I conducted the study. Instructors 
in the program held a terminal degree (either a master’s or 
PhD), typically in TESOL or a composition-related field, and 

had been teaching ESL classes for several years. Beyond two 
instructors who were new to our program and started out 
teaching control sections, I randomly assigned the other 
instructors to be either treatment or control sections and 
had instructors who were teaching two sections of the same 
class teach one using DWCF and one without (to reduce var-
iability in teaching approaches/instructor bias as much as 
possible); sections were accordingly quite comparable in 
instruction beyond the absence or inclusion of DWCF. Prior 
to the start of the study, I provided a professional develop-
ment session on how to use DWCF to all the instructors of 
treatment sections to ensure that the approaches, coding 
systems, and numbers of DWCF rounds were standardized. 
Student paragraphs written across the terms and collected 
and analyzed in Kurzer (2018a) reveal that instructors suc-
cessfully adhered to the parameters of DWCF and assigned 
all required rounds of DWCF, with paragraphs written, cod-
ed, and edited regularly throughout the terms as expected. 

Materials and Coding System
The coding system used in these classes was one I adapted 
from the original DWCF coding system (Evans et al., 2010) 
based on feedback from instructors in our program. While 
the original system had 20 codes, I combined some to re-
duce redundancy based on the needs of our more advanced 
student population compared to the students in the IEP of 
the original study, resulting in 16 codes that still captured 
the range of student errors frequently present in student 
writing in our program (Appendix A). In order to stress to 
the instructors and students in this program which types of 
errors should be emphasized as being essential for mean-
ingful communication, I grouped these by error type: global 
errors that are more likely to impede easy comprehension, 
local errors that may be distracting but do not impede com-
prehension (Bates et al., 1993; Lane & Lange, 2012), and 
mechanical (punctuation, spelling issues, or missing/extra 
words), as follows in Table 3:

While the coding system was unfocused and captured all 
main error types seen in L2 writing, grouping the codes 
helped prioritize the importance of mastery of grammatical 
features that contribute to communication first (Bates et al., 
1993; Bitchener & Ferris, 2012), rather than local errors that 

Table 2
Study Participants

Intermediate Advanced

Treatment Control Treatment Control
# of Sections 4 2 4 3
# of Teachers 4 2 3 2
# of Students 66 31 64 48
# of DWCF Rounds 10 5
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are frequently prioritized by many studies on written correc-
tive feedback but typically do not actively impede compre-
hension (Ferris, 2010). 

Table 3
List of Error Codes

Global Errors
Verb Form
Verb Tense/Time
Sentence Structure
Word Order
Word Choice

Local Errors
Prepositions
Determiners
Noun Forms
Word Forms

Mechanical Errors
Spelling
Punctuation
Capitalization
Insert
Omit
Unclear Meaning
Awkward Wording

Instructors also required their students to record error type 
and frequency in an error log (Appendix B), as done in the 
original DWCF approach. However, as instructors felt that 
requiring the students to edit their drafts until no errors at 
all remained would be unrealistic and demotivating for the 
students, we elected to adjust the acceptability threshold 
at which students would no longer need to edit. Ultimately, 
we decided that students would no longer need to edit if 
they had three or fewer global errors remaining (without re-
quirements for local or mechanical errors) as the emphasis 
on global errors would better serve our student population 
by prioritizing comprehensibility rather than native-speak-
er-like accuracy. 

Data Collection and Statistical Analysis 
Procedures
To explore my hypothesis regarding any possible improve-
ments regarding specific error types from DWCF, at the end 
of the 10-week term teachers of both the control and treat-
ment sections instructed their students to write a 10-minute 
paragraph that possibly could elicit all target grammatical 
features formally instructed on in these developmental writ-
ing classes (Appendix C includes this post-test prompt). This 
approach mitigated the concerns about research on WCF 
which has largely relied on student-edited language pro-
duction, rather than entirely new, original student language 
(e.g. Truscott, 2007). I collected and anonymized these par-

agraphs and coded all errors per the coding system (Appen-
dix A) as a collective whole, before sorting them into treat-
ment/control groups to reduce the chance of personal bias. 
I then tallied the errors and calculated error numbers per 
100 words as a measure of standardization. The errors per 
100 words numbers for each error type were then compared 
across treatment and control groups using t-tests. The lev-
el of significance of these analyses is presented at both a 
standard p<.05 and a more conservative p <.003 (calculated 
per a Bonferroni correction, which is used to protect against 
Type 1 Error when conducting multiple analyses on a single 
dependent variable as in this case).

Other measures to evaluate writing accuracy such as er-
ror-free T-units (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998) or error-free 
clause ratios (Wigglesworth, 2008) have been used in DWCF 
studies, although they may conflate fluency with accuracy, 
may be overly simplistic (Larson-Freeman, 2009), or may not 
be more valid than other more straight-forward measures, 
such as errors per total words (Polio & Shea, 2014). Given 
the lack of tangible benefit of these other measures, I elect-
ed to use the errors/100 words metric commonly employed 
in other WCF research (e.g. Chandler, 2003; Truscott & Hsu, 
2008). An additional benefit of this metric is that I was able 
to tally all errors independently of each other in cases of 
multiple errors in a single T-unit or clause. As a result, in any 
instances when errors overlapped (i.e. when a preposition 
error was identified within a sentence structure error), I cod-
ed and tallied them as distinct errors. 

I coded and tallied the errors in the post-test student-pro-
duced paragraphs myself; to help ensure reliability in the 
coded data, a subset of the paragraphs was also coded by 
a different teacher from the program who had been teach-
ing using DWCF herself for several years but was not partic-
ipating in the study in either a control or treatment capacity. 
Pearson’s r inter-rater reliability agreement estimates were 
reasonably high for these data (at .82 for all error types), 
especially given that many grammatical errors could have 
multiple possible conflating codes/corrections. 

RESULTS

To determine the impact of DWCF on student writing at the 
intermediate and advanced levels, I contrasted the number 
of errors of each type in paragraphs treatment and control 
students wrote at the end of the term using t-tests. For the 
complete intermediate level t-test results and effect sizes 
identified from each variable, see Table 4. 

As seen in Table 4, the students in the treatment sections 
of intermediate developmental writing courses produced 
statistically more accurate term-end paragraphs than their 
peers in the control sections for all global, local, and me-
chanical error types except prepositions at p<.05. Even uti-
lizing a much more conservative significance threshold of p 
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<.003 from the Bonferroni correction, the majority of the er-
ror type differences were statistically significant (except for 
word order, spelling, capitalization, and unclear). Most error 
types also featured effect sizes that were moderate or large 
(greater than .5), apart from prepositions and capitalization. 

I repeated this analysis with the final paragraphs written by 
students in treatment and control sections of the advanced 
developmental writing class, conducting t-tests on each er-
ror type (Table 5).

As seen in Table 5, the students in the treatment sections of 
advanced developmental writing courses produced statisti-
cally more accurate term-end paragraphs than their peers 
in the control sections for all global, local, and mechanical 
error types, including prepositions at p<.05.  At the more 
conservative p-value threshold calculated per a Bonferroni 
correction (p<.003), differences of all error types except cap-
italization remain statistically significant. All error types also 
featured effect sizes that were moderate or large (greater 
than .5). While I cannot unequivocally connect the DWCF 
treatment to the gains in accuracy seen in the treatment 
students’ final paragraphs, due to the statistically significant 
differences noted in the t-tests, DWCF seems to contribute 

to improvements in grammar usage among this student 
population. 

DISCUSSION 

The results of this study included statistically significant dif-
ferences in most global, local, and mechanical error types in 
final paragraphs of intermediate and advanced treatment 
and control groups, even when performing a Bonferroni 
correction to determine a more conservative threshold of 
significance. The moderate to large effect sizes I identified 
support unfocused feedback via the DWCF process as a 
meaningful pedagogical intervention to improve accuracy, 
at least in short, timed writing contexts. 

The findings of this study strengthen previous research 
(Hartshorn & Evans, 2012) supporting DWCF’s possible role 
in facilitating untreatable grammatical errors as I found sta-
tistically significant improvements among all untreatable 
grammatical concepts except for prepositions at the inter-
mediate level. Hartshorn and Evans (2012) identified statis-
tically significant improvements in lexical, verb, mechanical, 
and semantic accuracy, sentence structure use, numeric 

Table 4
T-test Results for All Error Types per 100 Words at the Intermediate Level

Variable
Treatment1 Control2

t p Cohen’s d
M SD M SD

Verb Form .48 .43 1.11 .153 -3.17 <.001 .56

Verb Tense .38 .39 1.06 .99 -3.96 <.001 .904

Sentence Structure .54 .44 1.26 .85 -4.32 <.001 1.06

Word Order .07 .05 .22 .29 -1.85 .03 .72

Word Choice .37 .3 1.37 1.68 -5.23 <.001 .829

Preposition .69 2.11 .81 .76 -.407 .34 .076

Determiner .43 .49 1.88 2.93 -5.74 <.001 .69

Noun Form .46 .62 2.26 4.03 -6.15 <.001 .624

Word Form .23 .21 .78 .79 -3.9 <.001 .951

Spelling .18 .2 .62 1.25 -2.71 .004 .492

Punctuation .21 .18 .56 .37 -3.16 .001 1.2

Capitalization .01 .49 .11 .16 -1.84 .035 .274

Insert .43 .37 .99 .78 -3.42 <.001 .917

Omit .48 .41 .94 .63 -2.88 .002 .865

Unclear .25 .23 .61 .66 -2.57 .006 .728

Awkward .32 .26 .69 .46 -2.79 .003 .99

Note. 1 Treatment n=66
                 2 Control n=31
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agreement, and determiners. It is interesting to note that 
prepositions in particular may be difficult for students to 
master in DWCF settings, as significant improvements in 
prepositions were absent in the IEP (Hartshorn & Evans, 
2012) and intermediate groups of this study, although the 
advanced students did have statistically significant gains 
in prepositions. Beyond prepositions, the medium to large 
effect sizes in the remaining 15 error types measured (all 
16 for the advanced students) further suggest that DWCF 
can be effective at helping students produce more accurate 
writing, at least in short in-class paragraphs. 

The practice of self-editing writing utilizing scaffolding via 
coded errors as in DWCF may result in stronger self-aware-
ness of untreatable grammatical concepts. This suggests 
that, rather than exclusively relying on instruction using 
grammar books and worksheets to give students exposure 
to and practice using untreatable grammatical concepts, 
practice using those concepts in their own writing - and then 
self-editing scaffolded coded errors - may prove to be more 
effective. 

When connected to the studies that have shown that some 
students value DWCF (Kurzer, 2018b, 2019) and other stud-

ies that have shown that many multilingual students value 
and expect grammatical support via WCF (Bates, Lane, & 
Lange, 1993; Ferris et al., 2013; Han & Hyland, 2015), DWCF 
may align with students’ expectations for language classes. 
Some instructors and researchers are rightly concerned that 
a strong emphasis on form and corrective feedback in the 
target language may overly stress dominant narratives/ide-
ologies and trivialize students’ home languages, creating an 
environment toxic to socially progressive pedagogies (Loza, 
in print); I argue that, provided that DWCF is implemented to 
augment other pedagogies and that communication (rather 
than an arbitrary notion of correctness or “native-like flu-
ency”) is emphasized when introducing DWCF to students, 
there is ample room within a socially progressive classroom 
for DWCF. Instructors should stress that accuracy is but one 
facet of language acquisition and take steps to avoid instill-
ing/reinforcing unrealistic expectations of fluency or biased 
ideologies (Kurzer, 2021).

While early studies on DWCF in an IEP used DWCF to com-
pletely replace grammar instruction (Evans et al., 2010; 
Hartshorn & Evans, 2015; Hartshorn et al., 2010), my own re-
search explored its impact in developmental writing courses 
as a supplementary pedagogy to augment composition in-

Table 5
T-test Results for All Error Types per 100 Words at the Advanced Level

Variable
Treatment1 Control2

t p Cohen’s d
M SD M SD

Verb Form .16 .12 1.21 2.61 -5.02 <.001 .568

Verb Tense .09 .06 1.55 2.99 -6.66 <.001 .69

Sentence Structure .08 .07 1.61 2.06 -8.32 <.001 1.05

Word Order .01 .01 .2 .23 -3.06 .001 1.17

Word Choice .06 .04 1.65 2.83 -7.52 <.001 .794

Preposition .22 .15 .85 .9 -4.79 <.001 .976

Determiner .26 .21 2.02 3.82 -6.97 <.001 .651

Noun Form .5 .33 1.88 2.67 -6.25 <.001 .725

Word Form .17 .16 .85 1.19 -4.61 <.001 .801

Spelling .19 .2 .72 1.26 -3.47 <.001 .588

Punctuation .08 .07 .68 1.58 -3.69 <.001 .537

Capitalization 0 0 .19 .47 -2.16 .016 .572

Insert .16 .09 1.24 1.9 -6.08 <.001 .803

Omit .23 .27 .91 1.11 -4.43 <.001 .842

Unclear .03 .02 .7 1 -5.22 <.001 .947

Awkward .15 .12 .71 .7 -4.87 <.001 1.12

Note. 1 Treatment n=64
                 2 Control n=48
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struction. A previous analysis of the data currently present-
ed broadly identified improvements at all levels in global, 
local, and mechanical error categories and stressed com-
munication over strict overall accuracy (Kurzer, 2018a) but 
did not include a fine-grained analysis like the current study 
did. This narrower analysis of specific error types reinforced 
DWCF’s appropriate role to augment—but not completely 
replace—language/grammar support in writing classes, re-
inforced by previous studies that included students’ positive 
perceptions of DWCF in their classes (Kurzer, 2018b; Kurzer, 
2019). This current study also found statistically significant 
improvements in accuracy in the two levels despite differ-
ences in frequency of rounds of DWCF. DWCF appears to be 
effective with far fewer rounds of DWCF in classes than orig-
inally implemented, depending on students’ language profi-
ciency. I also identified statistically significant improvements 
with students only editing their work two or three times to 
a threshold of no more than three global errors, rather than 
completely eliminating all errors. This further indicates that 
the DWCF process can be adapted to varied student needs. 

Finally, we have yet to see adequate published literature 
identifying a ceiling effect at which DWCF is no longer ef-
fective. While designing the study, I questioned whether I 
would see improvements at the advanced level since I re-
quired fewer rounds of DWCF and therefore students did 
not self-edit as frequently as in other contexts. However, the 
statistically significant differences revealed improvements 
even in that context. 

More broadly, some researchers have highlighted concerns 
with WCF research that have identified improvements in 
narrow grammatical features but neglected to consider pos-
sible negative impacts of focusing on only a single or narrow 
subset of grammatical error types on accuracy elsewhere 
(Xu, 2009). As I identified statistically significant improve-
ments in accuracy across nearly all grammatical types, this 
study helps counter that valid concern. Similarly, the gains 
in accuracy I noted were in new student writing, not simply 
edited drafts, a limitation of other WCF research as noted by 
Truscott (2007). These results also support the common as-
sumption that coded/explicit corrective feedback is a mean-
ingful pedagogical practice (Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & 
Knoch, 2010; Ferris, 2006). 

Additionally, studies investigating unfocused/comprehen-
sive feedback in non-DWCF contexts have largely presented 
contradictory results thus far (Bitchener, 2019), with only 
two comparing unfocused and focused specifically (Ellis et 
al., 2008; Sheen et al., 2009); even these studies had meth-
odological limitations that prevented adequate comparison 
of the two to produce “unequivocal finding[s]” (Bitchener, 
2019, p. 97). While my study did not compare focused and 
unfocused/DWCF feedback, it does provide one more point 
of evidence supporting that unfocused feedback, providing 
that it is given in manageable manners that are accessible 
for the students, may be effective. While unfocused WCF ad-

dressing all possible grammatical concepts—when added 
to feedback on other concerns such as idea development, 
rhetoric mastery, and organization as students are likely to 
see in composition classes—on larger papers may be quite 
overwhelming to students and likely does not adhere to i+1 
precepts, if grammatical WCF is conducted only on shorter 
paragraphs as done in DWCF, unfocused WCF still seems to 
be comprehensible for students, at least in certain contexts. 
A separation between grammatical WCF assignments and 
larger scale feedback on other assignments (likely out-of-
class process papers) accordingly seems prudent to keep 
workloads reasonable.  

CONCLUSION

The results of this study complicate the literature and as-
sumptions regarding unfocused corrective feedback and 
provides evidence that the DWCF process (using a coding 
system to code errors in manageable student-produced 
paragraphs with deliberate editing and error recording 
stages) can be used to promote increased grammatical ac-
curacy alongside a composition-focused curriculum in de-
velopmental writing classes for multilingual students. By 
including data from a large number of participants (130 
treatment students and 79 control students) across two lev-
els, this study also burgeons the limited research base on 
DWCF specifically.

While the metric of using newly written authentic stu-
dent-produced writing samples at the end of the terms of 
the study and the relatively large sample size invested in an 
ecologically valid context helped counter some of the limita-
tions seen in other studies of DWCF and WCF, this study still 
has some limitations. First, while the primary point of data 
collection—the term-end paragraphs—were authentically 
produced by the students, they still were stripped of context 
because the topics were not related to their other writing 
assignments for their classes, an adaptation of DWCF I have 
since encouraged. Stronger connection between DWCF 
topics and course themes (i.e. using DWCF drafts for brain-
storming, reading reflections, or dialogue journaling) may 
be pedagogically sound. The paragraphs were doubtless an 
improvement compared to grammar book work with limit-
ed application to authentic writing or grammar cloze exer-
cises, but still lacked the importance of the main papers stu-
dents were expected to write for these composition classes. 
In this study, I did not explore the possible impact of DWCF 
on students’ process writing/papers written outside of the 
classroom, which is arguably a more important context to 
consider, and is a limitation of the larger body of research 
on DWCF and WCF in general. 

Second, as the instructors of the courses used in this study 
volunteered to participate, the results could have been 
potentially biased. That said, the treatment and control 
groups shifted over the course of the study as some teach-
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ers moved from treatment to control and vice versa and, 
when instructors taught more than one section, I had them 
teach one control and one treatment section as possible. 
Accordingly, this potential bias was likely reduced. However, 
one teacher—who was hired at the time the study started - 
taught control sections for the two consecutive terms of the 
study; her students submitted term—final paragraphs that 
were slightly shorter than seen in the other groups. As the 
word count differences were not statistically significant, this 
instructor’s potential effect on the outcomes of this study 
was likely minimal.

Additionally, I collected data at the different levels of de-
velopmental writing during consecutive terms using only 
approximately a third of the total offered sections in the 
program; thus some students enrolled in sections that may 
or may not have included DWCF but did not feature data 
collection prior to or after enrolling in treatment/control 
sections. Students also switched between control and treat-
ment sections as I could not dictate enrollment. Additional 
possible lurking variables beyond the scope of the study 
include the following: students may have gained increased 
practice at editing their own writing, developed stronger 
language skills stemming from lengthier exposure to Eng-
lish-dominant contexts, and/or simply developed stronger 
writing skills as a result of taking several intensive writing 
courses in consecutive terms.

Further research into unfocused feedback and DWCF spe-
cifically addressing longitudinal impact (beyond Hartshorn 
& Evans, 2015) via delayed post-tests in subsequent terms 
throughout students’ undergraduate experiences would 
provide a much stronger sense of how effective DWCF may 
be. Additional research looking at transferability of language 
accuracy to out-of-class process papers would contribute 
meaningfully to the literature base on DWCF. We also need 
more studies on DWCF in different contexts (other IEPs, first 
year composition, graduate writing support courses, writ-

ing courses in specific disciplines, etc.) and using different 
approaches (varying the frequency of DWCF rounds/coding 
systems, length of student texts, using DWCF alongside an-
ti-racist pedagogies, etc.) to develop a more robust research 
base upon which to ascertain DWCF best practices for dif-
ferent contexts and student populations. Researching and 
identifying valid adaptations of DWCF that adhere to the 
ecologies of different classroom contexts and student pop-
ulations would provide L2 writing/grammar instructors with 
a stronger set of pedagogies to help promote meaningful 
but manageable grammar acquisition for their students. 

Along with this study, the growing body of research on 
DWCF indicates that it is a method of providing corrective 
feedback using a comprehensive/unfocused coding system 
to target all common student errors. As DWCF emphasizes 
indirect feedback that places the responsibility for prac-
ticing and acquiring the target features on the multilin-
gual students themselves while still providing meaningful 
scaffolding, DWCF’s use prioritizes individual student re-
quirements and may promote increased automatization of 
grammatically accurate language production. This automa-
tization may then result in stronger self-editing abilities to 
provide multilingual students with increased self-sufficiency 
that will prove valuable to them throughout their language 
learning experiences. 
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APPENDIX A

DWCF Writing Correction Marks
Code Error Type Example

G
lo

ba
l E

rr
or

s

VF Verb Form 
It was happened yesterday. 

Psychology expose you to behavior.

VT Verb Time It happen yesterday.

SS Sentence Structure (incl. Run-on and incom-
plete)

They brought the man who them him found.

Because they thought it was good. 

Because friendship takes effort, so it is time-consuming.

Word Order Especially, I miss home.

WC Word Choice (that impacts comprehension)
Candy makes children feel a sweet taste.

Lo
ca

l E
rr

or
s

PP Prepositions I was responsible of everything.

D Determiner (articles) The trip to United States was enjoyable.

NF Noun Form
All family member are supposed to get along. 

She limited the amount of candies I could eat. 

WF Word Form Money brings themselves more opportunities.

O
th

er
 E

rr
or

s 
(M

ec
ha

ni
ca

l)

SPG Spelling I never worried about my teech getting bad.  

P Punctuation When I was visiting; one morning scared me.

C Capital letter Students love to party. they also love to eat pizza.

^
Use with SS

Insert something A good major helps you earn a lot money.

Omit something I chose this major is because it is interesting.

? Meaning is not clear He borrowed some smoke.

AWK Awkward wording (that is still 
comprehensible) She says that raising a pet needs responsibility.
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APPENDIX B

Error Log

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total

Paragraph Score:

G
lo
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l E

rr
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s

VF

VT

SS

WC

Lo
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l E
rr

or
s

PP

D

NF

WF

 O
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 E

rr
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s 
(M

ec
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l)

SPG

P

C

^

?

AWK
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APPENDIX C

DWCF Paragraph Prompts 

Diagnostic/Pre-test (used at both intermediate and advanced levels): Discuss what you want to accomplish this quarter. 
What do you need to do in order to accomplish these goals? (Remember that these paragraphs shouldn’t be returned to 
the students for editing until the end of the quarter, for our study.)

Study prompts (used at the intermediate levels):

1.	 Describe your week so far. What have you accomplished? What do you still want to do? (Verb tense)

2.	 Write about your most recent vacation. What did you do? Where did you go? (Verb time)

3.	 What is a regret you have? What should you have done and why? (Modals)

4.	 What is the best gift you have ever received and why? (Passive voice)

5.	 Think of a prominent historical figure. What are his/her qualities? (Subject/verb agreement)

6.	 What is your definition of success? What makes a successful person? (Word order)

7.	 If you were given the chance to change your life at this moment, what would you do and why? (Conditional sen-
tences)

8.	 Describe an embarrassing moment you’ve experienced. (Clauses)

Post-test prompt (used at both intermediate and advanced levels): If you were given the chance to change your life right 
now, what would you do and why?
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Moroccan EFL Public University 
Instructors’ Perceptions and Self-
Reported Practices of Written Feedback
Abderrahim Mamad , Tibor Vígh 

University of Szeged, Hungary

ABSTRACT
Background. Since the 1990s, teachers’ written corrective feedback (WCF) has been recognized 
as vital in addressing linguistic issues or product aspects of writing. However, it is necessary to 
go beyond error correction and focus on written feedback (WF) that concerns other areas of 
process writing. Still, teachers’ thinking on these issues is often an under-explored area.

Purpose. This study aimed to explore English as a foreign language (EFL) instructors’ perceptions 
and their self-reported practices of product- and process-based WF in the writing context of 
tertiary education.

Method. The exploratory quantitative study collected data from 51 Moroccan EFL writing 
instructors through a self-developed questionnaire. The questionnaire items regarding 
perceptions and self-reported practices were valid and acceptable for factor analysis of nine 
subscales covering the features of product- and process-based WF, and all of them proved to be 
reliable. This structure allowed several comparisons during data analysis.

Results. Concerning product-oriented WF, participants perceived applying WCF and WF modes 
on the written text as important techniques. As part of process-based WF, most of them highly 
valued effective WF modes in the writing process. Regarding their self-reported practices 
of product-based WF, instructors stated that they often employed WF modes on the written 
text. Within the process-based WF, they reported using judgemental feedback and effective 
WF modes as their most frequent practices. The comparisons between perceptions and self-
reported practices showed mismatches in four subscales, including WCF, content-based WF 
related to macroaspects of writing, developing evaluative judgement, and effective WF modes 
in the writing process. Thus, instructors admitted the importance of WF in these areas although 
they acknowledged applying their practices less frequently.

Conclusion. This study verified the psychometric properties of a self-constructed questionnaire, 
which was justified to be appropriate to explore teachers’ perceptions and self-reported practices 
regarding WF. The results obtained from the different subscales support the effectiveness of 
WCF and allow the exploration of a new conceptualisation of WF as a process.

KEYWORDS
written feedback, written corrective feedback, perceptions, self-reported practices, EFL writing

INTRODUCTION
In feedback research, the main topic of 
concern is that researchers hold differ-
ent views on the effectiveness of written 
feedback (WF). One group of researchers 
(Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; Bitchener & Kn-
och, 2010; Lee, 2008, 2009; Sia & Cheung, 
2017) has considered product-oriented 
WF, and associated it with the product 
approach to writing, which focuses on 
developing learners’ language accura-
cy (Guo et al., 2022), mastering gram-

matical forms (Hyland, 2003; Pramila, 
2017; Puengpipattrakul, 2014), and im-
proving content-related aspects of the 
written text (Lee, 2008, 2009; Junqueira 
& Payant, 2015). This group has inves-
tigated both focused and unfocused 
written corrective feedback (WCF) from 
two perspectives. In the first perspec-
tive, which supports Ferris’s (1999, 2004, 
2010) arguments, some researchers (e.g., 
Ashwell, 2000; Ellis, 1998; Ferris & Rob-
erts, 2001) confirmed that even though 
error correction has only short-term ef-
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fects, it is still beneficial to students struggling with writing 
accuracy. In the second perspective, which supports Trus-
cott’s (1996, 2001, 2004, 2007) arguments against grammar 
correction, researchers (e.g., Hillocks, 1986; Kepner, 1991; 
Polio et al., 1998) claimed that WCF is ineffective because 
it does not promote students’ abilities to develop self-ed-
iting writing strategies as part of their long-term learning. 
Another group of researchers (Haines, 2004; Hyland, 2013; 
Stewart, 2015; Vattøy & Smith, 2019) has focused on pro-
cess-oriented WF and linked it to the process approach to 
writing in which learners are engaged in planning, revision, 
self- and peer-evaluation, and composing meaningful texts 
(Guo et al., 2022) and argued that WF is useful in develop-
ing students’ metacognitive processes and macroaspects 
of writing. Metacognitive processes can be supported by 
encouraging students to take an active and constructive 
role in responding to feedback (Nicol, 2010), while the mac-
roaspects pertain to students’ response to feedback infor-
mation beyond mechanics and form-based language (e.g., 
areas of developing students’ ideas and revision, including 
purpose, coherence/cohesion, content, paragraphing, and 
developmental aspects of a text) (Ferris, 2003). To synthesise 
these different interpretations of feedback effectiveness, 
the current study aims to focus on both form- and teach-
er-directed product-oriented WF (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; 
Ferris, 2003) and process-based learner-centered feedback 
in writing (Brooks et al., 2021), which enable students’ active 
role in the process of seeking, receiving, providing, and act-
ing upon WF (Henderson et al., 2019; Nieminen et al., 2022; 
Winstone et al., 2022). 

Due to the various views regarding WF, it is worthwhile to 
understand how teachers perceive its effectiveness. Lee et 
al. (2017) argued that “it is important to understand why and 
how teachers provide feedback, as practice is often guid-
ed by beliefs” (p. 60). Based on the existing research, ex-
ploring teachers’ perceptions can influence their feedback 
provision on students’ writing and, therefore, the way they 

perceive revision and effective writing (Min, 2013; Tsui & Ng, 
2000). It can also contribute to supplementing the paucity of 
such research in English as a second (ESL) and foreign lan-
guage (EFL), compared to the many studies focusing on the 
forms and functions of teacher feedback (Lee, 2009; Lee et 
al., 2017; Min, 2013). Previous research has concentrated on 
perceptions and practices of WF based on teachers’ prefer-
ences and usefulness of its focus and type, experience, and 
scope (Alshahrani & Storch, 2014; Cheng et al., 2021; Cho, 
2015; Li & Barnard, 2011; Wei & Cao, 2020; Yu et al., 2021). 
Studies have mainly focused on error-directed WCF rather 
than on process-oriented WF. Yang et al. (2021) also argued 
that there is no agreement on the match between EFL/ESL 
teachers’ beliefs and their practices on various purposes 
and the usefulness of WF. Therefore, to contribute to ex-
isting research, the current study aims to investigate and 
identify the relationships between teachers’ perceptions 
and reported practices of product and process-based WF. To 
achieve this goal, we conducted an exploratory quantitative 
study and used a self-constructed questionnaire that cov-
ered various subscales to investigate teachers’ perspectives 
and practices related to WF associated with a product- and a 
process-approach to writing respectively.

WF from the Product and Process Perspective
In ESL and EFL, WF has been viewed differently depending 
on its usefulness in developing students’ writing as a prod-
uct and/or process. The key features of and distinctions be-
tween product- and process-oriented WF can be defined by 
five main aspects. The differences lie in the provision, focus, 
and intentions of feedback, as well as the students’ roles 
and the way of constructing WF. Table 1 summarises the key 
features based on these aspects, which will be explained in 
the following section.

To differentiate between WF from the product and process 
perspectives, Bowen et al. (2022) pointed out that pro-

Table 1
Key Features of Product- and Process-Oriented WF

Product-oriented WF Process-oriented WF 

… is provided on completed drafts or final written texts. … is provided before, during, and after writing activities.

… focuses mainly on local (e.g., spelling, grammar, vocabulary, 
mechanics) or probably global (e.g., organisation, content) as-
pects of writing over cognitive and social aspects.

… focuses on cognitive writing processes, social aspects, and 
content development based on standards of textuality and 
macroaspects of writing by using assessment criteria rather than 
linguistic ones.

… is intended to improve students’ language accuracy in writing. … is intended to foster learner self-regulation, improve self-edit-
ing writing strategies, and make use of social processes to help 
students make writing improvements.

… involves students primarily as recipients of feedback provided 
by teachers and other resources.

… involves students primarily as active and constructive con-
structors of feedback through self- and peer-feedback, oral 
feedback, and teacher-student discussions.

… is constructed using direct and indirect corrections, possibly 
with metalinguistic explanations, coding, general praise and 
criticism.

… is constructed using praise, criticism, and suggestions, with 
explanations formulated in supportive, specific, personalised, 
and detailed ways.
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cess-oriented feedback occurs in pre-, while-, and post-writ-
ing, which involves specific writing activities such as setting 
goals, planning, managing time, using resources, solving 
problems, and revising. Product-focused feedback is provid-
ed on completed drafts or final written texts, which aims to 
improve students’ drafts in terms of content, organisation, 
language, and linguistic structure of the text. Despite this 
distinction, in the process approach to writing, the com-
binations of product and process-oriented feedback are 

“achieved through written or face-to-face comments, ques-
tions, and suggestions provided by teachers and/or peers 
on finished drafts” (Bowen et al., 2022, p. 3).

Supporters of the role of feedback in the product approach 
(e.g., Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Lee, 
2008, 2009; Sia & Cheung, 2017) have defined WCF as a pro-
cess of underlining and/or correcting students’ errors as 
well as of commenting on their text. WCF can be provided 
by using different types of corrections, such as direct cor-
rection, indirect correction, and coding (Bitchener & Ferris, 
2012). WCF is deemed summative and aims at correcting 
linguistic forms, evaluating grammatical accuracy, check-
ing appropriate use of vocabulary, and correcting spelling 
within the text (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; Lee, 2009). Besides 
these microaspects, it is also valuable to focus on cognitive 
and social variables when improving writing (Hayes, 1996) 
through feedback. The cognitive aspects pertain to how stu-
dents self-regulate their learning when receiving feedback 
(Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006), self-assess their own writ-
ing by reflecting on their strengths and weaknesses (Zaman 
et al., 2012) using assessment criteria, and identify the next 
steps in the writing process (Ferguson, 2011; Tai et al., 2018). 
The social variables are associated with teacher-student 
dialogue and engagement in the feedback process (Nicol, 
2010; Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006) in which students not 
only act on the feedback to improve the quality of their work 
but also behave as key feedback constructors (Carless & 
Boud, 2018). This engagement may also encourage teach-
ers to provide feedback that fulfils long-term goals, such as 
scaffolding students to learn to proofread their writing in-
dependently, rather than short-term goals, such as support-
ing students in correcting errors in their written text (Nicol, 
2010). To achieve these long-term goals, Haines (2004) and 
Stewart (2015) have argued that process-oriented WF can 
be formulated by providing (1) praise with explanation, (2) 
direct or refined criticism supported by arguments, and (3) 
direct instructions and encouraging suggestions. This feed-
back can also be given as the teacher’s input on a writer’s 
composition in the form of information to be used for revi-
sion (Keh, 1990). Thus, it shows students the cognitive con-
nections between what they did in the writing process and 
the results they got, as well as what they can do to improve 
(Brookhart, 2008). The social aspect of feedback can be en-
hanced through the practices of peer reviews and teach-
er-student conferences that help students make improve-
ments in their writing (Pramila, 2017). Myles (2002) argued 
that following the process approach is useful when learners 

can receive feedback from multiple sources, take time to re-
vise, and then seek input when they revise their text.

Content-related feedback can be used from both the prod-
uct-oriented and process-oriented feedback perspectives; 
however, there are differences in how it is applied. While 
the product-based WF relates to the completed draft by pro-
viding comments on global issues such as organisation and 
content (Lee, 2008, 2009; Junqueira & Payant, 2015), assess-
ment criteria need to be defined in an analytical way to fulfil 
the purposes of the process-oriented WF and to support the 
student revision process (Tai et al., 2018). From a process-ori-
ented feedback perspective, content-related feedback in-
cludes both WF on macroaspects such as purpose and gen-
re (Ferris, 2003) and WF provided based on the standards 
of textuality (Beaugrande & Dressler, 1981/1992). Thus, as 
part of process-based WF, the communicative purpose in 
students’ written texts (Irimiea, 2008) can be achieved by 
taking into account the standards of textuality when several 
constituents and relations connect. This connection, as ad-
dressed by Beaugrande and Dressler (1981/1992), occurs 
through (1) syntactic as well as conceptual relations (cohe-
sion and coherence) in the text; (2) both the author’s and 
the reader’s attitudes towards the text (intentionality and 
acceptability); (3) the way information is transferred (in-
formativity); (4) the involvement of the setting (situation-
ality); and (5) the reciprocal relationship between separate 
texts (intertextuality). These standards can be used as crite-
ria for WF to help the writers make the text communicative 
(Mikhchi, 2011); thus, they can influence the steps to be tak-
en in the writing process, especially during revision (Hayes, 
1996, 2012; Flower & Hayes, 1980). While reviewing the text, 
students can find ways to evaluate and improve it based on 
the standards of textuality. To support students in this pro-
cess, these standards can determine the content-based as-
pects in which WF can be effectively employed. 

The effectiveness of feedback was highlighted by Nicol and 
Macfarlane-Dick (2006), who outlined the following seven 
principles: To achieve effective feedback practice, teachers 
should (1) help clarify what the expected performance is 
(goals, criteria, expected standards); (2) facilitate the devel-
opment of self-assessment (reflection) in learning; (3) de-
liver specific information to students about their learning; 
(4) foster teacher- and peer-dialogue around learning; (5) 
encourage positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem; (6) 
provide opportunities to close the gap between students’ 
current and desired performance; and (7) use the informa-
tion received from feedback to shape teaching (p. 205). 

Research on Teachers’ Perceptions and Self-
Reported Practices of Product- and Process-
Based WF

Examining the perceptions or beliefs of ESL/EFL writing 
teachers can shed light on “how their beliefs are formed 
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and developed or the extent to which these beliefs shape 
their practices” (Min, 2013, p. 627). Yang et al. (2021) argued 
that previous research has dealt more with EFL teachers’ 
perceptions, preferences, or attitudes towards WCF than 
with process-based WF. In WF studies (Gul et al., 2016; Lee, 
2008), most of the frequently used methods include ques-
tionnaires, which are sometimes supplemented by teach-
ers’ interviews or focus group discussions. These studies 
mainly concentrated on implementing different types of 
corrections (Jodaie & Farrokhi, 2012); on perceptions related 
to forms, focus, intent, and expectations of WF (Lee et al., 
2017); and on the comparison between teacher feedback on 
one draft and multiple drafts in terms of error communica-
tion (Lee, 2008).

Regarding self-reported practices, teachers frequently tar-
geted grammatical errors using coded feedback (Nguyen, 
2019) and error corrections on single drafts (Lee, 2008) as 
the most used techniques of WCF. Other features of analysis 
were teachers’ views on the purpose and nature of using 
WF; their practice, specifically their area of focus; their com-
munication of assignment writing guidelines; the factors 
that influenced how they provide WF; and ways of improv-
ing teachers’ understanding of WF (Gul et al., 2016).

Teachers’ beliefs can shape their practices about how to 
meet their students’ needs and capabilities in responding 
to teacher feedback (Lee et al., 2017). As an example of such 
a relationship, Indonesian EFL university teachers’ actual 
practices of error correction in students’ writing aligned 
with their perspectives (Purnomo et al., 2021). This indicates 
that teachers’ perceptions can be enacted in their practices.

The existing few empirical studies on feedback conducted 
in Moroccan higher education have been investigated from 
the student point of view (Ouahidi & Lamkhanter, 2017, 
2020; Zyad & Bouziane, 2020). Empirical studies (Abouab-
delkader, 2018; Bouzenirh, 1991) indicated that students 
face many problems, especially in grammar, vocabulary, 
and organisation. The reasons are the focus on the product 
over the process approach to writing and the lack of effec-
tive feedback provision (Javadi-Safa, 2018; Ouahidi & Lam-
khanter, 2020). Therefore, the present study aims to investi-
gate instructors’ perceptions and self-reported practices of 
product- and process-based WF. Based on this objective, the 
following research questions were addressed:

1.	 What are instructors’ perceptions of product- and 
process-based WF?

2.	 What are instructors’ self-reported practices of 
product- and process-based WF?

3.	 Is there any match between instructors’ percep-
tions and their self-reported practices regarding 
the product- and process-based WF?

METHOD

Context of the Study

The importance of teaching EFL in Moroccan public higher 
education has grown over the years due to the increasing 
number of students (Jebbour, 2021). Because instructors 
in English departments have freedom in designing course 
objectives and content, there is a lack of a unified English 
language teaching (ELT) syllabus at the institutional level 
(Jebbour, 2021). However, according to published course 
descriptions (Abouabdelkader, 2018), product and process 
writing approaches are often emphasised in writing courses. 
In the first year of the Bachelor’s degree study programme, 
the focus is on the basic components of writing, such as 
sentence construction, language mechanics, and paragraph 
writing. Second-year students are taught to write full com-
positions of expository, analytical, and argumentative texts 
with an emphasis on content, purpose, and audience to 
communicate effectively with mature readers. In the third 
year, students need to apply their acquired writing skills to 
produce their final degree research paper. MA students in 
English studies, such as applied linguistics, need to com-
plete various writing assignments (e.g., reports, reviews, 
and research projects) to practice the writing process. How-
ever, besides the lack of a unified syllabus, the main sources 
of challenges in ELT are larger class sizes (Ouahidi & Lam-
khanter, 2020), unfavourable student-teacher ratio, slow and 
unequal recruitment policy, and failure to implement con-
tinuous assessment (Jebbour, 2021). Although the National 
Education Charter has emphasised its implementation since 
1999 (Jebbour, 2021), English departments often have a 
summative nature, and incorporating formative assessment 
into the practice is difficult for most instructors due to these 
external factors, unfamiliarity, and a lack of systematic train-
ing (Jebbour, 2021; Ouakrime, 2000). These factors can influ-
ence writing teachers’ feedback practices in English writing 
classrooms, especially when selecting the most appropriate 
ones based on the context and students’ differences and 
needs to provide adequate personal feedback in the revi-
sion process (Ouahidi & Lamkhanter, 2020). Based on the 
examination of Moroccan university students’ perceptions 
about their teachers’ WF, Ouahidi and Lamkhanter (2020) 
found that instructors provided feedback primarily to the 
end product because they appeared to frequently skip fol-
low-up activities (e.g., remedial work, substantial revisions) 
in the writing process, and students claimed that teachers 
rarely used teacher-student conferencing.

Participants
The current study was conducted in Morocco with a focus on 
public university EFL writing instructors who are teaching at 
faculties of arts and humanities. An exploratory quantitative 
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study using a survey method was designed to analyse and 
compare the perceived importance of WF approaches with 
teachers’ self-reported practices. To recruit enough partici-
pants, the questionnaires were administered both face-to-
face and online, and participants anonymously completed 
them. Thus, data were randomly collected, and the study 
comprised 51 instructors. This sample size is relatively small 
because the involved participants were only teachers who 
taught EFL writing courses (writing paragraphs, composi-
tion I and II, and advanced writing) at one of the nine univer-
sities, mainly in Meknes, Oujda, Fez, El Jadida, and Kenitra. 

Table 2 shows the main characteristics of the sample based 
on the background variables collected via questionnaire. 
There were 37 males and 14 females. Teachers between the 
ages of 31 and 40, and over 50 are the dominant subsam-
ple. Concerning the teaching of EFL writing, the majority of 
teachers have around 15 years’ experience, M = 14.39, SD = 
11.17 years. As for the number of students in a writing class, 
most instructors teach around 70 students; thus, they have 
been teaching large groups of students.

Instrument and Procedures

Content Validity of the Questionnaire

The present study used a self-designed questionnaire. The 
reason for not adopting some of the existing questionnaires 
is due to their overall focus on WCF rather than other as-
pects of process-based WF, as well as their lack of attention 
to a comparison between teachers’ perceptions and self-re-
ported practices of WF. Thus, to ensure content validity and 
to be able to select items that reflect the variables of the 
construct in the measurement instrument, three proce-
dures were implemented. First, the questionnaire structure, 
the subscales, and the individual items were developed and 
formulated based on the literature review about WF (Bitch-
ener & Ferris, 2012; Beaugrande & Dressler, 1981/1992; Fer-
guson, 2011; Ferris, 2003; Haines, 2004; Koenka & Anderman, 
2019; Koenka et al., 2019; Nicol, 2010; Stewart, 2015; Tai et 
al., 2018). Second, the first version of the item pool was as-
sessed by researchers in the fields of EFL/ESL and education. 
They were asked to evaluate the items in terms of their ne-
cessity and relevancy to the constructs being measured, as 

Table 2
Characteristics of Participants

Baseline characteristic
Full sample (N= 51)

N %

Gender 

Male 37 73

Female 14 27

Age 

20–30 years old 10 20

31–40 years old 15 29

41–50 years old 10 20

Over 50 years old 16 31

Years of teaching experience in EFL writing 

1–5 years 13 25

6–10 years 14 27

11–20 years 11 22

21–30 years 8 16

Over 30 years 5 10

Average number of students in EFL writing classes

1–50 students 22 43

50–100 students 20 39

101–150 students 4 8

Over 150 students 5 10
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well as their clarity. Third, after the statements were revised 
based on the feedback that was received, a pilot study was 
conducted among Moroccan EFL writing instructors to as-
sess the questionnaires’ suitability and adequacy. Consider-
ing their constructive feedback and suggestions, the ques-
tionnaire was finalized to conduct this study in November 
and December 2021.

The questionnaire items that were used are in the appendix. 
The questionnaire also contains background questions, but 
these were only applied to describe the sample (Table 2); 
thus, the variables are not considered in the data analysis 
and interpretation, and, therefore, the related questions are 
not included in the appendix. The two questions targeting 
the dimensions of teachers’ perceptions and self-reported 
practices about WF show several similarities and differences. 
Each dimension contains 40 total items. These can be as-
signed to the same subscales that aim to cover the features 
of product- and process-based WF and, thus, allow several 
comparisons during data analysis. The difference between 
the two questions, however, is that the first question asks 
about EFL instructors’ perceptions of WF practices. For each 
item, the teachers had to decide on the extent to which they 
agreed or disagreed with the given statements by using a 
five-point Likert scale, which ranged from one (strongly dis-
agree) to five (strongly agree). A scale with an odd number 
was chosen because it allowed participants to express their 
neutral positions. The second question asks instructors 
about their WF practices. Thus, participants are required to 
rate how frequently they use the feedback activities listed 
in this question. In the case of all statements, a five-point 
intensity scale ranging from one (never) to five (always) was 
offered. The aim of using these item-scale data was to com-
pute composite scores for the two dimensions’ subscales, 

which can be interpreted as continuous variables on interval 
level (see e.g., Rukmana, 2022; Wicking, 2022). 

As can be seen in Table 3, within the product-based WF ap-
proach, there are three subscales. The first is WCF, whose 
items were formulated based on its typology (direct, indi-
rect, and coded correction). The second subscale contains 
WF modes on the written text. These modes are teacher- and 
product-oriented (Ferris, 2003), form-based, and focus on 
the linguistic structure of the final text (Bitchener & Ferris, 
2012). The third subscale is judgemental WF on the written 
text. This feedback has a summative nature because it is of-
ten based on the number of errors and scores, and it often 
includes general praise and criticism, usually without any 
explanation (Koenka & Anderman, 2019).

The scale of the process-based WF approach has six sub-
scales. The first is named content-based WF related to stand-
ards of textuality because, when developing its items, the 
main features of cohesion, coherence, intentionality, in-
formativity, acceptability, situationality, and intertextuality 
(Beaugrande & Dressler, 1981/1992) were included. The 
second subscale is content-based WF related to macroaspects 
of writing. It contains aspects such as purpose, genre, and 
developmental aspects of a text (Ferris, 2003) that can func-
tion as areas in the revision process. The third subscale is 
developing evaluative judgement, which consists of WF prac-
tices that require students to assess their work and that of 
others in reflective and constructive ways that can be sup-
ported by predefined assessment criteria in order to make 
improvements in the writing process (Tai et al., 2018). The 
fourth subscale is supportive WF in the writing process, which 
aims to cover the new conceptualizations of feedback de-
fined in the literature as being dialogic and including oral 

Table 3
Overview of Scales, Subscales, and Items Related to Two Dimensions

Scales and subscales Number of 
items

Dimensions

Perceptions Self-reported practices

Product approach of WF 11

Written corrective feedback (WCF) 4 9., 15., 28., 40. 2., 14., 20., 37.

WF modes on the written text 3 1., 24., 26. 1., 25., 27.

Judgemental WF on the written text 4 19., 13., 32., 37. 8., 13., 32., 39.

Process approach of WF 29

Content- based WF related to the standards of textuality 7 3., 5., 8., 20., 22., 31., 33. 3., 5., 7., 10., 16., 29., 36.

Content-based WF related to macroaspects of writing 4 6., 10., 12., 30. 9., 11., 18., 31.

Developing evaluative judgement 4 11., 14., 21., 38. 15., 22., 33., 40.

Supportive WF in the writing process 4 7., 17., 23., 25. 17., 21., 23., 26.

Effective WF modes in the writing process 6 2., 4., 18., 27., 29., 35. 6., 19., 24., 28., 30., 35.

Judgemental WF in the writing process 4 16., 34., 36., 39. 4., 12., 34., 38.

Note. The numbers given in the dimensions’ columns indicate the serial numbers of the questionnaire items in the appendix.
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feedback, teacher-student discussions, and peer feedback 
during the revision and rewriting process (Nicol, 2010; Tai et 
al., 2018). The fifth subscale covers effective WF modes in the 
writing process. The effectiveness of feedback has been re-
garded as being supportive, specific, personalized, detailed, 
and as identifying the next steps (Ferguson, 2011; Koenka 
& Anderman, 2019; Koenka et al., 2019). The sixth subscale 
is judgemental WF in the writing process, which includes jus-
tified praise, criticism, and suggestions to improve writing 
(Haines, 2004; Stewart, 2015).

Construct Validity, Convergent Validity, and Reliability of 
the Questionnaire

To achieve the purposes of our study, the construct and 
convergent validity, along with the reliability of the ques-
tionnaire items, were examined. These analyses aimed to 
ensure that the items are relevant to the research focus 
and that, before analysing them at the subscale level, the 
extension of the results is reliable and valid. Thus, first, to 
control the construct validity of the questionnaire, explora-
tory factor analysis was applied to identify and compare the 
empirical structure of the variable system with the theoret-
ical structure and to reduce the data set to a manageable 
size by maintaining most of the original information (Pituch 
& Stevens, 2016)1. Therefore, four principal component anal-
yses (PCA) with Varimax rotation were performed along the 
two dimensions and scales to determine the contribution 
of each item to the factor structure and to create compos-
ite scores of the different subscales. Second, to analyse the 
convergent validity of our instrument, the relationships 
between instructors’ perceptions and their self-reported 
practices along the subscales were compared by computing 
Pearson’s correlation coefficients. Third, the reliability of the 
subscales was examined by calculating the values of Cron-
bach’s alphas.

Table 4 shows the results of the four PCAs conducted to 
examine the factorability of the items. In all cases, the Kai-

1	 Field, A. (2009). Discovering statistics using SPSS (3rd ed.). SAGE.
2 	 Field, A. (2009). Discovering statistics using SPSS (3rd ed.). SAGE.	

ser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy values 
ranged between .72 and .82, which, as recommended by 
Kaiser (1974), were middling and meritorious, as well as 
above the minimum acceptable value of .5. Furthermore, re-
sults from Bartlett’s test of sphericity were significant in all 
models, p < .001, confirming that the correlation coefficients 
between the items were sufficient for PCAs. Additionally, 
communalities of all items exceeded the minimal acceptable 
limit of .2 (Child, 2006), and the average values in all mod-
els were above .6, which is acceptable for a sample size of 
less than 100 (MacCullum et al., 1999). The total variance ex-
plained by the generated factors was around or higher than 
65%. The number of factors in each model was determined 
based on scree plots. Figures 1 and 2 contain the eigenval-
ues for the two dimensions together because the number of 
components belonging to the two scales is the same. When 
identifying the factors, the eigenvalue greater than 1 was 
considered. In line with the theoretical structure, there are 
three factors for the product-based WF in both dimensions 
and six for the process WF approach related to self-reported 
practices. However, in the other dimension, the sixth com-
ponent’s eigenvalue was slightly lower than 1 (0.95), but the 
six-factor resolution was preferred because it can be sup-
ported by the theoretical background and allows the com-
parison of perceptions with the application frequency of the 
WF practices.

When examining the factor loadings at the item level, in the 
case of the product-oriented WF scales, each item in both 
dimensions corresponded to the theoretical structure. As 
shown in Table 5, the values for all factors were above the 
recommended and preferred limit of .4 (Yang, 2022)2. Even 
in the case of the process approach, in line with the theoret-
ical background, the individual factors could be identified by 
the majority of the items having factor loadings higher than 

.4. However, some cross-loading items were also recognised 
and could be classified into another factor. At the same time, 
it must be considered that the results are influenced by the 
number of generated factors and the sample size. This indi-

Table 4
Summary of Four PCAs

Dimensions and scales KMO
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity Communalities Total Variance 

Explained (%)χ2 df p Min. Max. M

Perceptions

Product-based WF .75 201.48 55 <.001 .46 .80 .65 64.66

Process-based WF .80 1134.35 406 <.001 .60 .83 .73 72.58

Self-reported practice

Product-based WF .72 215.83 55 <.001 .35 .85 .65 64.78

Process-based WF .82 1243.09 406 <.001 .50 .86 .76 75.61

Note. KMO = Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy
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cates that it is recommended to control the factor structure 
related to the process WF approach on a larger sample.

Table 5 indicates the correlations between the composite 
scores related to the two dimensions along the subscales, 
together with their Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. In all cas-
es, there were moderate or strong positive significant re-
lationships between perceptions and their corresponding 
self-reported practices, indicating that these two constructs 
are not only theoretically but also empirically related. Most 
of the Cronbach’s alpha values were acceptable; however, 
the figures regarding the process approach were higher 

than those of the product WF approach. Cronbach’s alpha 
of WF modes on the written text in the perception dimension 
is low, but acceptable in the other dimension. Therefore, we 
decided not to exclude this subscale from further analysis, 
but the results should be interpreted with caution. The low-
er reliability was due to the limited number of items; there-
fore, including more items seems necessary to improve the 
reliability of this subscale.

Data Analysis

Figure 1
Scree Plot regarding Product Approach of WF in Two Dimen-
sions

Figure 2
Scree Plot regarding Process Approach of WF in Two Dimen-
sions

Table 5
Summary of Factor Loadings, Pearson’s Correlation Coefficients, and Cronbach’s Alphas

Scales and subscales

Factor loadings Correlations 
between P– SP

Cronbach’s 
alphas

P SP

Min. Max. Min. Max. r p P SP

Product approach of WF

Written corrective feedback .42 .83 .49 .81 .74 <.001 .67 .76

WF modes on the written text .43 .80 .60 .88 .64 <.001 .50 .61

Judgemental WF on the written text .59 .85 .69 .82 .73 <.001 .83 .71

Process approach of WF

Content- based WF related to the 
standards of textuality 

.34 .77 .63 .87 .78 <.001 .87 .88

Content-based WF related to mac-
roaspects of writing 

.39 .77 .53 .69 .75 <.001 .78 .74

Developing evaluative judgement .35 .55 .41 .77 .80 <.001 .84 .79

Supportive WF in the writing process .39 .84 .34 .81 .67 <.001 .80 .71

Effective WF modes in the writing 
process 

.43 .70 .43 .75 .75 <.001 .89 .88

Judgemental WF in the writing process .33 .86 .42 .62 .73 <.001 .75 .74

Note. P = perceptions, SP = self-reported practices
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To respond to the three research questions, the Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences (IBM SPSS) V25 was utilized. As 
a first step, composite scores were created that emerged 
from the PCAs. These scores indicated the importance of 
perceptions of the items within the given subscales and, in 
the case of self-reported practice, revealed the reported 
frequency of using the given WF modes in the respondents’ 
own practice. To identify instructors’ perceptions and to in-
vestigate their self-reported practices of WF, descriptive sta-
tistical analyses were employed on these composite scores. 
The differences between them were examined by perform-
ing a series of paired-samples t-tests. The internal relation-
ships between the subscales were indicated by calculating 
the correlation coefficients. Finally, the differences between 
perceptions and self-reported practices along the subscales 
were analysed.

RESULTS

Research Question One
The results in Table 6 related to the product-based WF show 
that university teachers involved in our study agreed on 
the value of both WCF and WF modes on the written text. The 
ranges, means, and standard deviations of these subscales 
were similar, t(50) = 1.82, p = .07, and there was a moderate 
significant correlation between them, r = .61, p < .001. Re-
spondents also perceived the statements within these two 
subscales as more essential than judgemental WF, because 
most of them were neutral when they rated the items within 
this subscale, and the sample can also be considered more 
heterogeneous. Significant differences were found between 
the mean of this subscale and the means of WCF, t(50) = 
10.06, p < .001, and WF modes, t(50) = 8.34, p < .001. While 

there was a weak significant correlation between WCF and 
judgemental WF, r = .33, p = .02, no significant correlation was 
found between WF modes and judgemental WF, r = .26, p = .07.

In the descending order of the averages of the six subscales 
belonging to process-oriented WF, significant differences 
between three subscales were identified. First, respondents 
mostly agreed with the efficacy of using effective WF modes in 
the writing process. The mean of this subscale differed signif-
icantly from the means of all other subscales. As an indica-
tor of this, the difference in averages between this subscale 
and the second in the order was significant, t(50) = 2.21, p 
= .03. Second, instructors who completed our questionnaire 
perceived the three subscales that consist of content-based 
WF related to macroaspects of writing, developing evaluative 
judgement, and judgemental WF in the same way because 
the ranges, means, and standard deviations were similar. 
Third, they found these more important than the practices 
of content-based WF related to the standards of textuality. For 
example, the difference between this subscale and judge-
mental WF was significant, t(50) = 3.45, p = .001, but did not 
differ from the last subscale, supportive WF, t(50) = 0.89, p = 
.38. When comparing the standard deviations among the six 
subscales, the composition of the sample can be considered 
homogeneous, 0.61 ≤ SD ≤ 0.75. In terms of the relationships 
between all subscales, there were moderate or strong posi-
tive significant correlations, .53 ≤ r ≤ .87, p < .001.

Research Question Two
As can be seen in Table 7, the differences in averages of the 
subscales belonging to product-oriented WF were identical 
to those identified in the perception dimension. The means 
of WF modes on the written text and WCF subscales were not 
significantly different, t(50) = 0.78, p = .44, but there was a 

Table 6
Moroccan EFL Instructors’ Perceptions of Product- and Process-Based WF

Scales and subscales Minimum Maximum M SD

Product approach of WF

Written corrective feedback 1.50 5.00 3.91 0.61

WF modes on the written text  1.67 5.00 3.76 0.68

Judgemental WF on the written text 1.00 5.00   2.56* 0.97

Process approach of WF

Effective WF modes in the writing process 1.17 5.00 4.10 0.68

Content-based WF related to macroaspects of writing 1.50 5.00   3.98* 0.62

Developing evaluative judgement 1.00 5.00 3.96 0.75

Judgemental WF in the writing process 2.00 5.00 3.96 0.61

Content-based WF related to the standards of textuality 1.14 5.00   3.72* 0.66

Supportive WF in the writing process 1.00 5.00 3.65 0.72

Note. * Mean significantly differs from the previous subscale at p < .05.
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moderate correlation, r = .60, p < .001. The mean of judge-
mental WF is significantly lower than the averages of the 
previously mentioned subscales, p < .001. As for their rela-
tionships, weak significant correlations were identified, .28 
≤ r ≤ .43, p < .05.

Regarding the self-reported practices of the process WF 
approach, no significant differences were found in the de-
scending order between the averages of the six subscales. 
Examining the significant differences in pairs, we identified 
two groups. On the one hand, the means of judgemental WF 
and effective WF modes in the writing process differed signif-
icantly from the last three subscales. This is indicated, for 
example, by the difference between effective WF modes and 
developing evaluative judgement, t(50) = 2.58, p = .01. On the 
other hand, there were significant differences between the 
mean of content-based WF related to macroaspects of writing 
and the means of the last two subscales, p < .05. Similarly to 
the perception dimension, in the case of all subscales, the 
sample can be considered homogeneous, 0.70 ≤ SD ≤ 0.78. 
However, there were mainly strong significant correlations 
between all subscales, .63 ≤ r ≤ .88, p < .001.

Research Question Three
Table 8 presents the results of the comparison between per-
ceptions and self-reported practices along the subscales. 
The non-significant differences indicated consistencies in 
five subscales, namely WF modes and judgemental WF on 
the written text, content-based WF related to the standards of 
textuality, supportive and judgemental WF in the writing pro-
cess. Mismatches were indicated by significant differences 
between the two constructs in the subscales of WCF, con-
tent-based WF related to macroaspects of writing, developing 
evaluative judgement, and effective WF modes in the writing 

process. Thus, WF modes measured by these subscales were 
considered more important by the respondents, while the 
related practices were much less frequently used. However, 
the degree of difference was somewhat larger for the pro-
cess-oriented WF practices compared to the WCF subscale.

DISCUSSION

This section discusses the results of the three research 
questions. However, no previous studies were found that 
were conducted among Moroccan EFL writing university in-
structors with which our results can be compared directly. 
Therefore, after a systematic literature review, 13 empirical 
studies were selected that were published in peer-reviewed 
journals and are similar in terms of their research design 
and content. Thus, the included studies used quantitative 
or mixed survey methods, focused on teachers’ perceptions 
and/or self-reported practices of WF in EFL, ESL, or academic 
writing contexts, and covered one or more similar subscales 
as those in our study.

EFL Instructors’ Perceptions of Product- and 
Process-Based WF
From the perspective of product-based WF, it can be stat-
ed that Moroccan university teachers involved in our study 
agreed on the importance of both WCF and WF modes on the 
written text in a similar way because there was a non-signif-
icant difference between the means of these two subscales. 
This result is consistent with the findings of Junqueira and 
Payant’s (2015) study, in which participants believed in the 
importance of WF modes on errors related to organisa-
tion and content. In other studies (Al Kharusi & Al-Mekhlafi, 
2019; Sakrak-Ekin & Balçikanli, 2019; Zaman et al., 2012), 

Table 7
Moroccan EFL Instructors’ Self-Reported Practices of Product-and Process-Based WF

Scales and subscales Minimum Maximum M SD

Product approach of WF

WF modes on the written text 1.33 5.00 3.80 0.75

Written corrective feedback 1.75 5.00 3.72 0.81

Judgemental WF on the written text 1.00 4.50 2.60* 0.93

Process approach of WF

Judgemental WF in the writing process 2.00 5.00 3.91 0.71

Effective WF modes in the writing process 1.83 5.00 3.89 0.75

Content-based WF related to macroaspects of writing 2.00 5.00 3.77 0.73

Developing evaluative judgement 2.00 5.00 3.71 0.74

Content-based WF related to the standards of textuality 2.00 4.86 3.64 0.77

Supportive WF in the writing process 1.75 5.00 3.63 0.78

Note. * Mean significantly differs from the previous subscale at p < .001.
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many of the respondents also agreed with the efficacy of 
WCF and perceived it as vital in developing students’ writ-
ing. Similarly, Purnomo et al. (2021) and Sakrak-Ekin and 
Balçikanli (2019) found that most involved teachers viewed 
the provisions of WCF as valuable because they were easy 
to follow and understand. Other researchers (Al Kharusi & 
Al-Mekhlafi, 2019; Alshahrani & Storch, 2014; Liu & Wu, 2019; 
Zaman et al., 2012) also discovered that providing feedback 
on form, language use, content, organisation, and mechan-
ics based on different WF modes appears to be crucial to 
teachers. The reason could be related to their flexibility in 
giving feedback on grammar and mechanics, which can be 
easily and quickly identified. In our study, however, teach-
ers perceived WCF and WF modes on the written text as more 
valuable than judgemental WF. This indicates that Moroccan 
instructors perceived the use of summative WF in the form 
of grades, praise, and criticism without justification as less 
important for assessing students’ texts.

As for the process-oriented WF, the instructors who par-
ticipated in this study perceived the subscales that consist 
of effective WF modes in the writing process, as well as con-
tent-based WF related to macroaspects, developing evaluative 
judgement, and judgemental WF in the writing process as the 
most fundamental ones, because there were no significant 
differences in the means of the three latter subscales. Find-
ings from Zaman et al.’s (2012) study matched our results 
regarding the perceived value of judgemental WF. They 
concluded that the combination of both praise and criticism 
with explanations helps develop students’ writing process-
es, especially if it is supported by comments and sugges-
tions on their strengths and weaknesses. Cheng et al. (2021) 
also claimed that teachers involved in their study favoured 

the comprehensive WF approach, which focuses not only 
on microaspects but also on providing content-based feed-
back related to macroaspects of writing. Thus, teachers 
maintained the responsibility to develop students’ overall 
writing performance rather than specific areas. Concern-
ing evaluative judgement, Purnomo et al. (2021) found that 
most teachers believed it was important for students to 
assess themselves by analysing and correcting their own 
writing. The other two subscales, content-based WF related 
to the standards of textuality and supportive WF in the writing 
process, compared to the previously mentioned subscales, 
were perceived as significantly less notable by the respond-
ing teachers. Because no study addressed teachers’ per-
ceptions of the content-based WF related to the standards of 
textuality, it can be claimed that the little attention given to 
this type of WF might be owing to teachers’ lack of aware-
ness of it and therefore the extent to which their students’ 
writing meets these criteria. In the case of the supportive WF, 
Zaman et al. (2012) also claimed that 58% of teachers had 
negative perceptions of it, especially about the reliability of 
peers’ feedback. Possible reasons for teachers’ underes-
timation of the importance of supportive WF in our study 
are probably attributed to either their difficulties in under-
standing and implementing formative evaluation practices 
(e.g., dialogic, peer, oral, and multiple draft-focused feed-
back), or their concern with students’ final written products 
rather than writing process, which is based on collaboration 
among teachers, students, and peers in the feedback pro-
cess. These could be possible reasons why the results of our 
study regarding this subscale differed from that of Nguyen 
and Filipi (2018) who found that participants perceived the 
process of providing feedback on students’ second and final 
drafts to be of great value. The majority of teachers taking 

Table 8
Moroccan EFL Instructors’ Perceptions and Self-Reported Practices of WF

Scales and subscales
Perceptions Practices Mean 

Diff.
T-test

M SD M SD t(50) p

Product approach of WF

Written corrective feedback 3.91 0.61 3.72 0.81  0.19  2.48 .02

WF modes on the written text 3.76 0.68 3.80 0.75 -0.03 -0.38 .70

Judgemental WF on the written text 2.56 0.97 2.60 0.93 -0.04 -0.40 .69

Process approach of WF

Content- based WF related to the standards of 
textuality 3.72 0.66 3.64 0.77  0.08  1.12 .27

Content-based WF related to macroaspects of 
writing 3.98 0.62 3.77 0.73  0.20  2.94 <.001

Developing evaluative judgement 3.96 0.75 3.71 0.74  0.25  3.87 <.001

Supportive WF in the writing process 3.65 0.72 3.63 0.78  0.02  0.28 .78

Effective WF modes in the writing process 4.10 0.68 3.89 0.75  0.21  2.99 <.001

Judgemental WF in the writing process 3.96 0.61 3.91 0.71  0.05  0.78 .44

Note. In the case of all subscales, the values can be ranged between 1 and 5.
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part in Liu and Wu’s (2019) study also perceived oral feed-
back, which is part of supportive WF, as potentially valuable 
for the development of students’ writing.

EFL Instructors’ Self-Reported Practices of 
Product- and Process-Based WF
Based on the product WF approach, Moroccan participant 
teachers stated they relied on the practices of both WCF 
and WF modes on the written text. This was justified by the 
non-significant difference between these two subscales. In 
harmony with these results, the majority of teacher respond-
ents (69%) in the study of Purnomo et al. (2021) stated they 
applied direct WCF by indicating errors and correcting them. 
In the present study, judgemental WF on the written text was 
less applied in comparison to other product WF practices 
described in the subscales. Therefore, it seemed that the WF 
provided by Moroccan teachers was not used to give grades, 
praise, or criticism that judge students’ final written texts 
but rather to indicate and correct errors. Similarly, Al Kharu-
si and Al-Mekhlafi (2019) found that indirect WCF was one of 
the most highly practiced techniques. An opposite finding to 
our study regarding judgemental WF is that of Li and Barnard 
(2011), which revealed that teachers perceived the awarding 
of a grade and praise to be integral elements of their feed-
back provision. This difference may indicate that Moroccan 
instructors probably prefer to avoid problems related to 
providing grades or praising and criticising students’ writ-
ten text in general ways without justifications. 

Regarding the process WF approach, our study revealed 
that Moroccan teachers stated they utilized judgemental WF 
and effective WF modes in the writing process as their more 
frequent self-reported practices compared to the subscales 
developing evaluative judgement, content-based WF related 
to the standards of textuality, and supportive WF. The focus 
on judgemental WF may be explained by the institutional 
requirements defined in the National Education Charter, 
which require instructors to implement continuous assess-
ment in their practice (Jebbour, 2021) and, thus, to provide 
process-oriented WF by using assessment criteria, praise, 
and criticism formulated with justifications. The use of ef-
fective WF modes indicates teachers’ orientation toward 
providing students with specific comments, suggestions, 
detailed information, and guidance during the writing pro-
cess. Concurring with these results, Ma (2018) also found 
that teachers acknowledged the motivating role of provid-
ing strength-related feedback and positive comments. De-
spite this frequent emphasis on the two previous WF types, 
Moroccan instructors seem reluctant to overtly incorporate 
student-centred WF types, which are developing evaluative 
judgement and supportive WF, to encourage students to as-
sess their writing and that of others, as well as to comment 
on students’ writing based on the standards of textuality.

The Relationship between Instructors’ 

Perceptions and Self-Reported Practices of 
Product- and Process-Based WF
In the case of product WF subscales, we found that teach-
ers’ perceptions of WCF did not match with their self-re-
ported practices because there was a significant difference 
between the two dimensions. Thus, instructors considered 
WCF important, but they stated they applied its practice less 
frequently. This incompatibility regarding direct or indirect 
feedback has also been confirmed in Mao and Crosthwaite’s 
(2019) study. Sakrak-Ekin and Balçikanli (2019) attributed 
the discrepancy between teachers’ beliefs and their prac-
tices concerning the effectiveness of WCF to the low writing 
skill level of students, lack of a general common practice 
about error correction, fear of not providing enough input, 
and time constraints. In contrast to our findings regarding 
WCF, Purnomo et al. (2021) showed a high consistency be-
tween Indonesian EFL university teachers’ perspectives and 
their actual practices of correcting students’ writing errors. 
According to them, the reasons for this consistency were 
participants’ experiences with different strategies of provid-
ing WCF, their awareness of its value, and their willingness 
to give feedback. Concerning the subscales, WF modes and 
judgemental WF on the written text, alignments were found 
due to the lack of significant differences between the means 
of the two dimensions. This result is consistent with the 
findings of previous studies (Mao & Crosthwaite, 2019; Said 
& Mouzrati, 2018) regarding WF modes on the written text 
because involved teachers focused more on the linguistic 
structure of the final written text (e.g., grammar, vocabu-
lary) than on giving student support that would help devel-
op meaningful ideas.

Regarding the process WF, we found mismatches in three 
subscales, content-based WF related to macroaspects, develop-
ing evaluative judgement and effective WF modes in the writing 
process. This was justified by significant differences between 
the two dimensions. Thus, WF modes measured by these 
subscales were considered more important by the respond-
ents, while their related practices were less frequently used. 
These mismatches may be related to Moroccan instructors’ 
concerns on how to guide students in developing their writ-
ing beyond microaspects, how to involve them in assessing 
their own and their peers’ written work, and how to sup-
port them by providing detailed and specific comments and 
suggestions. Compared to other studies, misalignment re-
garding effective WF modes was also found in Said and Mou-
zrati’s (2018) study, where Moroccan high school teachers 
believed in the value of positive WF in motivating students 
to improve their texts. Yet, in their practices, teachers only 
addressed structural deficiencies in students’ writing. In the 
case of the other three subscales, instructors’ perceptions 
aligned with their self-reported practices as these were not 
significantly different. Regarding judgemental WF, the same 
finding was reported in Ma’s (2018) study, in which teach-
ers valued and acknowledged the efficacy of following a 
criterion-referenced teacher evaluation form when giving 
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WF. Moroccan teachers’ provision of criterion-referenced 
WF is consistent with the perceived idea that teacher feed-
back should be related to the assessment criteria. Previous-
ly, no study compared perceptions and self-reported prac-
tices regarding content-based WF related to the standards of 
textuality. Therefore, one of the main findings of our study, 
that teachers might perceive and give feedback based on 
the extent to which students’ writing is coherent, cohesive, 
context-oriented, and informative to the readers and their 
intention, may merit some attention in further studies.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future 
Research
The limitations of this study can be explained by five reasons. 
First, the limited sample size influenced the findings mainly 
in the case of process-based WF because it covers several 
subscales, and the reliability of the subscale, WF modes on 
the written text, needs to be improved by formulating more 
items. Second, the extent to which background variables re-
lated to providing WF could influence teachers’ perceptions 
and practices was not investigated. Third, no information 
was given regarding instructors’ behaviour in relation to 
the practicality of the different WF approaches. To examine 
these, qualitative research methods could have been em-
ployed to compare their self-reported and observed prac-
tices. Fourth, students were not involved to investigate the 
extent to which teachers’ perceptions and practices match 
those of students. Finally, when discussing the results, com-
parison between the findings of our study and the research 
of others was made based on their study design and con-
tent. However, in different school systems, the contexts 
in which WF is provided and received may make different 
perceptions and/or practices viable or optimal. These limi-
tations also indicate possible directions for further research. 
The developed questionnaire, which has been verified in 
terms of validity and reliability, can function as an appropri-
ate instrument to investigate product and process WF. It can 
also be modified to account for the students’ perspective: 
first, to analyse their WF preferences and perceived practic-
es, and second, to compare them with teachers’ perceptions 
and self-reported practices. Future studies from these multi-
ple perspectives could meticulously gauge the effectiveness 
of WF forms in EFL writing classrooms.

CONCLUSION

In general, the findings of this study concerning Moroccan 
writing instructors’ perceptions showed that they valued 
WCF and believed that it helps students solve their prob-
lems in areas related to language accuracy. The importance 
of providing WF on students’ final products may be due to 
teachers’ aim to help Moroccan students write accurately 
in areas related to grammar, vocabulary, and organisation, 
as argued by some Moroccan researchers (Abouabdelkad-

er, 2018; Bouzenirh, 1991). Regarding process-based WF, 
effective WF modes were highly valued by most of the in-
structors. As for their self-reported practices concerning 
product-oriented WF, instructors stated that they often 
employed WF modes on the written text, which address 
students’ linguistic structure when writing their drafts. Con-
cerning process-oriented feedback, judgemental WF and 
effective WF modes were also frequently utilized. The mis-
matches between perceptions and self-reported practices 
found in this study may lead Moroccan instructors to gain 
knowledge and expertise, which can help them bridge the 
gap between what they believe and what should be enacted 
in practice. As for the theoretical and pedagogical implica-
tions, our findings can empower the body of knowledge of 
product and process WF in the assessment of EFL writing. 
This study may also contribute to teachers’ awareness by 
highlighting the importance of incorporating follow-up WF 
activities into their instructional practice that promote new 
feedback conceptualisations such as dialogic feedback, peer 
feedback, content-based feedback, and evaluative judg-
ment. Its innovation resides in proposing new scales and 
subscales that show different distinctions between product- 
and process-based WF. Owing to the limited applications of 
WF types, strategies, and practices, teachers are therefore 
required to professionally develop their WF knowledge to 
encourage the integration of product and process WF ap-
proaches in diverse contexts of writing. Further research on 
the effectiveness of WF is also required from multiple per-
spectives with larger sample size, different subject samples, 
and other research instruments.
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APPENDIX

Questionnaire items related to EFL university teachers’ perceptions and self-reported practices 
of written feedback

1.	 To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following practices of written feedback to be targeted in 
English classrooms? Please, tick your answer.

1: Strongly Disagree     2: Disagree    3: Neutral    4: Agree    5: Strongly Agree

Written feedback should …

1 … be provided on the linguistic structure of the final written text (e.g., grammar, vocabulary, organiza-
tion). 1 2 3 4 5

2 … support students to be better motivated during the writing process by providing them with directions. 1 2 3 4 5

3 … comment on whether students’ writing is cohesive. 1 2 3 4 5

4 … include specific comments that encourage students to improve their own previous written texts in the 
writing process. 1 2 3 4 5

5 … comment on whether students’ writing is related to their own intention. 1 2 3 4 5

6 … comment on whether students’ writing is related to the given purpose. 1 2 3 4 5

7 … be based on teacher-student discussion about the development of the written text. 1 2 3 4 5

8 … comment on whether students’ new written text is related to their prior text which shares the same 
characteristics. 1 2 3 4 5

9 … indicate errors in students’ writing by correcting them. 1 2 3 4 5

10 … comment on whether students’ writing is related to the given genre. 1 2 3 4 5

11 … encourage students to self-assess their own writing by reflecting on their strengths and weaknesses. 1 2 3 4 5

12 … comment on whether students’ writing is developed in terms of meaningful ideas. 1 2 3 4 5

13 … judge students’ final writing based on scores without justifications. 1 2 3 4 5

14 … encourage students to follow the assessment criteria when assessing writing for improvement. 1 2 3 4 5

15 … indicate errors in students’ writing by underlining them. 1 2 3 4 5

16 … be given as explained praises with justifications that improve writing. 1 2 3 4 5

17 … be supplemented with oral feedback during the development of writing. 1 2 3 4 5

18 … include detailed information which can help students revise their written text effectively. 1 2 3 4 5

19 … judge students’ final writing based on general praises (e.g., “great work”) without justifications. 1 2 3 4 5

20 … comment on whether students’ writing is related to a specific situation or context. 1 2 3 4 5

21 … encourage students to assess others’ writing by constructing feedback. 1 2 3 4 5

22 … comment on whether the content of students’ writing is informative for the reader. 1 2 3 4 5

23 … be supported by peers’ feedback during the development of writing. 1 2 3 4 5

24 … be provided by the teacher when evaluating the final written text. 1 2 3 4 5

25 … be given on different drafts during the development of writing. 1 2 3 4 5

26 … be provided on a single-draft as a final version of writing. 1 2 3 4 5

27 … guide students to explain their written ideas with precision during the writing process. 1 2 3 4 5

28 … indicate the type of errors in students’ writing by using codes (e.g., “S” for spelling). 1 2 3 4 5

29 … include specific suggestions that help students identify the next steps in the writing process. 1 2 3 4 5
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Written feedback should …

30 … comment on whether students’ writing is supported by examples. 1 2 3 4 5

31 … comment on whether students’ writing is coherent. 1 2 3 4 5

32 … judge students’ final writing based on general criticism (e.g., “poor work”) without justifications. 1 2 3 4 5

33 … indicate whether readers’ expectations are addressed in students’ writing. 1 2 3 4 5

34 … be given as elaborated criticism formulated with explanations that improve writing. 1 2 3 4 5

35 … trigger students to notice the gaps by engaging them actively in the writing process to improve the 
written text. 1 2 3 4 5

36 … be given as justified scores based on assessment criteria that help the improvement of writing. 1 2 3 4 5

37 … judge students’ final writing based on the number of errors they have made. 1 2 3 4 5

38  … encourage students to accept receiving feedback from their peers. 1 2 3 4 5

39 … be provided as concrete suggestions pointing forward to improve writing. 1 2 3 4 5

40 … indicate errors in students’ written text when targeting their language accuracy. 1 2 3 4 5

2.	 How frequently do you apply the following practices of written feedback? Please, tick your answer.

1: Never    2: Rarely    3: Sometimes    4:Often    5: Always

In my written feedback, I ….

1 … provide students with feedback on the linguistic structure of their final written text (e.g., grammar, 
vocabulary, organization). 1 2 3 4 5

2 … use codes (e.g., “S” for spelling) to indicate the type of errors in students’ writing. 1 2 3 4 5

3 … comment on whether students’ writing is cohesive. 1 2 3 4 5

4 … give students justified scores based on assessment criteria that help the improvement of writing. 1 2 3 4 5

5 … comment on whether students’ writing is related to their own intention. 1 2 3 4 5

6 … support students to be better motivated during the writing process by providing them with directions. 1 2 3 4 5

7 … comment on whether students’ writing is related to a specific situation or context. 1 2 3 4 5

8 … judge students’ final writing based on general praises (e.g., “great work”) without justifications. 1 2 3 4 5

9 … comment on whether students’ writing is related to the given purpose. 1 2 3 4 5

10 … comment on whether students’ writing is coherent. 1 2 3 4 5

11 … comment on whether students’ writing is supported by examples. 1 2 3 4 5

12 … give students explained praises with justifications that improve writing. 1 2 3 4 5

13 … judge students’ final writing based on scores without justifications.   1 2 3 4 5

14 … indicate errors in students’ writing by correcting them. 1 2 3 4 5

15 … encourage students to self-assess their own writing by reflecting on their strengths and weaknesses. 1 2 3 4 5

16 … indicate whether readers’ expectations are addressed in students’ writing. 1 2 3 4 5

17 … provide students with oral feedback as supplementary to written feedback during the development of 
writing. 1 2 3 4 5

18 … comment on whether students’ writing is related to the given genre. 1 2 3 4 5

19 … provide students with detailed information which can help them revise their written text effectively.  1 2 3 4 5

20 … indicate errors in students’ writing by underlining them. 1 2 3 4 5

21 … support peers’ feedback during the development of writing. 1 2 3 4 5

22 … encourage students to assess others’ writing by constructing feedback. 1 2 3 4 5
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In my written feedback, I ….

23 … discuss the development of the written text with students.  1 2 3 4 5

24 … provide students with specific suggestions that help them identify the next steps in the writing process. 1 2 3 4 5

25 … provide students with my feedback when I evaluate their final written text. 1 2 3 4 5

26 … give students feedback on different drafts during the development of writing. 1 2 3 4 5

27 … respond to students’ single-draft as a final version of writing. 1 2 3 4 5

28 … guide students to explain their written ideas with precision during the writing process. 1 2 3 4 5

29 … comment on whether the content of students’ writing is informative to the reader. 1 2 3 4 5

30 … provide students with specific comments that encourage them to improve their own previous written 
texts in the writing process. 1 2 3 4 5

31 … comment on whether students’ writing is developed in terms of meaningful ideas. 1 2 3 4 5

32 … judge students’ final writing based on general criticism (e.g., “poor work”) without justifications. 1 2 3 4 5

33 … encourage students to follow the assessment criteria when assessing writing for improvement. 1 2 3 4 5

34 … give students elaborated criticism formulated with explanations that improve writing. 1 2 3 4 5

35 … trigger students to notice the gaps by engaging them actively in the writing process to improve the 
written text.  1 2 3 4 5

36 … comment on whether students’ new written text is related to their prior text which shares the same 
characteristics.  1 2 3 4 5

37 … indicate errors in students’ written text when targeting their language accuracy. 1 2 3 4 5

38 … provide students with concrete suggestions pointing forward to improve writing.  1 2 3 4 5

39 … judge students’ writing based on the number of errors they have made. 1 2 3 4 5

40 … encourage students to accept receiving feedback from their peers. 1 2 3 4 5
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ABSTRACT
Background. Feedback provided to learners’ writing is a construct of identifying a learner’s 
performance, and it can be identified and trifurcated as grammatical form, location in the text, 
and pragmatic functions. Second language researchers worldwide consider written corrective 
feedback (WCF) as a vital and valuable teaching tool that enables learners to improve accuracy 
in L2 writing.  

Purpose. In this context, there exists a plethora of studies that examine the efficacy of WCF on 
L2 learners’ writing accuracy.  However, literature is replete with research that looks into the 
effectiveness of unfocused WCF on L2 learners’ writing accuracy especially concerning learners’ 
belief of the feedback type. Not much research is available demonstrating unfocused WCF’s 
efficacy on L2 learners’ writing accuracy.  

Method. Using a quasi-experimental design, three intact classes were recruited and were 
randomly placed into two experimental groups: indirect corrective feedback, direct corrective 
feedback, and one control group. The participants completed three narrative writings, one each 
at pre-test, post-test, and delayed post-test. 

Results. The results of the study unveiled that the WCF enabled the treatment group learners to 
produce text with fewer errors than the control group participants. The study also reported no 
relationship between the learners’ beliefs and the efficacy of WCF, meaning that the preference 
of learners for a particular type of feedback did not influence the efficacy of WCF. 

Conclusion. Based on the results of the case study, important pedagogical implications for ESL/
EFL instructors are provided

KEYWORDS
written corrective feedback, learners’ beliefs, L2 writing, unfocused written corrective feedback

INTRODUCTION
The field of written corrective feedback 
(WCF)  has garnered considerable atten-
tion from research scholars globally (Lee 
et al., 2021). Overwhelming research 
evidence is available demonstrating the 
efficacy of WCF (see Kang & Han, 2015), 
thereby refuting Truscott’s (1996) claim 
that WCF wastes teachers’ time and en-
ergy and is ineffective in assisting learn-
ers in overcoming their errors.  There-

fore, L2 teachers should provide WCF to 
their learners. Although a great strand of 
research has shown support for the effi-
cacy of WCF in general, thus questioning 
Truscott’s (1996) argument. The find-
ings obtained from these studies have 
also unveiled that the efficacy of WCF 
can be moderated by a number of varia-
bles, such as feedback type and learners’ 
perception of the feedback they receive 
(Rummel & Bitchener, 2015; Hyland & 
Hyland, 2019; Suzuki et al., 2019; Zabihi 
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& Erfanitabar, 2021; Mujtaba et al., 2022). While the previ-
ous body of research has compared the effects of different 
forms of feedback, such as direct versus indirect corrective 
feedback (Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Bitchener et al., 2005; 
Al Harrasi, 2019; Guo & Barrot, 2019), the mode of feedback 
in these studies was ‘focused’, that is, these studies provid-
ed feedback on the selected number of errors. Karim and 
Nassaji (2018) argue that providing focused WCF is not the 
reflection of a real classroom setting where L2 teachers usu-
ally provide WCF on a wide range of errors. They also argue 
that focused WCF studies are not ecologically valid. How-
ever, most of the WCF studies are dominated by focused 
feedback (Karim & Nassaji, 2018; Sinha & Nassaji, 2021). 
Therefore, one of the goals of the current study is to provide 
unfocused WCF on L2 learners’ writing errors, thus increas-
ing the ecological validity of the study and bringing more 
empirical evidence demonstrating the efficacy of unfocused 
WCF. Another variable that can moderate the efficacy of 
WCF is L2 learners’ beliefs about WCF (Rummel & Bitchen-
er, 2015; Sinha & Nassaji, 2021). While a number of studies 
(Ghazal et al., 2014; Diab, 2015; Chen et al., 2016) have ex-
amined L2 teachers’ and learners’ beliefs and preferences 
of different types of WCF and reported that both L2 teachers 
and learners favor WCF, not much research evidence is avail-
able tracing the relation between L2 learners’ beliefs and 
the efficacy of WCF (Sinha & Nassaji, 2021). Investigating the 
relationship between learners’ perception and WCF types 
merits attention because the previous body of research has 
demonstrated that different modes of instruction seem to 
benefit L2 learners differently (Slack & Norwich, 2007; Tight, 
2010; Thomson et al., 2015). The current study was therefore 
conducted to fill two gaps: first investigating the efficacy of 
unfocused WCF on L2 learners’ writing accuracy; second, in-
vestigating if there exists any relation between WCF types 
and L2 learners’ beliefs. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Writing Accuracy and Written Corrective 
Feedback

WCF plays an important role in helping learners improve 
their writing accuracy. An accurate understanding of the 
processing of WCF has been explained in the cognitive pro-
cessing of WCF (Bitchener, 2016). WCF is an input that points 
out the erroneous output of the learners. The input provided 
in the form of WCF may raise the level of learners’ attention 
(Bitchener & Storch, 2016). Therefore, there is a possibility 
that learners respond to and process WCF, and subsequent-
ly modify their erroneous output (Bitchener & Storch, 2016). 
If learners are unable to modify their erroneous output, 
another episode of WCF may start. In this manner, WCF is 
expected to help learners improve their accuracy in writing 
(Bitchener & Storch, 2016). A great strand of research has 
tested the theoretical claims and demonstrated the efficacy 

of WCF on L2 writing (Mujtaba et al., 2021). The earlier stud-
ies on WCF reported their efficacy in revised writing (Robb et 
al., 1986; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ashwell, 2000; Truscott 
& Hsu, 2008). However, these studies were met with criti-
cism because Truscott (1996,2007) argues that exhibiting 
accuracy in revised writings is not a testimony that accura-
cy will be maintained in new writings. Thus, to counter this 
criticism, studies started examining the efficacy of WCF on 
new writing drafts (Sheen, 2007; Bitchener & Knoch, 2009; 
Guo & Barrot, 2019; Ekiert & di Gennaro, 2019; Mujtaba et al., 
2019; Suzuki et al., 2019). While these studies have shown 
the efficacy of WCF, the mode of WCF in these studies was 
focused. Focused WCF is when teachers provide feedback 
on a limited number of errors (Ellis et al., 2009). For instance, 
in a text, the teachers decide to provide feedback on Eng-
lish article errors only, while not providing feedback on the 
other types of errors. For instance, the participants in Ekiert 
and di Gennaro (2019) received WCF only on English articles. 
Likewise, Suzuki et al. (2019) provided WCF only on English 
articles and past perfect tense. Focused WCF is believed to 
be more effective than unfocused WCF, in which teachers 
provide WCF on all the errors made by the learners (Karim 
& Nassaji, 2018), because the former does not overburden 
the learners’ attentional capacity and allows them to study 
and respond to the WCF more effectively (Sheen, 2007; Ellis, 
2008; Bitchener & Storch, 2016; Lee, 2019). Karim and Nas-
saji (2018) argue that focused WCF may seem to be more 
effective than unfocused WCF, however, the findings of such 
studies are not ecologically valid (Ferris, 2010) as language 
teachers usually provide WCF on a wide range of errors. In 
this regard, Storch (2010) asserts that providing unfocused 
WCF is a real reflection of a classroom setting, thus findings 
obtain from unfocused WCF studies have a direct practical 
implication for L2 teachers. 

Since unfocused WCF is a reflection of a real classroom set-
ting, L2 scholars have started examining the effects of unfo-
cused WCF on L2 learners’ writing accuracy (Van Beuningen 
et al., 2008;2012; Frear & Chiu, 2015; Karim & Nassaji, 2018). 
However, the findings obtained from these studies are 
mixed. For instance, Van Beuningen et al. (2008) investigat-
ed whether the provision of unfocused WCF helps learners 
improve their writing accuracy in revised writing and new 
writing. The study had two groups: direct feedback and indi-
rect feedback. The findings unveiled that both WCF groups 
enabled the learners to improve their accuracy in writing in 
the short run, while in the long run, the indirect corrective 
feedback (ICF) group did not retain its accuracy in writing. 
Contrary to the findings of Van Beuningen et al. (2008), Frear 
and Chiu (2015) conducted a study to investigate the effects 
of focused and unfocused WCF. The results of the study 
concluded that both types of WCF helped learners improve 
their accuracy in writing on post-test and delayed post-test. 
More recently, Karim and Nassaji (2018) conducted a study 
to investigate the effects of unfocused WCF on L2 learners’ 
revised writing and new writing. The study had two types 
of unfocused WCF: indirect and direct. The findings of the 
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study confirmed that both types of WCF helped learners im-
prove their accuracy in the short run. However, the effects 
of WCF diluted in the long run on a new draft. Although the 
aforementioned studies unveiled the efficacy of unfocused 
WCF, the results obtained from these studies are mixed (see 
Karim & Nassaji, 2019). The mixed findings obtained from 
these studies could be attributed to the complexity of the 
feedback (Nassaji, 2015; Chen & Nassaji, 2018). Therefore, 
L2 scholars are now not only interested in investigating the 
efficacy of WCF but are also interested in unearthing the fac-
tors that influence the effectiveness of WCF (Suzuki et al., 
2019; Sinha & Nassaji, 2021).

Direct and Indirect Feedback 
Many recent L2 scholars have started to investigate not only 
the general efficacy of WCF but also if its effects differ across 
different types of WCF (Karim & Nassaji, 2019). In this regard, 
WCF studies have mainly focused on direct corrective feed-
back (DCF) and indirect corrective feedback (ICF) (Ferris & 
Robert, 2001; Ferris, 2002, 2006). DCF is when teachers pro-
vide the correct form of the erroneous output made by the 
learners (Ellis, 2008), and this correction is commonly pro-
vided by crossing or underlining the erroneous output and 
providing the correct form. In contrast, ICF is when teachers 
do not provide the correct form, rather they underline or cir-
cle the erroneous output of the learners (Ellis, 2008). While 
L2 scholars seem to advocate in favor of WCF, there is a co-
nundrum among research scholars as to which type of WCF 
is most effective (Nassaji, 2016; Guo & Barrot, 2019). For in-
stance, some researchers put their argument in favor of DCF 
because they believe this type of WCF is less confusing for 
the learners as it provides the correct form of the errone-
ous output (Bitchener et al., 2005; Sheen, 2007; Shintani et 
al., 2014). In contrast, other research scholars argue that ICF 
works better as it engages learners in autonomous learning 
and encourages them to be independent in their learning 
(Ferris, 2003, 2006). 

Despite the disagreement among the scholars over which 
type of WCF is superior, other scholars assert that the 
question of which type of WCF is superior is not relevant, 
as each type of WCF contributes to language learning dif-
ferently, therefore, the use of WCF should not be taken as 
a matter of superiority rather than suitability (Al-Rubai’ey 
& Nassaji 2013; Chen et al., 2016). Studies investigating the 
differential effects of types of WCF have reported mixed 
results. For instance, Ferris and Roberts (2001) found both 
DCF and ICF equally effective in promoting language learn-
ing. Accumulating similar research evidence, Bitchener and 
Knoch (2010) reported no significant difference between 
more explicit types of WCF (DCF and DCF+ written and oral 
metalinguistic explanation (ME) and less explicit types of 
WCF (underlining). Ellis et al. (2006) explain the distinction 
between explicit and implicit types of WCF. They explain that 
in the case of implicit feedback there is no overt indication 
that an error has been made, whereas in explicit type there 

is. Based on this rationale, DCF give is more explicit than 
ICF (Nassaji, 2016). Contrary to the findings of these studies, 
Sherpa (2021) reported the superiority of ICF over DCF. Sim-
ilarly, Nematzadeh & Siashpoosh (2017) investigating the 
effects of DCF and ICF, reported the effectiveness of both 
types of WCF. However, the ICF group exhibited higher ac-
curacy. While these studies demonstrated the superiority of 
ICF over DCF, other scholars reported the superiority of DCF 
over ICF (Bitchener et al., 2005; Guo & Barrot, 2019; Zabihi 
& Erfanitabar, 2021). Bitchener et al. (2005) investigated the 
differential effects of different types of WCF: DCF; DCF+ ME; 
DCF+ written and oral ME. The study found that DCF +writ-
ten and oral ME group exhibited higher accuracy than the 
DCF group alone. Reflecting similar findings, Zabihi and Er-
fanitabar (2021) conducted a study to examine the effect of 
DCF, DCF+ME, ICF+ME, and ICF. The study reported the su-
premacy of DCF+ME over ICF+ME and ICF groups. Taken to-
gether the findings of the aforementioned studies, it seems 
plausible to infer that there seems no certain answer as to 
which type of WCF is most effective. Indeed, Kang and Han 
(2015) in their meta-analysis rightly argued that research 
scholars have yet to decide which type of WCF (DCF and ICF) 
is superior.

Feedback Type and Beliefs of Learners
Learner beliefs have a pivotal role in second language 
learning (Rummel & Bitchener, 2015). Wenden (1999) de-
fines learner beliefs as what learners think about learning. 
Dörnyei (2005) and Barcelos (2003) assert that learner be-
liefs shape L2 learning. A great strand of WCF research has 
examined the teachers’ and learners’ beliefs about WCF and 
unveiled that both teachers and learners prefer feedback in 
general (Leki, 1991; Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994; Chen et 
al., 2016). However, Bitchener and Rummel (2015) argue 
that different types of WCF and learners’ proficiency levels 
may influence the preference of L2 learners for WCF. For in-
stance, Lee (2008) reported that WCF was preferred more 
by higher-proficiency learners than those of lower proficien-
cy. Seker and Dincer (2014) concluded that learners believe 
feedback to be beneficial for their improvement in writing 
accuracy. Similarly, Chen et al. (2016) examined the EFL 
learners’ perception of grammar instruction and feedback. 
Their study reported that learners greatly value feedback. 
Amrhein and Nassaji (2010) examined the learners’ and 
teachers’ views about the efficacy of WCF. The study report-
ed that both teachers and learners believe WCF to be es-
sential in L2 classes. However, the study also reported some 
discrepancies in the opinions of the teachers and learners. 
For instance, the majority of the students preferred unfo-
cused WCF, while nearly half of the teachers employed fo-
cused WCF. 

While the aforementioned studies demonstrated the gener-
al preference of L2 learners and teachers for WCF, there is a 
paucity of studies that have unearthed the extent to which 
L2 learners’ preferences shape the efficacy of WCF (Sinha & 
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Nassaji, 2021). In this regard, a few studies have indirectly 
examined how learner beliefs can influence the working of 
WCF (Swain & Lapkin, 2002; Storch & Wigglesworth, 2010; 
Mahfoodh & Pandian, 2011). For instance, Swain and Lapkin 
(2002) found indirect evidence of how learner beliefs influ-
ence WCF. They had their learners work collaboratively to 
produce a text in a jigsaw activity. The study unveiled that 
L2 learners when provided with the reformulations of their 
errors, they accepted the reformulations, and sometimes 
they refused them. The reason for refusal was attributed to 
the learner’s beliefs that contradicted the reformulations 
provided to them. Accumulating similar research evidence, 
Mahfoodh and Pandian (2011) demonstrated that one of 
the learners refused the reformulation provided by the 
teacher because it modified the meaning of the sentence 
the learner had intended to express. Similarly, Storch and 
Wigglesworth (2010) reported that learners were unlikely 
to accept the WCF if it was against their preferences and 
beliefs. In a few rare studies, Rummel and Bitchener (2015) 
directly examined the relationship between learner beliefs 
and WCF. To this end, they unearthed the learners’ beliefs 
about WCF at the outset of the study and later assigned 
them to one control and three treatment group: DCF, ICF, 
and ME. These learners were then provided with the WCF 
types they preferred, while the others were not given the 
preferred WCF type. The results unveiled that learners ben-
efitted the most from WCF when they received the feedback 
type they preferred. More recently, Mujtaba et al. (2022) 
conducted a study to examine the differential effectiveness 
of audio-based and text-based computed mediated feed-
back types and whether there was any relationship between 
the feedback types and the learners’ preferences. The study 
unveiled that learners who received the feedback type they 
preferred exhibited higher accuracy in the text-reconstruc-
tion writing tests than those who did not receive the feed-
back type they preferred. While the authors demonstrated 
that learner beliefs influence the effectiveness of the WCF 
type, the findings of the study may not hold valid for written 
corrective feedback because the mode of feedback in the 
current study is written. Sheen (2010) also substantiates this 
statement by stating that the mode of feedback may influ-
ence the effectiveness of WCF. 

Taken together the findings of the aforementioned studies, 
it seems clear that there is a dearth of studies examining 
the efficacy of unfocused WCF on L2 learners’ writing. It also 
becomes clear that a limited number of studies have directly 
examined the relationship between learner beliefs and WCF 
types. Based on these gaps in the literature, the current 
study intends to answer the following questions:

1.	 How effective are direct and indirect unfocused WCF 
types in helping ESL learners improve accuracy in writ-
ing?

2.	 What are the preferences and beliefs of ESL learners re-
garding WCF in general and the types of feedback?

3.	 Is there any relationship between WCF types and learn-
er belief? If yes, do the learners who receive their pre-
ferred WCF types produce more accurate written texts 
than those who do not receive their preferred WCF 
types?

METHODOLOGY

Participants 
The current study recruited three intact classes of Function-
al English totaling 119 first-semester undergraduate stu-
dents (see Table 1 for demographics). Functional English 
is a mandatory course that focuses on L2 learners’ gram-
mar and writing accuracy. The learners in this course are 
expected to learn and produce different writings, including, 
process, narrative, and picture descriptions. These learners 
were administered the Oxford Placement Test (OPT) before 
the commencement of the study to ensure they are ho-
mogenous in terms of language proficiency. The OPT has 
60 items that measure the grammar and vocabulary of test 
takers. The result of the OPT demonstrated no significant 
difference among the groups (p=.699). After eliminating the 
participants who could not participate during the complete 
study, data from 105 participants from three classes re-
mained. These intact classes were then randomly allocated 
to a control group (n=35) and two treatment groups: DCF 
(n=37) and ICF (n=33).

Data Collection Instrument
The data for the current study was conducted employing 
questionnaires and writing tasks. The subsequent sections 
explain these instruments in detail. 

Questionnaire

Since one of the purposes of the research was to unearth 
learner beliefs about WCF and to see how these beliefs af-
fect the efficacy of WCF, the current study adapted a ques-
tionnaire from Chen et al. (2016) (see Appendix A). The 
questionnaire was initially designed by Amrhein and Nassaji 

Table 1
Demographics of the Participants

Total Male Female Age (average) Proficiency Education

Participants 105 49 56 20 B 1 Undergraduate
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(2010) after extensive reviewing and a pilot study. The ques-
tionnaire contains closed-ended and open-ended questions 
regarding learners’ beliefs about WCF, and which type of 
WCF they prefer (see Chen et al., 2016). The responses to 
the open-ended questionnaire were analyzed qualitatively, 
while the close-ended questions were analyzed quantita-
tively. The participants had to record their responses on a 
Likert scale or multiple choice formats. The questionnaire 
was pilot studied to estimate the time needed to complete 
and to ensure that the language used in the questionnaire 
was properly understood by the participants. The question-
naire has been used in previous studies (Amrhein & Nas-
saji, 2010; Chen et al., 2016; Sinha & Nassaji, 2021), and it 
also yielded an acceptable alpha value for the present study 
(.858)

Writing Tasks 

Since the aim of the study was to assess the efficacy of un-
focused WCF on L2 learners’ writing accuracy, picture de-
scription narrative writing was chosen. The use of picture 
description narrative writing allows learners to write natu-
rally (Rummel & Bitchener, 2015), and the researchers ex-
pect a wide variety of errors related to past tenses, prepo-
sitions, articles, passive voice, and subject-verb agreement, 
etc. Secondly, narrative writing is a part of the Functional 
English course, thereby asking learners to write a narra-
tive text would make the findings of the study ecologically 
valid. After consulting the course teachers involved in the 
current study, three picture description narrative writings 
were adopted from Heaton’s (1975) Beginning Composi-
tion Through Pictures. Several WCF studies have adopted 
picture description narrative writings from Heaton’s Begin-
ning Composition Through Pictures (Khezrlou, 2019; Zhang, 
2021). Each picture description narrative writing task had six 
pictures displayed sequentially, and the participants were 
instructed to write about the story shown in the picture in 
between 120-150 words in 25 minutes. The first writing task 
was titled Waiting for a bus.  The pictures depicted the story 
of three small boys and how they could not get a place on 
the first bus. The boys finally got a place on the second bus 
and later found that the first bus got broken. The second 
writing task was titled A surprise. The pictures depicted the 
story of a man with a suitcase waiting at the airport, and 
how his suitcase was stolen. The third writing task was titled 
The chase. The pictures depicted the story of a boy who lost 
his parcel on the way and how he was chased by a stranger. 

Procedure of Data Collection 
Before the commencement of the data collection, the first 
author discussed the purpose of the study with the course 
teachers. The researchers recruited two teachers: one for 
the control group and the other for the treatment group. 
The first author discussed the data collection procedure of 
the study and the scoring criteria of the writing tasks with 
the teachers and clarification was provided by the first au-

thor where required. The data collection commenced half-
way through the semester ensuring that all the participants 
had received instruction on paragraph writing. The teachers 
explained how paragraphs are written and that past tenses 
are usually used while describing narrative picture descrip-
tion writing. The teachers did not teach grammar explicit-
ly nor any feedback on grammar errors was provided.  In 
week 1 of the study, the teachers administered the OPT to 
ensure the participants of the study were similar in terms of 
language proficiency. The first picture description narrative 
writing was administered across the three classes in week 
2. The participants were asked to write 120-150 words in 25 
minutes (based on the findings from the pilot study). This 
writing was taken as a pre-test as it was administered be-
fore the learners received unfocused WCF on their writing. 
The teachers had one-week time to check the writings and 
provide unfocused WCF on the errors. The control group 
teacher only scored the writing, and no feedback was pro-
vided. In week 3, the teachers distributed the written drafts 
of the learners (from week 2). Consistent with other WCF 
studies (Shintani et al., 2014; Reynolds & Kao, 2019; Suzuki 
et al., 2019; Zhang, 2021), the treatment group participants 
were given 5 minutes to review the feedback provided on 
their writings, while the participants in the control group 
were asked to read their work and look for possible errors 
themselves, as done in previous WCF studies (Sheen, 2007; 
Rummel & Bitchener, 2015). During this time, the teachers 
did not provide any comments on the errors, nor the learn-
ers were asked to revise their texts. After the lapse of 5 min-
utes, the teachers collected the written drafts from the par-
ticipants. The second picture description narrative writing 
was administered across the three classes in week 4. This 
writing was taken as a post-test as it was administered after 
the learners have received the WCF treatment session. The 
participants were given 25 minutes to write between 120-
150 words. The teachers did not return the second picture 
description writing task to the participants. The teachers 
had a week time to score the writings. The delayed post-
test was administered in week 7 in which the learners had 
to write a picture description narrative writing 3. This writ-
ing was taken as a delayed post-test since it assessed the 
retention of the WCF by the treatment group participants. 
The teachers did not return the second picture description 
writing task to the participants. Post completing the delayed 
post-test, the teachers administered the questionnaire to 
the two treatment groups. The data collection procedure is 
schematized in Figure 1.

Operationalization of Unfocused WCF
The current study had two treatment groups: direct cor-
rective feedback (DCF) and indirect corrective group (ICF). 
Since the aim of the study was to examine the efficacy of 
unfocused WCF on L2 learners’ writing accuracy, the current 
study provided WCF on all the errors made by the learners, 
as done in the previous WCF studies (Van Beuningen et al., 
2012; Karim & Nassaji, 2018).
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Direct Corrective Feedback Group 
The learners in the DCF group received direct correction of 
their errors by their teacher. The teacher crossed the erro-
neous part and provided the correct form. For instance, see 
sentence (1) 

The childrens were waited for the school bus.
		  children		  waiting

Indirect Corrective Feedback Group

The learners in the ICF group did not receive a corrected 
form of their erroneous output, rather the errors were un-
derlined only. For instance, see sentence (2)

When the bus was arrived, it was full by people.

Scoring of the Written Drafts
The written drafts at three testing times of both treatment 
groups and the control group were scored by their respec-
tive teachers. Following previous WCF studies (Chandler, 
2003; Karim & Nassaji, 2018; Author et al., 2021), we em-
ployed an error ratio metric to capture the writing accuracy 
of the participants. The metric of error ratio would also en-
able the researchers to account for the differences in text-

Slength of each participant. The error ratio was computed 
by counting the total number of errors made by a partic-
ipant divided by the total number of words written multi-
plied by 100. All the writings were scored again by the fourth 
author to ensure the reliability of the scoring. The inter-rater 
reliability between the two raters for all three writings was 
found to be good and acceptable for both treatment groups 
and the control group. For treatment group, DCF, pre-test 
(ICC= .811, 95% CI=.633, .903), post-test (ICC=.943, 95% CI= 
.890, .971), delayed post-test (ICC= .888, 95% CI= .783, .942). 
Similarly, for ICF: pre-test (ICC=.834, 95% CI= .665, .918). The 
inter-rater reliability was good and acceptable for the con-
trol group for all three writings: pre-test (ICC=.836, 95% CI, 

.676, .917), post-test (ICC=.824, 95% CI, .652, .911), and de-
layed post-test (ICC=.802, 95% CI, .609, .900).

DATA ANALYSIS

RQ1. How Effective are Direct and Indirect WCF 
Types in Helping ESL Learners Improve Writing 
Accuracy?

To answer RQ1, we analyzed the written drafts of the par-
ticipants produced at pre-test, post-test, and delayed post-

Figure 1
Schematization of the Data Collection Procedure

Table 2	
Descriptive Statistics of Error Rates across Three Testing Times

Groups N Pre-test Post-test Delayed post-test

M SD M SD M SD

DCF 37 18.7 2.1 14.9 3.0 13.8 2.4

ICF 33 20.0 2.4 16.9 2.3 15.5 2.6

Control 35 19.9 2.2 18.5 2.3 18.2 1.8

Note. M= mean of error rat
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test. We first calculated the descriptive statistics of the error 
rates of three writings produced by both treatment and con-
trol groups (see Table 2). 

We then applied a one-way on the pre-test error rates of 
the three groups. To test whether the mean values reported 
in Table 2 are significantly different from the control group, 
we applied one-way ANOVA to answer RQ1. Before applying 
the ANOVA test, the assumptions of the ANOVA test were 
checked. The examination of the data at the pre-test indicat-
ed the assumption of the normality was met for the three 
groups: DCF (Shapiro- Wilk, p= .290); ICF (Shapiro-Wilk, p= 
.90), and control group (Shapiro-Wilk, p=.209). The data at 
the pre-test also met the condition of Homogeneity of Var-
iance (Leven’s test=.904). The result of the one-way ANOVA 
reported no significant difference among the three groups 
at the outset of the study [F (2,102) = 2.98, p=.55], indicating 
that all the groups were homogenous in terms of writing 
accuracy. After ensuring homogeneity among the groups 
at the pre-test, we analyzed the post-test and delayed post-
test error rate scores of the three groups. The assumption 
of the normality and homogeneity of variance were met at 
both post-test and the delayed post-test. One-way ANOVA 
reported a significant difference among the three groups 
for post-test [F (2,102) = 17.4, p=.000]. Similarly, one-way 
ANOVA reported a significant difference among the three 
groups at the delayed post-test [F (2,102) = 31.7, p= .000]. 
We then applied a post hoc multiple comparison test to iso-

late the group differences at the post-test and delayed post-
test. The multiple post hoc comparison test unveils that 
both treatment groups significantly outperform the control 
group at the post-test and delayed post-test (see Table 3).

RQ2. What are the Preferences and Beliefs of 
ESL Learners Regarding WCF in General and 
the Types of Feedback?

To answer RQ2, we analyzed the questionnaire to unearth 
the two treatment group participants’ beliefs about learn-
ing grammar and receiving feedback from teachers. The 
participants of the groups were also asked to give their 
preference on the different types of WCF– DCF or ICF. The 
questionnaire was analyzed by calculating the percentages 
and frequencies of responses to each item. The first ques-
tion asked whether grammar is useful for improving writing. 
Table 4 presents the participants’ responses to this question. 
From Table 4, it becomes evident that the majority of the 
participants 59 out of 70 view grammar as very useful for 
improving writing accuracy.

The next question was designed to elicit the participant’s 
beliefs about the significance of WCF in general. The result 
of the questionnaire unveiled that the majority of the par-
ticipants 61 out of 70 believe WCF to be very useful, while 6 
out of 70 indicated WCF to be somewhat useful (see Table 5). 

Table 3
Comparison of Treatment and Control Group at Post-Test and Delayed Post-Test

Group Contrast
Post-test Delayed Post-test

Cohen d P-value Cohen d P-value

DCF vs. Control 2.3 .005* 2.0 .007*

ICF vs. Control 0.6 .003* 1.2 .000*

DCF vs. ICF 0.7 .005* 0.8 .007*

Table 4
Frequencies of Participants’ Responses to Q 1: Grammar and Writing

Options

  Very useful Somewhat useful Not Very useful Not useful at all        Total 

N 59 09 02 0 70

% of Response 84 13 03 0 100

Table 5
Frequencies of Participants’ Responses to Q2: WCF and Grammar

Options

  Very useful Somewhat useful Not Very useful Not useful at all Total 

N 61 6 3 0 70

% of Response 87 09 04 0 100
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The third question was meant to ascertain the learners’ be-
liefs about the amount of WCF they prefer receiving from 
their teachers. Table 6 reports that the majority of the par-
ticipants, 66 out of 70, responded in favor of receiving WCF 
on all the errors in their writing. Not a single participant in-
dicated that they do not want their teachers to correct any 
errors in their writing. From Table 6, it becomes evident that 
the participants prefer unfocused WCF.

The fourth question was designed to elicit the participants’ 
responses pertaining to the effectiveness of DCF and ICF 
feedback types, irrespective of the type of feedback that they 
received. The analysis of the fourth question demonstrated 
that the majority of the participants rated DCF as very useful 
(see Table 7). From Table 7, it becomes clear that a great ma-
jority of the participants (83%) valued DCF to be very useful. 
In contrast, 38 % valued ICF to be very useful. The analysis 
of the participants’ responses further unearthed that those 
who voiced DCF to be very useful were of the view that this 
type of feedback does not create any confusion. In contrast, 

the participants who voice ICF to be very useful reported 
that this type of feedback (ICF) is enough. The participants 
said that they can reach the correct form of the error if the 
error is underlined. 

The fifth question was meant to gauge the efficacy of the 
WCF the participants received in their respective groups. Ta-
ble 8 presents the opinion of the learners pertaining to the 
type of feedback they received in their respective groups. In 
the DCF group, 70 % of the participants regarded DCF to be 
very useful, while 11 % of the participants regarded DCF as 
not very useful. Similarly, in the ICF group, 18 % of the partic-
ipants regarded ICF to be very useful, while the majority of 
the participants (58%) reported ICF to be somewhat useful. 
To sum up, the majority of the respondents voiced in favor 
of DCF citing reasons that this type of feedback is less con-
fusing. Likewise, the participants who voice in favor of ICF 
cited reasons that this type of feedback is sufficient and ICF 
also allows us (the learners) to not become dependent on 
the teachers every time for error corrections. 

Table 6
Frequencies of Participants’ Responses to Q 3: WCF on All Errors

Options

  Correct all 
errors

Correct major errors, but 
not the minor ones

Correct errors that inter-
fere with the message

Should not cor-
rect any error

Total 

N 66 4 0 0 70

% of Response 94 6 0 0 100

Table 7
Frequencies of Participants’ Responses to Q4: DCF vs. ICF

DCF ICF

Options N % N %

Very useful 58 83 27 38

Somewhat useful 7 10 18 26

Not very useful 3 4 14 20

Not useful at all 2 3   11 16

Total 70 100 70 100

Table 8
Frequencies of Participants’ Responses to Q5. Efficacy of the Type of WCF Received

DCF ICF

Options N % N %

Very useful 26 70 06 18

Somewhat useful 7 19 19 58

Not very useful 4 11 08 24

Not useful at all 0 00   0 00

Total 37 100 33 100
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RQ3. Is There any Relationship between L2 
Learners’ Writing Accuracy and Learner 
Beliefs and References? If Yes, do the Learners 
Who Receive Their Preferred WCF Types 
Produce More Accurate Written Texts Than 
Those Who do not Receive Their Preferred WCF 
Types?

To answer RQ3, we first analyzed the questionnaire and cal-
culated the frequencies of responses indicating the prefer-
ences of learners for direct and indirect types of feedback. 
We then applied Pearson Correlation to ascertain whether 
there is any significant relationship between learners’ over-
all perception of WCF preferred feedback type and their 
writing accuracy measured in terms of error rate at both 
post-test and delayed post-test. We applied the Pearson 
correlation based on the responses accrued from question 
5 of the questionnaire (see Table 8).  The result of the Pear-
son Correlation unveiled no significant correlation between 
the learners’ preferred feedback type and error rate at post-
test (r=-.016, p=.898). Similarly, no significant correlation 
was found between the learners’ preferred feedback type 
and error rate at delayed post-test (r=-.110, p=.364). After 
ascertaining the correlation between the preferred feed-
back types and error rate, we then divided the learners into 
two groups: 1) those who preferred DCF and those who pre-
ferred ICF. We then applied independent samples t-test to 
ascertain if there is any significant difference between the 
two groups favoring different types of WCF. The result un-
veiled no significant difference between the two groups at 
post-test (t=-1.83, p=.072, df=68) and delayed post-test (t=-

1.55, p=.125, df=68). This indicates that the learners’ prefer-
ence does not influence the efficacy of WCF reflected in the 
writing accuracy of the learners at the post-test and delayed 
post-test. However, this provides an incomplete picture as 
we do not know whether the learners who received the feed-
back they preferred outperformed those who did not re-
ceive the feedback they preferred. To achieve this, we made 
two subgroups, meaning each group (DCF and ICF) is divid-
ed into two groups: those who received the feedback they 
preferred and those who did not receive the feedback they 
preferred (see Tables 9 and 10). Since the group size shrank 
to less than 30, we applied a non-parametric Mann-Whitney 
U test. The result of the Mann-Whitney U test reported no 
significant difference between the two subgroups of DCF at 
the post-test (U=78.5, p=.312) and delayed post-test (U=72.0, 
p=.213). Similarly, no significant difference between the two 
subgroups of ICF was found: post-test (U=109.5, p=.345) and 
delayed post-test (U=99, p=.191). This indicates that even 
the learners who received their preferred feedback type did 
not perform significantly different from those who did not 
receive their preferred feedback type.

DISCUSSION

The current research was conducted to examine the effects 
of two forms of unfocused WCF: direct and indirect on ESL 
learners’ writing. The research also explored the relation-
ship between the efficacy of WCF and learner beliefs and 
whether the learner beliefs and preferences for a particular 
type of WCF have any influence on the writing accuracy of 
the learners measured in terms of error rate. The RQ1 of 

Table 9
Descriptive Statistics of Error Rate for Preferred and not Preferred Sub-Sets of DCF and ICF at Post-Test

  DCF (error rate), N=37   ICF (n=33)

  Not preferred DCF Preferred DCF   Preferred ICF Not preferred ICF

N 4 33 25 8

Mean 15.5 14.8 16.6 17.3

Median 16 14.5 17 17

SD 2.1 3.2   2.5 2.1

Table 10
Descriptive Statistics of Error Rate for Preferred and not Preferred Sub-Sets of DCF and ICF at Delayed Test

  DCF (n=37)   ICF (n=33)

  Not preferred DCF Preferred DCF   Preferred ICF      Not preferred ICF

N 4 33 25 8

Mean 15 13.7 14.8 16.4

Median 15 13.5 15 15.2

SD 2.2 2.4   2 3.1
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the study sought to answer how effective direct and indi-
rect WCF types are in assisting ESL learners to produce texts 
with fewer errors. We computed the error rate of the num-
ber of errors made by the participants at three testing times. 
The results of one- ANOVA unveiled that both types of WCF 
significantly performed better than the control group at 
post-test and delayed post-test. This aligns with the findings 
of the previous WCF studies that demonstrated that WCF 
helped learners improve their writing accuracy (Bitchener 
et al., 2005; Karim & Nassaji, 2018; Rahimi, 2019; Author et 
al., 2021). For instance, Karim and Nassaji (2018) conducted 
a study examining the differential effects of unfocused WCF 
types on L2 learners’ writing accuracy on revised and new 
writing drafts. The study demonstrated that unfocused WCF 
helped learners improve writing accuracy in revised and new 
drafts. Karim and Nassaji (2018) administered three rounds 
of WCF treatment sessions while the current study had one 
round of WCF. The results of the current study are substan-
tiated by Bitchener’s (2016) cognitive processing model of 
WCF which explains how a single episode of WCF can help 
learners notice their linguistic inaccuracies and thereby im-
prove them in subsequent drafts (see Bitcher, 2016 for cog-
nitive processing of WCF). We also examined the differential 
effects of DCF and ICF and found that learners who received 
DCF produced written texts with significantly fewer errors 
than those who received ICF at both post-test and delayed 
post-test as reflected by the mean error rate. Moreover, the 
effect size, represented by Cohen d was higher for the DCF 
group at post-test (Cohen d= 2.3) and delayed post-test (Co-
hen d= 2.0) than for the ICF group at post-test (Cohen d= 
0.6) and delayed post-test (Cohen d=1.2). This aligns with 
the previous WCF studies that demonstrated the superior-
ity of DCF over ICF (Chandler, 2003; Van Beuningen et al., 
2012; Guo & Barrot, 2019; Author & Author, 2022). One plau-
sible reason for the DCF group to exhibit significantly higher 
accuracy in writing than the ICF group could be attributed 
to the learners’ proficiency level. The participants in the 
present study had (B1) intermediate language proficiency 
based on the score of the OPT. There is a possibility that the 
learners in the ICF group may have needed more than the 
underlining of their errors to produce the correct linguistic 
forms. In contrast, the DCF learners were given the correct 
forms of their erroneous linguistic output, thereby making 
it less confusing for them. Bitchener and Ferris (2012) also 
assert that ICF works effectively for advanced L2 learners as 
these learners “have a larger linguistic repertoire to draw 
on” (p.105). While the superiority of the DCF group in help-
ing learners produce more accurate texts aligns with the 
aforementioned studies, there are a few studies that report-
ed contradictory findings, that is, these studies did not find 
any significant difference between the DCF and ICF groups. 
For instance, Sinha and Nassaji (2021) did not find any signif-
icant difference between the ICF group and the DCF group 
in helping learners improve their writing accuracy over time 
in new writing drafts. One possible reason for such a con-
tradictory finding between the current study and their study 
could be attributed to the delivery of the ICF. The ICF group 

in the current study had their errors underlined, while the 
ICF group in Sinha and Nassaji (2021) had their errors un-
derlined with metalinguistic clues. This makes the delivery 
of ICF in Sinha and Nassaji’s (2021) study more explicit. This 
indicates that the degree of explicitness of the feedback in-
fluences the efficacy of WCF, as demonstrated in the previ-
ous WCF studies (Sheen, 2007; Suzuki et al., 2019; Zabihi & 
Erfanitabar, 2021; Author & Author, 2022). Similarly, Sherpa 
(2021) conducted a study to examine the effects of DCF and 
ICF on the past tense. The study demonstrated that the ICF 
group produced texts containing fewer past tense errors 
than the DCF group. One possible reason for such a diver-
gent finding between the current study and Sherpa’s (2021) 
could be attributed to methodological differences. The ICF 
group in Sherpa (2021) was given grammar notes that they 
were allowed to read while they produced a new draft, but 
not the DCF group. In contrast, the errors of the ICF group of 
the current study were underlined. There is a possibility that 
the additional grammar rules may have given the advan-
tage to the ICF group over the DCF group in Sherpa’s study. 

The RQ2 of the study aimed to unveil the learners’ beliefs 
about WCF. The examination of the questionnaire demon-
strated that the majority of the participants believed WCF to 
be an important teaching tool that can aid learners in their 
writing. These participants also showed their inclination to-
ward unfocused WCF, indicating that it is important for their 
teachers to mark all the errors in writing. These findings are 
largely reflected in previous WCF studies (Amrhein & Nassaji, 
2010; Mahfoodh & Pandian, 2011; Chen et al., 2016; Sinha & 
Nassaji, 2021). For instance, the participants in Amrhein and 
Nassaji (2010) also “thought it most useful for teachers to 
provide WCF on as many errors as possible” (p.114). In addi-
tion to unveiling the preference of L2 learners regarding the 
usefulness of WCF in classes, the questionnaire was meant 
to unearth the beliefs of learners for different types of WCF. 
The analysis of the questionnaire demonstrated that the ma-
jority of the participants favored the direct form of feedback 
correction over the indirect form of feedback. This aligns 
with the previous WCF studies that explored the preference 
of learners for the different types of WCF (Lee,2005, 2008; 
Karim & Nassaji, 2015; Orts & Salazar, 2016). The learners in 
the current study expressed that the direct form of correc-
tion is less confusing as they are provided with the correct 
answer. This echoes the findings of Karim and Nassaji (2015) 
where the participants who received DCF voiced “this type 
of CF was very helpful in correcting the errors because both 
the errors and their corrections (i.e., target forms) were 
identified” (p.18). Taken together the results obtained from 
the questionnaire, it becomes clear that ESL learners value 
WCF in general and believe that with the provision of teach-
ers’ feedback in classes they can improve their understand-
ing of grammar and produce written texts with fewer errors. 
The majority of the learners also posited that all linguistic 
inaccuracies in writing should be corrected by the instruc-
tors. This statement should be given due consideration by 
the ESL/EFL teachers as errors that are not treated by the 
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teachers may become fossilized (Selinker, 1972). The learn-
ers of the current study preferred the direct form of error 
correction over the indirect form of error correction on the 
pretext that the former type of error correction is less con-
fusing as the correct form of the erroneous linguistic output 
is provided by the teachers. 

The third question of the study was posited to find if there is 
any correlation between the learners’ beliefs and preferenc-
es about the WCF types and the efficacy of WCF measured 
in terms of error ratio at post-test and delayed post-test. 
The result of the Pearson correlation unveiled no significant 
correlation between the learners’ preferred feedback type 
and writing accuracy at the post-test and the delayed post-
test. Similarly, the result of the independent samples t-test 
reported no significant difference was found between the 
groups who favored DCF and ICF, suggesting that prefer-
ence for WCF does not moderate the efficacy of the feed-
back. We also applied the Mann-Whitney U test to ascertain 
whether the learners who received the feedback they pre-
ferred performed statistically different than those who did 
not receive the feedback they preferred. The result of the 
Mann-Whitney U test unveiled that no significant difference 
was observed between the groups who received the feed-
back they preferred with those who did not receive the feed-
back they preferred, suggesting that the writing accuracy of 
the learners was not different even if they received the type 
of feedback they preferred. While these findings resonate 
with the findings of Sinha and Nassaji (2021), the results 
contradict the findings of (Swain & Lapkin, 2002; Storch & 
Wigglesworth, 2010; Rummel & Bitchener, 2015; Author et 
al., 2022). For instance, Storch and Wigglesworth (2010) re-
ported that the learners while revising the texts used the 
feedback they preferred to be effective. Similarly, Rummel 
and Bitchener (2015) demonstrated that the learners who 
received the feedback they preferred could eliminate more 
errors in their writing than the ones who did not receive the 
feedback they preferred. More recently, Author et al. (2022) 
reported that computer-mediated feedback was more ef-
fective when allied with the preferred learning style of the 
learners. There are possible reasons for such contradicto-
ry findings. For instance, the participants in Rummel and 
Bitchener (2015) and Author et al. (2022) received multiple 
exposures to the WCF, meaning these participants received 
WCF more than once on their writings. In contrast, the par-
ticipants in the current study received WCF only once. There 
is a possibility that learners in Rummel and Bitchener (2015) 
and Author et al. (2022) may have become accustomed to 
their preferred feedback type after getting multiple expo-
sures to the WCF. Another possible reason for not finding 
any correlation between learners’ belief and the efficacy of 
WCF measured in terms of error rate could be attributed to 
the fact that the learners may have a wrong belief about 
the type of WCF they preferred. For instance, the partic-
ipants have shown their preference for ICF in the ques-
tionnaire, but in reality, they may have been interested in 
receiving DCF. This misalignment has also been shown in 

previous studies where learners’ and teachers’ beliefs are 
not aligned with their actual practice (Han & Hyland, 2015; 
Mao & Crosthwaite, 2019). However, this needs to be tested 
more rigorously in future studies. 

CONCLUSION

The current study unveiled that the learners improved their 
writing accuracy after receiving unfocused WCF. The study 
reported that both types of WCF: ICF and DCF facilitated the 
learners in both post-test and delayed post-test. However, 
the DCF type of WCF was more effective than the ICF. The 
study also unearthed the learners’ beliefs about WCF, gram-
mar learning, and different types of WCF. The analysis of the 
questionnaire unveiled that the majority of the participants 
regarded grammar as important for the mastery of writing. 
These participants also termed WCF as an important peda-
gogical tool with which they can improve their writing. The 
examination of the questionnaire also demonstrated that 
most of the participants preferred receiving unfocused WCF 
from their teachers. While the analysis of the questionnaire 
demonstrated the participants’ beliefs about WCF, no rela-
tion was found between participants’ beliefs and the effi-
cacy of WCF measured in terms of error ratio. The learners 
who received their preferred feedback did not perform sig-
nificantly different from the ones who did not receive their 
preferred feedback. 

The current study offers some important pedagogical impli-
cations for L2 teachers. Firstly, the current study has demon-
strated that WCF improved the writing accuracy of the treat-
ment groups. This must encourage L2 teachers to employ 
unfocused WCF in writing classes to help learners overcome 
their writing errors. Secondly, the findings demonstrate 
that both types of WCF helped learners improve their writ-
ing accuracy. However, the DCF type of feedback was more 
effective, therefore, teachers can use these forms of WCF 
as per their teaching context. For instance, in large classes, 
teachers often do not find time to provide WCF. In such cas-
es, teachers can use ICF as it can help learners to overcome 
their errors in writing, and it is also less time-consuming 
than DCF. Thirdly, albeit the current study did not find any 
relation between learners’ beliefs and the efficacy of WCF, 
it is still recommended that teachers should not ignore the 
learners’ beliefs about WCF and should consider them be-
fore employing the different types of WCF. The current study 
although providing important pedagogical implications is 
not without limitations. First, the current study recruited 
participants from an ESL background. Therefore, future 
studies should recruit participants from an EFL background 
to yield more research evidence. Secondly, the current study 
employed only one treatment session. Future researchers 
should employ multiple WCF treatment sessions to make 
the design of the study more ecologically valid. Lastly, fu-
ture studies may also think of employing think aloud quali-
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tative technique to examine how learners engage with the 
feedback provided to them.
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APPENDIX

Questionnaire 

1.	 How useful is grammar for mastering the writing? Please check one of the following options
	 1.	 Not useful at all
	 2.	 Not very useful
	 3.	 Somewhat useful
	 4.	 Very useful 

2.	 How useful is WCF in improving writing accuracy? Please check one of the following options
	 1.	 Not useful at all
	 2.	 Not very useful
	 3.	 Somewhat useful
	 4.	 Very useful 

3.	 If there are many errors in your writing, what do you prefer your instructor to do? Please check one of the following 
options

	 1.	 My instructor should correct all errors.
	 2.	 My instructor should correct major errors but not the minor ones.
	 3.	 My instructor should only correct errors that interfere with the message.
	 4.	 My instructor should not correct any error 

4.	 Please indicate your opinion for the degree of usefulness of each of the following technique. 
Please provide a reason of your choice. 
4=Very useful; 3=Somewhat useful; 2=Not very useful; 4= Not useful at all 

	 a)	 Underlining the error without correcting it
		  Example: He drive home every day.
	 b)	 Underlining/Crossing the error and then correcting it
		  Example: He drive home every day. (drives)

5.	 How effective is the feedback type that you received in the current study? Please provide a reason of your choice. 
	 1.	 Not useful at all
	 2.	 Not very useful
	 3.	 Somewhat useful
	 4.	 Very useful
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ABSTRACT
Background. Providing learners with written corrective feedback (WCF) on their writing is 
crucial to the ESL learning process.

Purpose. This research is aimed at examining the effects of indicating errors as implicit WCF on 
the writing skills of ESL learners, as well as identifying learners’ perceptions towards its use in 
their essay writing.

Methods. This is a mixed methods research involving the gathering of data both quantitatively 
and qualitatively. By means of a purpose sampling method, 50 ESL learners from a private 
university in Selangor, Malaysia were selected for this study. They underwent a two-week training 
period during which they were taught to self-correct their essays based on  errors indicated 
as implicit WCF by their lecturer. This also included a pre-test and a post-test administered in 
between. Finally, 10 respondents were interviewed to gain their perceptions on the use of this 
technique as implicit WCF in their writing.

Results. The results showed that the students achieved a slightly significant improvement in 
their essay writing skills. They also had a positive perception of the use of the lecturer’s indication 
of errors as implicit WCF in their essay writing.

Conclusion and Implications: In conclusion, error indication as implicit WCF is effective 
for enhancing writing skills, and the ESL learners perceived it positively. This present study 
contributes fundamental pedagogical implications and recommendations for future research. 
ESL instructors are encouraged to adopt and apply this technique in their composition writing 
lessons.

KEYWORDS
error indication, self-correction, implicit, corrective feedback, autonomous learners

INTRODUCTION
Giving and receiving corrective feedback 
is one essential aspect of teaching and 
learning process in the ESL classroom. It 
is one of the strategies used by educators 
to improve their students’ learning and 
academic performance. Corrective feed-
back administered can either be in the 
form of oral or written feedback. Previ-
ous researchers have classified the types 
of corrective feedback (CF) into different 
categories. Lyster and Ranta (1997) classi-
fied feedback into three main categories 
i.e., direct feedback (explicit correction), 
prompt (metalinguistic clue, elicitation, 
repetition, and clarification request) and 
implicit feedback (recast). On the other 

hand, Bitchener and Ferris (2012) cate-
gorised feedback into two main types: 
direct or explicit, and indirect or implicit 
feedback. The main difference between 
this feedback rests on learners’ aware-
ness of their understanding of some-
thing (Godfroid et al., 2015). In indirect or 
implicit feedback, teachers do not inform 
the students about their errors explicit-
ly but use specific codes to indicate the 
type of errors, in order to prompt stu-
dents to brainstorm, search, and fix the 
errors (Ferris & Roberts, 2001). Teachers 
may offer feedback by underlining or 
circling the error, showing where the er-
ror has occurred using a code and what 
type of error it is, or stating in the mar-
gin the number of errors (Baleghizadeh 
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& Dadashi, 2011; Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Ferris & Roberts, 
2001). In direct or explicit feedback, actual corrections are 
given overtly by the teacher by crossing out unnecessary 
sentences, words, phrases, or morphemes or inserting a 
missing one (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012). Conversely, using a 
prompt, the teacher can encourage learners to think about 
the error, while not providing the correct form (Ito, 2015). 
In short, prompts involve using a variety of signals which 
encourage learners to self-correct (Lyster, 2002).

Providing appropriate corrective feedback to students in a 
timely and constructive manner is crucial for enriching their 
abilities towards self-direction. This can involved application 
of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978) 
and scaffolding to students’ learning. Lyster and Saito (2010) 
contend that corrective feedback (CF) functions as important 
scaffolding which  teachers need to provide to learners for 
continuous second language growth. The usual approach is 
for teachers to provide successive levels of temporary sup-
port, in order to boost students’ comprehension and skills 
acquisition. These supportive strategies are incrementally 
removed when they are no longer needed. Then the teacher 
gradually transfers more responsibilities over the learning 
process to the students. This sociocultural theory of cogni-
tive development by Lev Vygotsky (1934) requires teachers 
to adjust the level of his or her help in response to the learn-
ers’ level of performance. Gradually, students are given the 
responsibilities to take charge of their own learning, since 
success in the 21st Century learning requires knowing how 
to learn. Similarly, it is especially beneficial for ESL learners 
to acquire the productive language skills of speaking and 
writing.

In any educational context, ESL learners are expected to 
gradually acquire good writing skills and achieve commend-
able linguistic competence. This skill is especially important 
in tertiary education where learners are required to engage 
in a wide range of academic writing. Good writing skills are 
judged on linguistic accuracy. ESL learners are expected to 
use correct grammar and syntax, and suitable vocabulary 
in their academic writing. However, this is easier said that 
done for many learners. Hence, CF is important for students 
to appreciate mistakes made in writing. It helps give them 
clear guidance on how to improve their flaws. Furthermore, 
feedback can also boost students’ confidence (Martin & Al-
varez Valdivia, 2017), self-awareness (Miller et. al.,2017), and 
motivation (Taskiran & Yazici, 2021) in learning a second lan-
guage. In short, the importance of CF to ESL learners are 
numerous.

Written corrective feedback (WCF) can be categorised as: 
focused vs. unfocused WCF; direct vs. indirect WCF; and ex-
plicit vs. implicit WCF (Ferris, Liu, Sinha, & Senna, 2013). Past 
studies have examined various types of WCF, including  overt 
correction (direct WCF), underlining (indirect WCF), error 
code, metalinguistic explanation (metalinguistic WCF), etc. 
This study employs indirect or implicit WCF by Bitchener and 

Ferris (2012) to examine the significance of its implemen-
tation on the targeted group of ESL learners’ writing skills. 
This strategy integrates indirect or implicit feedback with 
self-correction as an implicit WCF. It is a correction method 
used to indicate errors, such as by underlining or circling the 
errors or using symbols or codes which will guide students 
to self-correct their errors (Bitchener & Knoch, 2008; Moheb-
bi, 2013; Hoesseini, 2014). This is a suitable technique for 
self-correction, since this type of feedback prompts learners 
to identify the errors they make and correct them on their 
own. Self-correction is a form of indirect feedback where the 
teacher provides alternatives to learners but the learners 
themselves have to work out the correct form (Bitcher et 
al., 2005). There is no description provided in the feedback, 
since students are meant to discover their own errors. This 
type of corrective feedback will encourage learners to repair 
their own errors, causing them to think, and apply their ex-
isting schematic knowledge in the learning process. This will 
then promote self-directed learners in the ESL classroom. 
This is a form of discovery learning,  implying that learning 
is more internally driven than externally driven (Maftoon, 
Shirazi, & Daftarifard, 2010). Learning through self-discovery 
paves the way for learners to produce language meaning-
fully and develop their linguistic competence.

Limited studies have been conducted on indirect or implicit 
WCF. Hyland (2010) contends in his review that there has 
been very little research conducted on “how students actu-
ally engage with feedback and how feedback shapes their 
writing processes, revising practices and their self-evalua-
tion capacities” (p. 179). This is supported by Linh (2018) who 
asserts that there is very limited body of research focusing 
on indirect written corrective feedback. Furthermore, Rouhi 
et al. (2018) claims that there is still inadequate evidence on 
which specific feedback strategies are effective in enhancing 
the accuracy of second language (L2) learners’ writing. Thus, 
in response to this gap in literature, this present study aims 
to examine the effects of a lecturer’s indirect or implicit WCF 
(indication of errors by underlining or circling the errors) on 
ESL learner’s writing skills. It also aims to test the research 
hypothesis that there is a significant difference in students’ 
essay writing scores after treatment using the lecturer’s in-
dication of errors as implicit WCF. This present study seeks 
to answer the following research questions:

a.	 Does error indication as implicit WCF effectuate a signif-
icant improvement in the writing skills of learners?

b.	 What are learners’ perceptions towards the use of error 
indication as implicit WCF in their essay writing tasks?

LITERATURE REVIEW

A number of research studies have been conducted on the 
effects of direct and implicit written corrective feedback 
(WCF) on students’ speaking (Shamirim & Farvardin, 2016; 
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Rama-dhani, 2019; Lasmi, 2020) and writing skills (Alavi & 
Amini, 2016; Westmacott, 2017; Karim & Nassaji, 2018; Ne-
mati et al., 2019; Sultana & Yoko, 2021). The findings of these 
previous  studies are varied and inconclusive. In addition, 
findings relating to comparison of corrective feedback type 
on enhancing learners’ writing skills is also inconclusive. A 
number of researchers claim that written corrective feed-
back is effective in improving students’ L2 writing (Fer-ris 
1999, 2006; Bruton 2009, 2010; Chandler, 2009), as opposed 
to arguments by Truscott (1996) that it is ineffective and 
harmful. Other studies found that there is no significant dif-
ference in terms of effectiveness between direct and indi-
rect WCF. Evidently, “a lot of researchers and practitioners 
have extensively investigated WCF role within the frame-
work of second language acquisition and L2 writing” (Ene & 
Kosobucki, 2016). However, no conclusive results have been 
obtained (Yi, 2019).

Evidently, a review of 35 primary studies reveals that written 
corrective feedback can bring about improvement in L2 writ-
ten accuracy (Lim & Renandya, 2020). Many recent research 
findings also approve the effectiveness of WCF on writing 
skills (e.g., Westmacott, 2017; Karim & Nassaji, 2018; Nemati 
et al., 2019; Sultana & Yoko, 2021). Alavi and Amini (2016) 
who investigated the effects of two different corrective feed-
back techniques, namely recasts and elicitation, found that 
elicitation was more effective than recasts. Many research-
ers confirm that it is beneficial for long term learning im-
provements, because it boosts student engagement and 
attention to forms, allowing them to problem solve (Ferris, 
2003; Lalande, 1982). This is supported by Kisnanto’s (2016) 
finding that direct WCF is effective for improving the writing 
accurance of university students She examined the effect of 
direct and indirect WCF on students’ L2 writing accuracy. The 
results of the writing tests revealed that participants who re-
ceived direct WCF experienced a statistically significant im-
provement in their writing accuracy, when compared to stu-
dents who were given indirect WCF. Similarly, the findings 
of Hamid et al (2018) also ascertain that corrective feedback 
is a useful editing tool. They explored the effect of colour as 
a form of corrective feedback on EFL learners’ writing and 
relationship of such feedback with learners’ performance 
in EFL acquisition. This study revealed that colour used in 
corrective feedback was found to be effective in increasing 
the awareness of learner, thus improving the writing perfor-
mance of learners. 

Pakbaz (2014) found an equally positive effect of giving both 
types of written corrective feedback on the written work of 
learners. There was no statistically significant difference be-
tween the implicit and explicit groups on their correct use 
of the specified structures. This is supported by Babanoğ-
lu, Ağçam and Badem (2018) who also found that there was 
no statistical superiority of explicit and implicit WCF over 
each other. Similarly, Wahyuni (2017) discovered that there 
was no significant difference in the writing quality of stu-
dents who received direct corrective feedback and those 

who received indirect corrective feedback. The findings also 
showed that the cognitive styles of students did not have 
any influence on the effect of different feedback on writing 
quality. This is an important finding, but it requires further 
examination, since the results cannot necessarily be extrap-
olated to all ESL learners.

In contrast, Ariyandi (2018) compared academic perfor-
mance in writing skills between students who were taught 
using indirect written correction and those were not. He 
found that indirect correction technique was more effective 
for teaching writing skills. On the other hand, Poorebrahim 
(2017) compared the effects of two types of indirect correc-
tive feedback - indication and indication plus location. This 
involved two groups of learners and revealed significant dif-
ference between the two groups in error reduction from the 
original draft to the revision stage. However, there was no 
significant difference in terms of accuracy of the new pieces 
of writing. It was found that error reduction at the revision 
stage should not be considered as learning. The study im-
plicated that “more explicit feedback is better for revising 
purposes while more implicit feedback is good for learn-
ing purposes” (p. 184). Certain studies found that indirect 
corrective feedback seemed to be effective in helping the 
learners to improve their linguistic accuracy of grammatical 
errors (Jamalinesari et al., 2015). The findings of the above 
studies substantiate the inconclusive findings in past litera-
ture concerning the effectiveness of direct and implicit WCF.

Previous studies have shown that students have different 
per-ceptions on the usefulness of the different types of cor-
rec-tive feedback and which feedback they prefer for their 
learn-ing. However, the findings are also inconclusive and 
there are limited studies conducted in this field of research 
espe-cially in Malaysia. Some past studies (e.g., Lee, 2009; 
Black & Nanni, 2016; Khalil Jahbel, et al., 2020) show that stu-
dents prefer direct error correction. For instance, Moham-
mad and Rahman’s (2016) findings showed that majority of 
students wanted lecturers to provide correction or feedback 
for the mistakes on their writing and they preferred lec-
turers to mark their mistakes and give comments on their 
work. This finding is supported by Khalil Jahbel, et al. (2020) 
who found that students had high preferences towards writ-
ten correc-tive feedback. Bozkurt and Acar (2017) support 
Mohammad and Rahman’s (2016) and Jahbel, et al.’s (2020) 
findings that students preferred getting explicit feedback to 
their written work, however, they were aware that implicit 
feedback led to more awareness, exploration, autonomy, 
and self-improve-ment. Chandler (2003) claims that students 
accept that they learn more from implicit feedback and ben-
efit more from self-correction. This confirms the findings of 
Ferris and Roberts’ (2001) that students preferred implicit 
feedback for error rectification, and they valued the feed-
back specifically implicit correction from their teachers (Sai-
to,1994). In the contrary, Umer, Ahmad and Soomro (2018) 
found that students believed direct written feedback provid-
ed by teachers and saw it as effective for improving writing 
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skill. They perceived direct face-to-face interaction as more 
productive than indirect feedback, due to a failure to under-
stand the comments or the symbols used by their teachers.

The contradictory findings from past studies may be due to 
several factors which influence the preferences of students 
for corrective feedback. This includes important demograph-
ic factors such as age, educational background and linguis-
tic proficiency. These are all factors which can influence how 
students like their errors to be corrected (Lee, 2009). In ad-
dition, the field of interest of students may also affect their 
preference for feedback. For example, certain  students 
prefer feedback on grammar while others need feedback 
on content and ideas (Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1996; Ferris & 
Roberts, 2001). Nevertheless, further examination is needed 
on issues such as “the problems inherent in the provision of 
corrective feedback, the differential effects of various types 
of feedback, the conditions under which the effect of feed-
back can be maximised, and the issue of uptake” (El-Tatawy, 
2002, p. 12). Storch (2010) indicates that research findings 
are still inconclusive, although many of the inadequacies of 
earlier research have been largely addressed. She suggests 
that “future research on WCF needs to be conducted in au-
thentic classrooms,  so that the feedback is given within the 
context of an instructional program” (p. 43). In providing 
WCF, she recommends that future research take into con-
sideration the writing goals or learners and their attitude to 
grammatical accuracy. Taking Storch’s (2010) suggestions 
into consideration, the present study is expected to offer 
new insights and knowledge on these issues, especially re-
lating to the effect of the lecturer’s indication of errors as 
implicit WCF on learners’ writing skills in an ESL classroom. 

METHODOLOGY

Research Design
This present study employed a mixed methods research 
design wherein two research methods were used for data 
collection and analysis. For the quantitative data, a single  
group pre-test and post-test design was used. The pre-test 
and post-test results were compared to measure the im-
provement in the writing skills after treatment. “This design 
attempts to use the subjects as their own controls and to 
eliminate the need for a control group design. This design 
is sometimes referred to as a ‘repeated measures’ design 
because subjects are observed or measured twice on the 
dependent variable” (Seliger & Shohamy, 2008). The main 
advantage of using this design is that it controls several 
extraneous variables which can affect the homogeneity of 
subjects when more than one group is employed (Seliger 
& Shohamy, 2008). Next, a qualitative research method us-
ing a structured interview was employed to determine the  
perceptions of participants regarding the treatment, based 
on error indication as implicit corrective feedback in writing. 
The combination of both methods complements the flaws 

of each research method and thus, generates richer data, 
more reliable and specific results. Also, this study was con-
ducted in an authentic classroom environment, wherein  the 
participants remained in their lecture room during the ex-
periment. 

Participants
This study applied a purposive sampling method. Partic-
ipants were a class of 50 final year Bachelor of Education 
in TESL (BTESL) students at a private university in Selangor, 
Malaysia. The age range was between 23 to 26. Academi-
cally, the majority of them had obtained a good cumulative 
grade point average (CGPA) of 2.5 and above. Generally, 
their English proficiency level was upper intermediate. All fif-
ty students participated in the treatment, pre-test and post-
test, while only ten were selected for the interview session 
with the researcher. 

Instruments

Essay Writing Tests (Pre-Test and Post-Test)

Essay writing tests were the first instruments used in the 
data collection. They were employed to gather data which 
answered the first research question: Does lecturer error  
indication as implicit WCF effectuate a significant improve-
ment in the writing skills of learners? A pre-test and a post-
test were conducted, in order to examine the differences 
in their total writing scores before and after the treatment 
using implicit WCF (lecturer error indication and learner 
self-correction of essay writing). During the Pre-Test, the 
students were asked to write a short essay of about 200 
words in 30 minutes entitled “The advantages of using Twit-
ter for its users”. Together with the essay question, four 
main points (access information, social interaction, share 
moments, create awareness) were given as guidelines for 
the students to use in their essay writing. They were also en-
couraged to use their own ideas to elaborate the essay. For 
the post-test, the students were also asked to write a short 
essay of about 200 words in 30 minutes  entitled “The ad-
vantages of using Facebook for its users”. Four main points 
(access information, social interaction, share moments, cre-
ate awareness) were also given as in the pre-test. Students 
were required to use them in their essay with the addition of 
their own ideas to expand the essay. Both written scripts ob-
tained from the pre-test and the post-test were evaluated by 
two independent raters based on the scoring rubric for writ-
ing test adopted from Jacob et al. (1981). This rubric was em-
ployed in this study because it is one of the most frequently 
used and reliable profiles for ESL composition rating (Lee et 
al, 2008). Furthermore, it is a suitable scoring rubric that of-
fers a clear undertaking of what and how to score the com-
position consistently based on each writing element graded 
by the lecturer (Turgut & Kayaoğlu, 2015). The improvement 
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was examined by comparing the essay writing scores that 
the students obtained in the pre-test and post-test. 

Independent Raters

Two lecturers with a Master of Education in TESL (Teaching 
English as a Second Language) were selected as independ-
ent raters. Both raters have more than five years experience 
in teaching TESL subjects. They were briefed about their 
roles as raters by the researcher and the rubric was ex-
plained to them. Importantly, a pilot study was conducted, 
in order to test interrater reliability of the two raters’ scores. 
The intraclass correlation coefficient analysis showed that 
the raters’ pre-test scores had moderate inter-rater reliabili-
ty of .67 while the post-test scores had good reliability of .84. 

Interview

For the qualitative data collection method, a structured 
interview was used to enable the selected participants to 
share their thoughts and opinions about the focused topic. 
There were eight structured interview questions (Appendix 
1) in total, related to their perceptions on the use of error 
indication as implicit WCF. This interview was mainly to 
answer Research Question 2 - What are the learners’ per-
ceptions towards using the lecturer’s indication of errors 
as implicit WCF feedback in their essay writing tasks? The 
findings would support the data and findings obtained from 
the students’ essay writing tests. Using purposive sampling 
method, ten respondents were selected randomly for the 

interview session. All interview sessions involving the ten in-
terviewees were recorded and transcribed for the purpose 
of the data analysis.

Data Collection Procedures
The systematic data collection procedures used in this pres-
ent study are illustrated in Figure 1.

A pilot study was conducted involving 30 actual participants 
in the study a week before the treatment. After the pilot 
study, the pre-test was administered to a class of 50 final 
year BTESL students. They were given 30 minutes to com-
plete the test. They were required to write a short essay of 
about 200 words, entitled “Advantages of using Twitter for 
its users”. The pre-test scripts were collected and photocop-
ied in two sets to be given to each of the independent raters 
to evaluate. The original copies of the pre-test scripts were 
used for the first treatment. Figure 2 shows the framework 
of the treatment process.

The first session of the treatment process began immediate-
ly after the pre-test. The remaining 20 students who were 
not involved in the pilot study were asked to write their es-
says based on the same essay topic, “Advantages of using 
Twitter for its users.” Therefore, all the 50 participants par-
ticipated in this first treatment. Next, the lecturer adminis-
tered the implicit WCF (Lecturer’s indication of errors by un-
derlining or circling the errors) to all the 50 pre-test scripts 
during his free time after the lesson. 

Figure 1
The Data Collection Procedures

Figure 2 
The Treatment Process



Frankie Subon, Nurul Amira Ali

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

| Research Article

In the second session, the lecturer returned the pre-test 
scripts to the students with indicated errors. They were giv-
en 30 minutes to do the correction and rewrite the entire es-
say. After completing the self-corrected essay, the students 
submitted it to the lecturer. Then, the second essay topic 
and its main points - “Ways of reducing stress” (have a hob-
by, watch television, exercise regularly, talk to a friend) were 
distributed to all the students. The same process was con-
ducted whereby students were required to write an essay of 
about 200 words in 30 minutes and submit the completed 
copy to the lecturer. Similarly, the implicit WCF was admin-
istered to the students’ writing scripts during the lecturer’s 
free time.

In the third session, the lecturer handed the second essay 
scripts with the errors indicated back to the students for cor-
rection, rewriting and submission of the corrected essays to 
the lecturer. After that, the lecturer gave a new essay topic 
and its main points - “Benefits of using social media” (make 
friends, social interaction, relieve stress, share posts) to the 
students. The same process was being conducted as in ses-
sion 2 above for session 3 and session 4. In the fourth ses-
sion, the students were asked to write the final essay about 
“The importance of the internet” (obtain information, do 
research, watch videos, gain knowledge). The steps of the 
treatment are summarized in Table 1 as follows:

All  50 participants participated and completed their es-says 
in all the four sessions of the treatment. After the treatments 
had been conducted four times in two weeks, the post-test 
was administered to examine the improvement in the writ-
ing skills of the learners. This time, the students also wrote 
a short essay of about 200 words in 30 minutes, but a new 
topic was given, entitled “Advantages of using Facebook for 
its users”. All 50 students participated and completed their 
essays in this post-test. The same procedures were applied 
as in the pre-test whereby the essay scripts were collected, 
photocopied in two sets, and given to each of the independ-
ent raters to evaluate. The final scores in the pre-test and 
post-test were compared to ascertain if there was any sig-
nificant difference in their essay writing scores after the im-
plicit WCF had been administered.

After the post-test, a structured interview was conduct-
ed. Ten students were chosen at random for the interview 
session with the researcher. The structured interview in-
stru-ment was also used as a pilot test with two participants 
from among the actual participants chosen. This pilot test-
ing will enable the researcher to recognise vagueness and 
unclear interrogations concerning answers for required cor-
rections (Kerlinger (1986). The reliability of the instrument 
was justified by the results of the pilot testing whereby the 
two participants did not face any difficulties in responding 
to all the interview questions. The questions merely focused 
on student perceptions towards the lecturer’s indication 
of errors as im-plicit WCF in their essay writing tasks. One 
example of the interview questions (Appendix 1) includes 
“From your own experience, state two improvements that 
you have achieved after receiving the lecturer’s indication 
of errors as implicit WCF in your writing task.” The interview 
sessions were re-corded and then transcribed to be analyz-
ed for the research findings.

Data Analysis Procedures
Both the pre-test and post-test were rated by two independ-
ent raters based on the analytic scoring rubric for writing 
test, as  adopted from Jacob et al. (1981). This rubric contains 
certain constructs to guide the independent raters when 
giving marks for the pre-test and post-test scripts written by 
students. The descriptions for every level of achievements 
were stated so that the raters could mark the students’ 
scripts efficiently. An  average score was calculated, in order 
to ascertain the final scores of both the pre-test and post-
test. Finally, the final scores which students obtained in the 
pre-test and post-test were computed using the Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 22.0 Paired 
samples t-tests were run to examine the significant differ-
ence. Therefore, the results would finally reveal whether the 
lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF is significantly 
effective for enhancing the essay writing skills of student.

Lastly, the interview sessions involving the ten students 
were recorded and later transcribed. The interview tran-
scription was analyzed using thematic analysis as employed 
by Maguire and Delahunt (2017). In the analysis process, 

Table 1
The Steps of the Treatment Process

Step 1:	 All 50 participants write the essay based on the topic given

Step 2:	 The lecturer administers the implicit WCF (The lecturer only circles or underlines the errors made by the students. He neither 
corrects nor provides them with short comments in the scripts). 

Step 3:	 Students do self-correction. (The students are requested to do self-correction based on the elicited errors and then, revise their 
essay scripts)

Step 4:	 Students submit their self-corrected essay to the lecturer. 
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the views given by the interviewees were categorized into 
themes and codes. In addition, an operationalisation table 
was constructed to identify the frequency of the same re-
sponses being repeated by the participants. This method 
was followed closely to analyze the qualitative data obtained 
from the interview.

RESULTS

Does the lecturer’s indication of errors as 
implicit WCF lead to a significant improvement 
in the writing skills of students?

The essay writing test scores obtained by all  50 students in 
the pre-test and post-test were computed for data analysis. 
Then, paired sample t-tests were run to examine whether 
there was any significant difference between the essay writ-
ing final scores in the pre-test and post-test. The results of 
the analysis are shown in Table 2 below.  

No outliers were detected. The difference in scores for the 
pre-test and post-test were normally distributed, as as-
sessed by the visual inspection of a Normal Q-Q Plot. Table 
1 shows that students were able to increase their essay writ-
ing scores slightly in the post-test after the treatment, by 
using the lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF (M = 
15.58, SD = 1.617) when compared with before the treatment 
in the pre-test (M =13.30, SD = 2.082), a statistically signif-
icant mean increase of 2.28, 95% CI [1.828, 2.732], t (49) = 
10.13, p = .001, d = 1.43. The mean difference was statistical-
ly and significantly different from zero and, therefore, the 
null hypothesis was rejected. The research hypothesis was 
accepted as there was a statistically significant difference 
between the students’ essay writing scores before and after 
the treatment. Besides, based on Plonsky & Oswald (2014), 

d = 1.43 shows a large effect value denoting a high practical 
significance of the difference. Hence, the lecturer’s indica-
tion of errors as implicit WCF had lead to rather significant 
effects on the writing skills of students. 

What are the learners’ perceptions towards 
using the lecturer’s indication of errors as 
implicit WCF in their essay writing tasks? 

The interview sessions involving the 10 selected respond-
ents were transcribed manually. After that, the transcrip-
tions were analyzed using thematic analysis as employed 
by Maguire and Delahunt (2017). Table 3 shows student 
responses during the interview sessions. These were clas-
sified into themes and codes, in order to obtain a clear un-
derstanding on their perceptions and to ease the qualitative 
analysis. Based on these themes and codes, the frequency 
was determined to ease the analysis of the research find-
ings.

Table 3 shows that the students perceived positively the use 
of lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF in their es-
say writing tasks. All 10 participants believed that lecturers 
are the most qualified individuals to give feedback. In ad-
dition, they concurred that errors should be corrected im-
mediately after receiving the indication of errors from their 
lecturer. According to 7 participants, this would enable them 
to identify the nature of the errors. For example, participant 
1 expressed this by saying, “Yes, the errors made should be 
corrected. From there, we are able to notice the mistakes that 
are commonly made by us and at the same time, we could im-
prove our writing skills.”  All 10 students also indicated that 
they could improve their writing skills after receiving the 
treatment in their writing tasks. The Majority (9) also be-
lieved that the lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF 
helped them to reduce and avoid common errors. This was 

Table 2
The Comparison of Students’ Pre-Test and Post-Test Essay Writing Scores

Paired Samples Statistics

Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean

Pair 1 Post-test 15.58 50 1.617 .229

Pre-test 13.30 50 2.082 .295

Paired Samples Test

Paired Differences

t df Sig. (2-tailed)
Mean Std. 

Deviation
Std. 

Error Mean

95% Confidence Interval 
of the Difference

Lower Upper

Pair 1 Post-test- 
Pre-test 2.28 1.591 .225 1.828 2.732 10.13 49 .001
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perceived positively by participant 5, “Firstly, I would say I am 
improving a lot with my grammar. Secondly, I believe, it would 
be the sentence structure as I can now construct longer sen-
tences.” It also enables a good understanding of a language 
component learned as majority (7) of the interviewees per-
ceived they were able to understand the classification of er-
rors.

Notably, the lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF 
helps students assess their own progress in writing. All 10 
interviewees explained that it enabled them to become 
more aware of their own errors and monitor their writing 
development. In the words of participant 8, “Yes, I become 
more careful of the possible errors that I may make in writing 
specifically on grammatical items.” All of them also claimed 
that the lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF en-
hanced learning, since it could lead to meaningful learning. 
7 of them believed that it could increase their knowledge. 
This was perceived confidently by participant 3, “It helps me 
to enhance my learning because basically the concept of this 
feedback actually drives students to learn and explore learning 
by their own. This kind of learning definitely helps me to dis-
cover more and learn better…” As suggestions, 6 interviewees 
commented on the need to discuss feedback orally during 
the correction phase, in order to obtain  clarification from 
their lecturer. The majority (7) of interviewees suggested 
the implementation of this technique in their writing tasks 

to be conducted more often, as expressed by participant 5, 
“Yes. From my point of view, lecturers should start implement-
ing this technique more often so that the learners would appre-
ciate the need of self-learning.”

DISCUSSION

The present study achieved its objective. The findings as-
cer-tained that the lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit 
WCF had a significant effect on the writing skills of ESL learn-
ers. There was a slight improvement in the essay writing 
skills of ESL learners after the treatment. The students were 
able to obtain a slight mean increase in their post-test essay 
writing scores. Therefore, the research hypothesis was ac-
cepted, since there was a statistically significant difference 
between the pre-test and post-test essay writing scores of 
learners, and the difference had a high practical significance. 
This finding is supported by Ariyandi (2018) who found that 
the indirect correction technique was more effective for 
teaching writing skills. This is because it boosts students’ 
engagement and attention to forms and enables them to 
solve problems, which is essential for long-term learning 
improvements (Ferris, 2003; Lalande, 1982). Baghzou (2014) 
as cited in Farrokhi and Sat-tarpour (2012) states that some 
researchers think that error feedback is useful for improve-
ment in the writing skills of students. However, contradic-

Table 3
Thematic Analysis of the Interview Transcriptions

Themes Codes Frequency

Qualified feedback provider Lecturers ////////// (10)

Peers / (1)

Need for immediate correction To identify the error type /////// (7)

Avoid repeating errors /// (3)

Improvements in writing  Improve writing skills ////////// (10)

Identify and correct errors /// (3)

Reduce/avoid common errors ///////// (9)

Use wider vocabulary // (2)

Good understanding of language compo-
nents

Classification of errors /////// (7)

Discovery learning /// (3)

Able to assess own progress More aware of errors ////////// (10)

Monitor writing development ////////// (10)

It enhances learning Meaningful learning ////////// (10)

Increase knowledge /////// (7)

Need for feedback discussion Get clarification ////// (6) 

better understanding of error type /// (3) 

Frequency of elicitation Often //////// (8)

Not too often // (2)
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tory findings were also found by several past studies (e.g., 
Poorebrahim, 2017; Wahyuni, 2017) on the effects of indi-
rect WCF in improving writing quality. Lim and Renandya 
(2020) found that WCF can boost L2 writing accuracy, while 
both direct and indirect feedback can benefit learners. This 
is supported by Kim et al. (2020) who also found that both 
feedback types were effective for promoting learning of new 
linguistic features through collaborative writing. With the 
limited available studies on the effects of implicit WCF on 
writing skills, this present study has contributed new finding 
to the body of knowledge. The lecturer’s indication of errors 
as implicit WCF is proven quite effective in improving ESL 
learner’s writing skills.

The findings from the qualitative analysis revealed that most 
of the interviewees had a positive perception of the use of 
the lecturer’s indication of errors in their essay writing. They 
were convinced that the lecturer’s indication of errors as 
implicit WCF had contributed to the improvement of their 
writing skills. The lecturer’s indication of errors during the 
treatment had provided learners with important knowledge 
and writing skills as they self-corrected their own work. This 
is consistent with Cahyono and Rosyida’s (2016) claim that 
teacher feedback helps improve the quality of student writ-
ing. Recent studies (e.g., Babanoğlu, Ağçam & Badem, 2018; 
Lim & Renandya, 2020) also indicate that written corrective 
feedback (WCF) is effective in improving the grammar of 
learners. A study by Babanoğlu, Ağçam, and Badem (2018) 
revealed that learners who were given treat-ment of WCF 
made more progress in learning English prepositions than 
the control group. This is further supported by Lim’s and Re-
nandya’s (2020) finding that written corrective feedback had 
the potential to improve L2 grammatical ac-curacy. During 
the interview, the students also explained that their ability to 
identify and correct errors improved after the lecturer’s indi-
cation of errors in their essays. The majority acknowledged 
that they were also able to reduce and avoid common errors 
in their writing. This finding supports Schmidt’s noticing 
hypothesis theory (2001) which says, “for something to be 
learned, it has to be noticed first” (p.13). However, Schmidt 
argues that noticing by itself does not lead to acquisition. 
Therefore, he postulates that input can become intake for 
L2 learning when learners pay conscious attention to or no-
tice the input” (p. 13). This is because such corrective feed-
back encourages learners to notice the gaps between target 
norms and their own inter-language (IL), thus facilitating 
grammatical restructuring (Schmidt 2001, p. 13). Schmidt ra-
tionalizes that the errors made by second language learners 
are part of the learning process, and that drawing attention 
to them is a key part of their language development.

Written corrective feedback is very beneficial in the learning 
process. After the lecturer’s indication of errors as implic-
it WCF is administered, the students commented that er-
ror correction must be performed instantly. They believed 
that error correction would help them identify the nature or 
types of errors which they had committed.

Furthermore, some of them claimed that the same errors 
would not be repeated. Through their lecturer’s feedback, 
students will know their mistakes and they will be able to 
self-correct. Self-correction requires students to identify 
the erroneous sentences. This active engagement of stu-
dents will result in a better performance in their writing task 
and learning in general. In the long run, this helps develop 
self-confidence and enhance their learning. They claimed 
that it led to meaningful learning and increased their knowl-
edge. They also confirmed that it helped them monitor 
their own writing development. This is supported by stud-
ies which showed that language learners were able to im-
prove the accuracy of a particular piece of writing based on 
the feedback provided. Then gradually they could construct 
long and complex sentences (e.g., Ashwell, 2000; Fathman & 
Whalley, 1990; Ferris, 1997; Fer-ris & Roberts, 2001). Learn-
ers learn from mistakes. Hence, without feedback, students 
will never get to know their own mistakes in the first place. 
They will be left puzzled and eventually as time passes they 
will no longer be concerned by errors. This  can lead to the 
petrification of those errors. As they self-assess their own 
progress in the writing task, they notice important aspects 
in their writing. Furthermore, interviewees also believed that 
the lecturer’s indication of errors enabled them to become 
more aware of the common errors in their writing. This is 
consistent with Kubota’s (2001) finding that the number of 
errors of different categories in student writing diminished 
as a result of self-correction through self-help resources.

The lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF also func-
tions as a self-assessed learning strategy, helping students 
discover their own errors in essay writing. As they suc-
cessfully grasp the type or nature of errors in their writing 
scripts, the writing process is made easier, since error cor-
rection can be done more accurately. As mentioned by the 
students in the inte-view, they activated their prior knowl-
edge most of all when they saw the errors in their writing. 
With the efforts that they are making to self-correct their 
errors, “it allows  students to be the ‘architects’ of their own 
learning” (Makino, 1993) and enhances their learning au-
tonomy (Westmacott, 2017) by allowing them to take charge 
of their own learning. This  will mould them into autono-
mous learners.

The majority of participants claimed that lecturers are the 
most qualified persons to provide feedback on their writing 
tasks. A wide range of previous works support this find-ing, 
for example Fatemeh and Hossein (2017). Even though the 
use of implicit WCF in the present study does not empha-
sise the provision of any specific comments on the errors 
students make in their writing, the mere indication of an er-
ror in the writing task is sufficient as lecturers are always 
the reliable persons to highlight the error. Fatemeh and 
Hossein (2017) state that the feedback given by the teach-
er is considered more ‘qualified’, ‘experienced’, ‘accurate’, 
‘valid’, ‘reliable’ and ‘trustworthy’. They argue that with the 
teachers’ expertise mainly in the linguistic field, they know 
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exactly the weakness of the students. Thus feedback is given 
to ensure that students are aware of it and through the lec-
turer’s indication of errors, students will gain the curiosity 
to learn and explore more independently. Especially when it 
comes to identifying their own mistakes. This will drive them 
to self-correct their errors without assistance from the lec-
turer.

Finally, the majority of the interviewees proposed that the 
lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF should be 
con-ducted more often in an ESL classroom. However, de-
spite the participants’ positive perception towards this form 
of WCF, they felt that there is a need to discuss the feedback 
orally with the lecturer during the correction phase. They 
reasoned that oral feedback is beneficial in terms of clarifi-
cation from their lecturer after error indication. As stated by 
all interviewees, lecturers are the most qualified individuals 
to administer the feedback for clarification and guidance in 
the learning process. They also believed that if they consult-
ed with the lecturers, they would receive better explanation 
and definite insight into their own weaknesses. Moreover, 
they asserted that if the oral feedback was given by the lec-
turer, they would be able to obtain a better understanding 
of the types of errors. The findings from previous studies 
support the positive idea expressed by the interviewes of 
providing oral feedback. For example, Agricola et al. (2020) 
found that students had positive perceptions towards verbal 
feedback from teachers. In addition, Merry and Orsmond 
(2008) and Van der Schaaf et al. (2011) asserted that stu-
dents respond more positively to verbal feedback than writ-
ten feedback. Therefore, the combination of oral feed-back 
and implicit WCF can be explored in future studies. 

IMPLICATIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

An implication of this study is that the lecturer’s indication 
of errors as implicit WCF is beneficial in an ESL classroom 
for enhancing writing skills of ESL learners. It is applicable 
as a form of scaffolding particularly for composition writing. 
When a teache or lecturer indicates errors, students gain 
the confidence to identify their own errors and do self-cor-
rection. Hence, this learning method enables learners to 
resolve a writing task and achieve a learning goal by ex-
ploring the learning process on their own and thus, develop 
their own learning experiences. In other words, this process 
teaches  learners to be autonomous in their learning. Fate-
meh and Hossein (2015) state that minimizing the number 
of errors and self-correction are beneficial to high achievers. 
Therefore, it recommended that ESL teachers and lecturers 
adopt and apply this technique in their composition writing 
lessons.

Nevertheless, this present study has its own limitation. First, 
the participants of this study were only the final Year BTESL

students who mostly had an English proficiency level of 
upper-intermediate. Additionally, only a small sample size 
of 50 participants participated in this study. Therefore, the 
results might not be relevant to other contexts and popu-
lation of learners. It is recommended that future research 
be conducted involving a bigger sample and learners with 
pre-intermediate or intermediate English proficiency level, 
in order to generate better contrasting effects of the treat-
ment. Thirdly, the single group pre-post design employed 
for the quantitative data analysis has its own weaknesses. 
One of the primary disadvantages of using this design is 
that other external variables such as incidental exposure to 
the second language outside classroom may affect perfor-
mance (Seliger & Shohamy, 2008). However, this unexpect-
ed extraneous effect is beyond the control of the researcher. 
Fully exper-imental research can be conducted in future by 
employing a control group design. This will enable perfor-
mance of two homogenous groups: - the experimental and 
control groups, can be compared to examine their improve-
ments and  more impactful findings obtained. Finally, the 
treatment for the present study was only conducted for four 
sessions within a period of two weeks. Future longitudinal 
studies need to allocate longer time to allow for more sus-
tained treatment (Storch, 2010) and this may obviate the in-
fluence of extraneous variables on the performance.

In conclusion, the lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit 
WCF is a quite effective method for enhancing the writing 
skills of ESL learners. The participants also embrace a posi-
tive perceptions towards its use in their essay writing in the 
classroom. With the lecturer’s indication of errors, which 
serves as a prompt for self-correction, students can identify 
the type of errors that they have made in their essays, and 
thus improve their writing skills. It also enables students to 
reduce and avoid common errors and monitor their own 
progress in writing. Furthermore, it can promote meaningful 
learning by enhancing the learning process and increasing 
knowledge. Hence, educators should consider adopting this 
technique as a beneficial method for administering implicit 
WCF to boost writing skills in a second language classroom. 

CONCLUSION

The present study has revealed a quite positive effect of 
lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF on the writing 
skills of ESL undergraduates. A slight improvement in their 
essay writing scores was evident in the post-test after the 
treatment period. The lecturer’s indication of errors, which 
serves as a self-correction learning strategy and a scaffold-
ing for writing tasks, is also perceived positively by the ESL 
learners. These findings are quite significant contributions 
to the body of knowledge in a second language acquisi-
tion. Thus, lecturers and teachers are encouraged to exploit 
this technique for administering implicit WCF to the writing 
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tasks of their students in the current L2 classroom. Students 
should be given wider opportunities to practice self-aware-
ness, self-learning, self-correction, and self-evaluation to 
shape and develop them into autonomous learners. Since 
the current education system is gearing towards producing 
high quality future graduates and a generation who are cre-
ative critical thinkers, students and undergraduates should 
be given more opportunities and exposures to shape and 
develop their own learning experiences. Therefore, lectur-
ers and teachers should slowly reduce direct WCF in the 
classroom, since the traditional spoon-feeding approach is 
no longer relevant. The lecturer’s indication of errors tech-
nique and other forms of indirect WCF will enable educators 
to actively implement student-centric teaching and learning 
approach in a contemporary L2 classroom environment.

Future research may conduct similar research with a differ-
ent sample of participants, especially involving the pre-in-
termediate or intermediate proficiency students. Better 
impact of the treatment using the lecturer’s indication of 
errors technique can be obtained if students with lower Eng-
lish proficiency level are used as participants in the study. 
Since the present study focuses only on implicit WCF, future 
research can also be conducted to investigate the effects of 

incorporating both oral and written corrective feedback on 
the writing skills of students. To obtain more impactful re-
sults, future studies may need to conduct a fully experimen-
tal study using a control and experimental group design. 
This may also require more rigorous preparation and data 
collection procedures. The lecturer’s indication of errors as 
implicit WCF is yet to be perceived wholly by learners, hence, 
conducting more future research in this field of study would 
be highly beneficial and imperative.
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APPENDIX 1

Interview Questions

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1.	 Who do you think is the most qualified individual to provide feedback?

2.	 Should errors be corrected immediately after receiving the indication of errors from your lecturer? Why?

3.	 From your own experience, state two improvements that you have achieved after receiving the lecturer’s indication of errors as 
implicit WCF in your writing task.

4.	 Has the lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF promoted deep understanding on the language component learned? If yes / 
no, why? 

5.	 Does this the lecturer’s indication of errors technique help you to assess your own progress in writing? How? 

6.	 Do you think the lecturer’s indication of errors has helped to enhance your learning? If yes / no, why? 

7.	 During the correction phase, did you feel like you need to discuss the feedback orally with the lecturer or you prefer to do it by 
your own? Why?

8.	 Would you suggest the lecturer’s indication of errors as implicit WCF to be used often in any writing task as part of learning and 
acquiring English language? If yes / no, why?
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Cognitive Processes while Rating 
Integrated and Independent Writing 
Tasks
Kobra Tavassoli , Leila Bashiri , Natasha Pourdana 

Department of ELT, Karaj Branch, Islamic Azad University, Karaj, Iran

ABSTRACT
Background. Recently, there has been a growing interest in the personal attributes of raters 
which determine the quality of cognitive processes involved in their rating writing practice. 

Purpose. Accordingly, this research attempted to explore how the rating experience of L2 raters 
might affect their rating of integrated and independent writing tasks. 

Method. To pursue this aim, 13 experienced and 14 novice Iranian raters were selected through 
criterion sampling. After attending a training course on rating writing tasks, both groups 
produced introspective verbal protocols while they were rating integrated and independent 
writing tasks which were produced by an Iranian EFL learner. The verbal protocols were recorded 
and transcribed, and their content was analyzed by the researchers. 

Results. The six extracted major themes from the content analysis included content, formal 
requirement, general linguistic range, language use, mechanics of writing, and organization. The 
results indicated that the type of writing task (integrated vs. independent) is a determining 
factor for the number of references experienced and novice raters made to the TOEFL-iBT rating 
rubric. Further, the raters’ rating experience determined the proportions of references they 
made. Yet, the proportional differences observed between experienced and novice raters in 
their references were statistically significant only in terms of language use, mechanics of writing, 
organization, and the total. 

Conclusion. The variations in L2 raters’ rating performance on integrated and independent 
writing tasks emphasize the urgency of professional training to use and interpret the 
components of various rating writing scales by both experienced and novice raters. 

KEYWORDS
cognitive processes, Independent writing task, Integrated writing task, Rating experience, 
Rubric, Task type, Verbal protocol 

INTRODUCTION
Rating writing tasks has always been 
challenging for raters since it often in-
volves subjective evaluation or discrim-
inating judgment (Brown & Abeywick-
rama, 2010; Leung & Lewkowicz, 2006). 
This is often the case in scoring second/
foreign language (L2) writing tasks that 
comprise different skills, writing genres, 
and evaluation criteria (Barkaoui, 2010a; 
Pourdana et al., 2021). One way to re-
duce subjectivity in the rating process is 
to use writing rating scales, which have 
been the major concern in most large-
scale standardized tests. With the grow-

ing popularity of these fine-grained rat-
ing scales in L2 writing assessment, the 
L2 researchers’ focus has shifted to how 
L2 raters employ such scales and what 
cognitive processes they execute when 
they rate a piece of writing. 

Providing fair and accurate scores to the 
test-takers’ writing is vital for L2 raters 
because these scores have direct im-
pacts on the future lives of many test-tak-
ers who plan to pursue their education 
at higher levels across the world. Since 
rating writing tasks is a complex and er-
ror-prone process usually performed by 
human beings of different characteris-
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tics (Van Moere, 2014), there is a high demand to study the 
confluence of raters’ attributes in the rating process. One 
of such important factors which need further investigation 
is the rater experience. Although some studies have been 
done to explore the in-depth contribution of the raters’ ex-
perience in rating L2 writing (Attali, 2016; Barkaoui, 2010a; 
Davis, 2016; Lim, 2011; Şahan & Razı, 2020; Weigle, 1998), 
most of them have examined the actual rating performance 
by different raters with marginal attention to the cognitive or 
psychological processes incorporated into the rating process 
(Nikmard & Tavassoli, in press). It seems there is a gap in the 
L2 research literature about the extent to which the nature of 
cognitive processes can be represented in experienced and 
novice L2 raters’ rating performance on various writing tasks, 
such as integrated and independent tasks, even though 
there have been studies on test takers’ differing perfor-
mance on these task types (e.g., Ahmadi & Mansoordehghan, 
2015; Plakans, 2010; Shi et al. 2020). This study, therefore, 
employed the verbal protocol method of introspection to col-
lect data on the underlying cognitive processes of L2 raters 
with varying degrees of experience (experienced vs. novice) 
while they engage in rating the test-takers’ performance on 
integrated and independent writing tasks. The results of this 
study can have important implications for L2 raters and rater 
trainers to raise their awareness of the game-changing cog-
nitive processes enacted in their rating performance.

Task-Based Assessment of L2 Writing 
The quality of writing in L2 brings about enormous advan-
tages to students such as showing their academic character, 
promoting effective communication, advancing their high-
er-order thinking skills, making logical and convincing ar-
guments, demonstrating their ideas and re-assessing them, 
and promoting them to their future careers (Beck et al., 2018; 
Swales & Feak, 2004). Writing is probably the most complex 
L2 skill to teach and to assess in most EFL contexts such as 
Iran, unless the L2 teacher is experienced enough to man-
age the dilemma (Hyland, 2003; Klimova, 2013). Any teach-
ing practice in a formal setting is accompanied by sequential 
and/or subsequent assessment. Accordingly, the teaching 
and assessment of writing are not exceptional. Writing can 
be assessed through various writing tasks which are vastly 
different in terms of their focus, the type of challenge they 
generate, the feedback type they provide to L2 writers, and 
their degree of correspondence to real-world tasks (i.e., au-
thenticity) that L2 learners wish to perform. The outcome 
of assessing L2 writing is usually a gain score, which is the 
by-product of the dynamic interactions among the writer, 
the writing task, the written product, the rater, and the rat-
ing procedure.

Traditionally, the dominant writing task in large-scale inter-
national tests such as the International English Language 
Testing System (IELTS) or Test of English as a Foreign Lan-
guage (TOEFL) has been the independent writing task. De-
fined by the TOEFL Family of Assessments (https://www.ets.

org/toefl), an independent writing task requires L2 learners 
to draw on their personal experience, opinion, and knowl-
edge when responding to a prompt. They are called inde-
pendent tasks because the L2 learner alone is the source of 
information. However, independent writing tasks are argued 
for being decontextualized as students may not have any in-
formation about the topic to write about; also these tasks 
do not let students benefit from other available resources 
(Ahmadi & Mansoordehghan, 2015). That is why, more re-
cently, integrated writing tasks have been accommodated to 
international tests. 

The TOEFL Family of Assessments (https://www.ets.org/toe-
fl) defines an integrated writing task as a task that demands 
test takers to integrate the database from various resources 
when responding to a prompt. In these tasks, test takers are 
required to read a short passage and/or listen to an academ-
ic lecture and write the response to the prompts by using 
the information incorporated into the passage and/or the 
talk. It is a common belief that integrated writing tasks are 
more contextualized and authentic (Ahmadi & Mansoorde-
hghan, 2015). However, except few studies such as Michel 
et al. (2020) and Uludag et al. (2021), not much research has 
been done to cross-examine the L2 learners’ performance 
on independent and integrated writing tasks or to analyze 
L2 raters’ cognitive processes when they rate either of these 
tasks. Since performance on these two tasks requires differ-
ent cognitive engagement (relying on one’s own knowledge 
in independent tasks versus incorporating information from 
other sources in integrated tasks), it was presumed that L2 
raters’ cognitive processes may also differ when rating these 
two types of tasks. Therefore, these two popular task types 
were selected for further investigation in this study. 

Scoring Rubrics and Rating Scales
Brookhart (2013) defined a rubric as a logical and clear-cut 
set of criteria to evaluate students’ language production. A 
scoring rubric also includes precise descriptions of the per-
formance levels that match those criteria. Relying on stand-
ard scoring rubrics, L2 teachers can provide informative 
feedback to their students by locating the problems in their 
output, identifying their errors, and providing diagnostic 
information about their strengths and weaknesses (Suskie, 
2008). Various scoring rubrics are usually well-tuned to spe-
cific purposes. The most important purpose of selecting a 
scoring rubric is to evaluate performance, either while the 
student is producing language or after the language prod-
uct or the task outcome is ended. Rubrics can also shape the 
teacher’s/rater’s rating behaviors. In a classroom assess-
ment situation, for example, objective judgments can take 
place by corresponding the teacher/rater observation of a 
student’s work to the descriptions embedded in the scoring 
rubric. The quality judgment based on a standard scoring 
rubric can subsequently be employed in terms of diagnos-
tic feedback or formative assessment by L2 teachers and/or 
raters (Brookhart, 2013).
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Rating scales are divided into three major types of prima-
ry trait, holistic, and analytic (Suskie, 2008). Suskie’s classifi-
cation is founded upon the binary aspects of rating scales; 
whether they are specific to a single task or several tasks 
and whether a single score or several scores are granted 
to each writing product. The primary trait is well-recognized 
by most task developers which enable L2 raters, teachers, 
and students to concentrate on a single characteristic of the 
task, such as appropriate text staging, creative response, 
reference to sources, and so on (Weigle, 2002). The primary 
trait rubric is usually used in assessing the test-takers’ basic 
writing skills. The holistic rating scale has been widely used 
in various writing assessment programs and international 
tests over the past 25 years. It serves test-takers with a sin-
gle unified score that summarizes the scoring criteria. The 
goal of this scale is to evaluate a writer’s total proficiency 
through the quality of a given writing sample (Hyland, 2003). 
Finally, the analytic rating scale evaluates a piece of writing 
based on the microscopic features or linguistic criteria such 
as vocabulary, grammar, content, organization, cohesion, or 
mechanics of writing.  

In this study, aligned to several other studies (Attali, 2016; 
Hyland, 2003; James, 2006; Shi et al., 2020; Zanders & Wilson, 
2019), we adopted the holistic rating scale to assess inde-
pendent and integrated writing task outcomes. According 
to Harsch and Martin (2013), one of the major pros of holis-
tic rating scales is that they concentrate on the strong points 
of a written product rather than its flaws and weaknesses. 
Yet, the single rounded scores that holistic rating scales 
compose eradicate the chances of L2 teachers or raters 
to discriminate certain lower-level skills of writing such as 
rhetorical features, choice of words, or mechanics of writ-
ing. Neither do they offer substantial diagnostic information 
on L2 learners’ task outcomes. Overall, using holistic rating 
scales is more time-saving and manageable than primary or 
analytic rating scales to most L2 teachers and raters.

Process of Rating Writing Tasks 
As a critical step in the assessment process, rating writing 
connects the test-takers’ writing performance to the de-
scriptors in the rating scale. In other words, in the rating 
process, the attributes of a written product are converted 
into a rating that measures the extent to which the scale 
descriptors have been realized. Various factors can deter-
mine the reliability of a rating, including the raters’ linguistic 
background, professional background, cognitive processes, 
gender, and rating experience. Rating experience is one of 
the most important rater effects which directly impact rat-
ing writing tasks (Davis, 2016; Duijm et al., 2018; Lim, 2011). 
Furthermore, rater training can also impact the process of 
rating writing. In training sessions, instructions on various 
rating scales are usually provided so that raters can per-
form the rating process systematically and consistently. A 
typical rating training session can be handled face-to-face 
or online through workshops or webinars (Attali, 2016). In 

rating training sessions, novice raters review the writing 
prompts, scoring rubrics, rating scales, and the benchmark 
written responses, and consult over controversial issues 
with more experienced raters. Their training is evaluated by 
rating sample responses and receiving feedback on their as-
signed scores from experienced raters. Finally, prospective 
L2 raters should pass a certification test to receive author-
ization to rate writing tasks. The process of rating writing 
tasks may also be affected by other factors such as the type 
of task or the scoring method. Recently, Khodi (2021) in a 
G-theory analysis of rater, task, and scoring method exam-
ined the affectability of writing assessment scores. Using 
various raters, tasks, and scoring methods, he found that to 
reach maximum generalizability, students should take two 
writing tasks and their performance should be evaluated 
by at least four raters using at least two scoring methods. 
In other words, a single rating of a single performance by 
a single rater cannot be trusted because of the subjectivity 
involved in the process of rating writing tasks. 

The L2 research, however, has documented little evidence on 
the usefulness of rating training programs and the certifica-
tion procedures or the potential impact of rating experience 
to determine the cognitive processes raters are involved in 
while rating writing tasks. Some researchers supported the 
positive impact of the rating training on lowering the rater 
subjectivity in terms of severity or leniency and enhancing 
their consistency in scoring (Elder et al., 2007; Fahim & Bi-
jani, 2011; Weigle, 1998). On the other hand, several studies 
speculated the constructive role of training in eliminating 
rater variability by evidence of the recorded variance in ex-
perienced raters’ assigned scores to a certain written per-
formance (Eckes, 2012; Long & Pang, 2015). More impor-
tantly, there is a scarcity of research on L2 raters’ cognitive 
processes they are involved in while rating different writing 
tasks (Nikmard & Tavassoli, in press). Barkaoui (2010a), for 
instance, examined the role of the rating scale and rating 
experience, and the variability they would cause in the rat-
ing process of an L2 essay. The verbal protocol method of 
introspection was carried out to investigate the roles of the 
rating experience, rating scales, and their interactions on 
raters’ decision-making processes. He found that the type 
of rating scale had larger effects than the rating experience 
on the raters’ rating processes. In another study, Barkaoui 
(2010b) cross-examined experienced and novice raters in 
their holistic and analytic scoring performance. The results 
showed that both groups prioritized the communicative 
quality of the writings. Yet, experienced raters were more 
severe to the linguistic accuracy than novice raters who 
were more critical to the argumentative voice of the writers. 

To void the gap in the L2 literature on rating writing tasks, 
therefore, this study adopted a cognitive approach to the 
study of rater variability and aimed to analyze the differ-
ences between experienced and novice L2 raters in terms 
of the cognitive processes they incorporate into rating in-
tegrated and independent writing tasks. In this regard, the 
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TOEFL-iBT scoring rubric was used by both experienced and 
novice raters to rate integrated and independent writing 
tasks. Even though both experienced and novice raters in 
this study were familiar with rating mock TOEFL-iBT writing 
tasks, to ensure consistency in their rating, they attended a 
rating training session to get more information about the 
process of rating writing tasks in general and rating TOE-
FL-iBT integrated and independent writing tasks in particu-
lar. More details are provided in the procedure section. Ac-
cordingly, to serve the objectives of this study, two research 
questions were raised: (1) What difference does the type of 
writing task (integrated vs. independent) make on the rat-
ing performance of experienced and novice L2 raters? (2) 
What difference does the rating experience (experienced vs. 
novice) make on the L2 raters’ rating of integrated and inde-
pendent writing tasks?

METHODS

Participants
Since the focus of this study was on L2 raters’ cognitive 
processes in rating writing tasks, the participants were 27 
Iranian raters who were L2 speakers of English. They were 
selected through criterion sampling where only those who 
meet the researchers’ predetermined criteria are selected 
(Dörnyei, 2007). This sampling was used since being an L2 
rater of writing tasks was a prerequisite for the completion 
of this study. The researchers invited the participants who 
met this criterion from different language institutes to take 
part in this study. The selected participants were 13 experi-
enced raters (six females and seven males) and 14 novice 
raters (10 females and four males) whose educational back-
ground was Master or Ph.D. in teaching English as a foreign 
language (TEFL), English literature, or English translation. 
All the raters agreed willingly to participate in this study. In-
itially, 30 raters (15 experienced and 15 novices) had agreed 
to participate in the study, however, when the study began, 
three raters (2 experienced and 1 novice) withdrew from 
the study. To check the suitability of the sample size, a prior 
power analysis was conducted (Hoenig & Heisey, 2012). Ac-
cordingly, the sample size of 15 in this study was acceptable 
to retain the 80% power at p = .05. 

The trait of rating experience was operationally defined as 
having over five years of teaching EFL and rating experience 
for the 13 experienced raters. On the other hand, the 14 
novice raters were those who had less than three years of 
teaching EFL and rating experience. 

There was also a randomly chosen Iranian EFL learner who 
agreed willingly to participate in this study. She complet-
ed one integrated and one independent writing task from 
a mock TOEFL-iBT test to be scored by the 27 raters. The 
informant was a 25-year-old female undergraduate stu-
dent who had been studying English for seven years in a 

language institute at the time of this research. The inform-
ant’s mean score (M) on the integrated writing task was 3.55 
(M of experienced raters = 3.46; M of novice raters = 3.64), 
and her mean score (M) on the independent writing task 
was 3.14 (M of experienced raters = 3; M of novice raters = 
3.28). Overall, the informant’s writing mean score from all 
the raters’ scores was 3.34. When converted based on TOE-
FL-iBT score conversion tables (Gallagher, 2005), the inform-
ant’s writing score changed to 22. The rationale for select-
ing only one informant was to ensure the rater participants 
would provide rich and detailed introspection while produc-
ing verbal protocols on their rating performance. However, 
the researchers acknowledge that having only one sample 
for each integrated and independent writing task would not 
be representative enough and would jeopardize the gener-
alizability of the findings. Nevertheless, the EFL learner was 
chosen randomly to alleviate this problem as much as pos-
sible. 

Instruments

Integrated and Independent Writing Tasks 

The informant was asked to write one integrated and one 
independent writing essay prompted in a mock TOEFL-iBT 
test taken from Gallagher (2005). Prompt 1 was an integrat-
ed task that required the informant to read a passage, listen 
to a lecture about the earthworms and other soil dwellers, 
and describe the problems caused by earthworms in the for-
est ecosystems by explaining how these problems contra-
dicted the information in the reading. The allotted time was 
20 minutes for drafting an essay of around 150–225 words. 
Prompt 2 was an independent writing task that required the 
informant to write an expository essay on the importance of 
what we learn inside the school and what we learn outside the 
school, based on her knowledge and experience. The allot-
ted time was 30 minutes for drafting an argumentation with 
a minimum of 300 words.

TOEFL-iBT Scoring Rubric

The TOEFL-iBT writing rubric, which was used in this study, 
consists of four components of language use (i.e., how well 
the examinee can use grammar and vocabulary), organiza-
tion (i.e., how well the examinee can put the sentences into 
a logical order), clarity (i.e., how clear, concise, and ready to 
be read the examinee’s writing is), and development (i.e., 
how coherent the examinee’s essay is) on a 6-band scale 
(ranging from 0 to 5) (https://www.ets.org/s/toefl/pdf/toe-
fl_writing_rubrics.pdf). 

Introspective Verbal Protocol 

In this study, the verbal (think-aloud) protocol was used as 
the method of data collection. As a methodological tool, the 
verbal protocol is a model of information processing based 
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on the verbalization of inner speech. Introduced by Ericsson 
and Simon (1993), the verbal protocol is a common tech-
nique to ask individuals to vocalize introspectively what is 
going through their minds as they are solving a problem or 
performing a task. Verbal reporting allows researchers to 
explore how individuals can be different in their approach 
to a certain problem (Krahmer & Ummelen, 2004). This tech-
nique was used since it is one of the most common ways 
of exploring the participants’ mental or cognitive processes 
when they perform a certain task (Dörnyei, 2007). 

Procedure
After the sample of 27 experienced and novice Iranian raters 
were selected, the purpose and the procedure of the study 
were explained to them. Then, they attended a two-session 
training course on rating writing tasks tutored by an experi-
enced rater who had 14 years of experience in rating mock 
TOEFL-iBT writing tests. In the first 90-minute session, an 
introduction was made to writing tasks, the rating process, 
the TOEFL-iBT writing rubric and its components, and the 
procedure of the verbal protocol. In the second 90-minute 
session, the participants practiced rating four independ-
ent and four integrated writing tasks which were selected 
from TOEFL-iBT writing sample responses. The participants 
justified their assigned scores to the tasks in a post-rating 
discussion which was followed by comparing their scores to 
the designated scores by the TOEFL-iBT examiners. 

Shortly after the rating tutorial, the informant completed 
two writing tasks of a mock TOEFL-iBT test which lasted 
for 50 minutes. Her task outcomes were distributed to the 
experienced and novice raters. They were required to use 
the 6-point TOEFL-iBT rating scale by assigning a holistic 
score to each writing task while they were introspectively 
producing verbal protocols on their rating process. The ver-
bal protocols were recorded, transcribed, and inserted into 
QSR NVivo version 10. The recorded verbal protocols while 
rating the independent and integrated tasks were then sub-
jected to content analysis. The process of content analysis 
was carried out by the researchers collaboratively to reach 
a full consensus.   

Coding System
The contents of the raters’ verbal protocols on rating the 
independent and integrated writing tasks were pooled and 
encoded to extract the most frequent themes and sub-
themes representing the criteria in TOEFL-iBT writing rating 
rubrics. The researchers collaboratively developed a coding 
system with six major themes, including Content, Formal re-
quirement, General linguistic range, Language use, Mechanics 
of writing, and Organization, following TOEFL-iBT writing rat-
ing rubrics. Each of these major themes also consisted of 
several subthemes for each task. The subthemes were ba-
sically extracted from the raters’ verbal protocols while rat-
ing each task. Table 1 presents the six major themes along 

with their subthemes and sample examples from the raters’ 
verbal protocols. As it can be seen in Table 1, many of the 
subthemes of the integrated and independent writing tasks 
were similar. However, there were some differences in the 
subthemes of the two writing tasks which are notified in Ta-
ble 1. 

RESULTS

Proportional Distribution of Themes/
Subthemes in the Writing Tasks

Tables 2 and 3 represent the encoded themes, the respec-
tive subthemes, and their proportional distribution for the 
experienced and novice raters on the integrated and inde-
pendent writing tasks, respectively. Illustrated in Table 2, on 
rating the integrated writing task, experienced raters made 
more references to the scoring rubric than novice raters 
(165 to 115, respectively). The experienced and novice raters’ 
focus was mutually on the theme of Language use: Structure 
(f experienced = 40, f novice = 20), before their attention was shifted 
to the theme of Content: Making connections between the pas-
sage and the lecture (f experienced = 17, f novice = 11) and Content: 
Selecting the important information from the lecture (f experienced 
= 13, f novice = 14). As a point of departure, novice raters paid 
more attention to the subthemes of General linguistic range: 
Accuracy, Clearness, Preciseness (f = 17) than experienced 
raters who focused more intensively on the themes of Me-
chanics of writing (f = 7) and Organization, with special atten-
tion to its subtheme of Using a concluding paragraph (f = 10).

As Table 3 displays, on rating the independent writing task, 
both experienced and novice raters made more references 
to the rubric. Moreover, experienced raters had a higher 
record than novice raters (208 to 156, respectively). The ex-
perienced and novice raters focused mostly on the theme 
of Language use: Structure (f experienced = 45, f novice = 28) and Lan-
guage use: Vocabulary (f experienced = 26, f novice = 15). They also 
showed rather similar interests in the theme of Organization 
(f experienced = 72, f novice = 45). Further, the theme of General lin-
guistic range: Accuracy (f experienced = 0, f novice = 2), Clearness (f 

experienced = 4, f novice = 5), and Preciseness (f experienced = 0, f novice 
= 1) was the least noticed theme by both experienced and 
novice raters. Similar to rating the integrated writing task, 
experienced raters showed more interest than novice raters 
to Mechanics of writing (f experienced = 11, f novice = 1). 

Analysis of Verbal Protocols on Rating the 
Writing Tasks 

The total records of themes extracted from the verbal proto-
cols on rating the integrated writing task were 280, of which 
165 records were made by experienced raters and 115 by 
novice raters. Table 4 displays the proportional theme dis-
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Table 1
Themes, Subthemes, and Examples from the Raters’ Verbal Protocols

Theme Subtheme Example

Content

Addressing all aspects of the topic In terms of task achievement, I can say that the examinee has 
done a good job.

Conveying the message The writer was successful to convey the message.

Relevance to the prompt The writing is not directly dealing with the question raised in the 
topic. 

Comprehending the passage and the 
lecture*

The comprehension regarding the listening or the lecture was 
quite well.

Making connections between the pas-
sage and the lecture*

There isn’t a clear connection between the points she made and 
the points made in the passage and the lecture.

Expressing the main idea* She was successful in expressing the main ideas.

Selecting the important information from 
the lecture*

Some important parts from the lecture or the reading passage 
have been selected. 

Convincing the reader** The reasons are not convincing or do not persuade the reader.

Using exemplification** Examples are not developed well. 

Using explanation** Not sufficient explanations or details are provided. 

Formal requirement
Number of paragraphs She wrote just two paragraphs.

Number of words The number of words is really few here. 

General linguistic range

Accuracy There is some inaccuracy. 

Clearness Some sentences are vague. 

Preciseness Everything is precise. 

Language use
Structure Grammatical errors are noticeably present.

Vocabulary She had a good command of vocabulary. 

Mechanics of writing

Punctuation There is a lack of punctuation. 

Spelling There is no important misspelling. 

Capitalization* There are problems with capital letters. 

Organization

Logical order of ideas The writer should have first mentioned the problematic areas.

Using a topic sentence There is the absence of a well-developed thesis statement. 

Using supporting sentences There is a lack of supporting ideas. 

Coherence No proper connection is seen between the sentences. 

Good organization The writer is clearly not familiar with the way to organize a piece 
of writing. 

Using an introductory paragraph The introduction is missing. 

Using body paragraphs Everything is right about the body paragraphs. 

Using a concluding paragraph The concluding part could be more academically written. 

Development of ideas** The development of ideas is good. 

Development of paragraphs** There is limited development of the paragraphs. 

Note. * Specific to the integrated writing task

          ** Specific to the independent writing task
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tribution for the experienced and novice raters in rating the 
integrated writing task along with the related chi-square 
values comparing the frequencies of each theme and the 
total. The level of significance was set at α = .05. 

Displayed in Table 4, in the theme of Content, there was 
a small difference between the records of the two rater 
groups with insignificant chi-square measure (χ2 = .04, p = 
.82 > .05). The themes of Formal requirement (χ2 = 1.00, p = 
.31 > .05) and General linguistic range (χ2 = 1.28, p = .25 > .05) 
likewise were recorded with small and insignificant differ-
ences by experienced and novice raters. On the other hand, 
experienced and novice raters had considerable differences 
in recording the themes of Language use (χ2 = 7.57, p = .00 < 

.05), Mechanics of writing (χ2 = 4.5, p = .03 < .05) and Organi-

zation (χ2 = 6.06, p = .01 < .05), with experienced raters hav-
ing almost twice more records than novice raters. Further, 
there was a significant difference between experienced and 
novice raters’ records regarding the total themes they men-
tioned when rating the integrated writing task (χ2 = 8.93, p 

= .00 < .05).

The other analysis was carried out on the content of verbal 
protocols produced by experienced and novice raters while 
rating the independent writing task. Here, the accounts of 
themes were 364, of which 208 belonged to experienced 
raters and 156 to novice raters. In Table 5, the proportion-
al distribution of the themes produced by experienced and 
novice raters for the independent task was compared by 
running another set of chi-square tests.

Table 2 
Proportional Distribution of Themes/Subthemes in Rating the Integrated Writing Task (f=frequency)

Theme Subtheme Experienced Raters’ f Novice Raters’ f

Content

Addressing all aspects of the topic 2 0

Conveying the message 5 8

Relevance to the prompt 3 6

Comprehending the passage and the lecture 2 0

Making connections between the passage and the lecture 17 11

Expressing the main idea 2 3

Selecting the important information from the lecture 13 14

Formal re-
quirement

Number of paragraphs 4 2

Number of words 6 4

General lin-
guistic range

Accuracy 2 7

Clearness 8 7

Preciseness 1 3

Language use
Structure 40 20

Vocabulary 10 6

Mechanics of 
writing

Punctuation 1 1

Spelling 5 0

Capitalization 1 0

Organization

Logical order of ideas 5 2

Using a topic sentence 5 1

Using supporting sentences 2 1

Coherence 8 10

Good organization 5 5

Using an introductory paragraph 7 0

Using body paragraphs 1 0

Using a concluding paragraph 10 4

Total 165 115
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In Table 5, a similar pattern of distribution can be seen be-
tween the records of themes extracted from experienced 
and novice raters’ verbal protocols. Accordingly, small and 
statistically insignificant differences were observed between 
experienced and novice raters on the themes of Content (χ2 

= .62, p = .43 > .05), Formal requirement (χ2 = .29, p = .59 > .05), 
and General linguistic range (χ2 = 1.33, p = .24 > .05). Howev-
er, experienced raters had a meaningful difference in their 
much higher records of references than novice raters to the 
theme of Language use (χ2 = 6.87, p = .00 < .05), Mechanics of 
writing (χ2 = 8.33, p = .00 < .05) and Organization (χ2 = 6.75, p 
= .00 < .05). Once again, there was also a significant differ-
ence between the total records of themes experienced and 
novice raters provided when rating the independent writing 
task (χ2 = 7.43, p = .00 < .05). 

Next, to check whether rating experience is associated with 
the type of writing task raters rate, a Correspondence Anal-
ysis was run. This is a multivariate technique to discover the 
relationships among categorical variables in graphical form 
(Zabihi et al., 2019). After identifying a link between the lev-
els of the two categorical variables (rating experience and 
writing task type), a Correspondence Analysis was run by 
determining 2 dimensions corresponding to the two varia-
bles. Figure 1 shows the result of this analysis. Dimension 1 
refers to the rating experience (experienced vs. novice) and 
Dimension 2 refers to the writing task type (integrated vs. 
independent). As it can be seen in Figure 1, there is a clear 
distinction between the two groups of raters (novice vs. ex-
perienced). This is a reconfirmation of the results of Tables 
4 and 5 which showed a significant difference between the 

Table 3 
Proportional Distribution of Themes/Subthemes in Rating the Independent Writing Task (f=frequency)

Theme Subtheme Experienced Raters’ f Novice Raters’ f

Content

Addressing all aspects of the topic and the task 10 12

Conveying the message 1 4

Relevance to the prompt 1 1

Convincing the reader 1 2

Using exemplification 11 12

Using explanation 12 12

Formal requirement
Number of paragraphs 5 3

Number of words 9 14

General linguistic range

Accuracy 0 2

Clearness 4 5

Preciseness 0 1

Language use
Structure 45 28

Vocabulary 26 15

Mechanics of writing
Punctuation 7 1

Spelling 4 0

Organization

Logical order of ideas 1 2

Using a topic sentence 7 3

Using supporting sentences 5 1

Coherence 15 14

Good Organization 11 10

Using an introductory paragraph 5 1

Using body paragraphs 2 0

Using a concluding paragraph 9 3

Development of ideas 10 10

Development of paragraphs 7 0

Total 208 156
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two rater groups’ rating of both writing tasks. However, rat-
ing both integrated and independent writing tasks is asso-
ciated with rating experience. In other words, both novice 
and experienced raters rated either of the two writing tasks 
similarly. 

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this research was to explore the potential 
interplay between the rating experience and the type of 
writing task to determine the nature of L2 raters’ cognitive 
processes involved in rating integrated and independent 
writing tasks. The results of the first research question in 
this study showed that the type of writing task (integrated 
vs. independent) was a determining factor in the number 
of references experienced and novice raters made to the 
TOEFL-iBT writing rating rubric. In other words, both expe-
rienced and novice raters produced higher records of ref-
erences to the TOEFL-iBT rating rubric on rating the inde-
pendent writing task than the integrated writing task, where 
experienced raters’ records outnumbered novice raters’ re-
cords. Moreover, the results of the second research ques-
tion indicated that the rating experience was another deter-
mining factor in the proportion of references L2 raters made 
on both types of tasks. In other words, while experienced 
and novice raters incorporated similar cognitive processes 

(represented by the six major extracted themes) in rating 
the integrated and independent writing tasks, they had 
meaningful differences by the larger proportion of referenc-
es experienced raters made to the themes of Language use, 
Mechanics of writing, and Organization, as well as the total 
themes on both tasks. 

The first research question is discussed in terms of the 
heavy cognitive load independent writing tasks might cause 
which makes them more challenging for L2 learners to write 
about and subsequently for L2 raters to rate. This cognitive 
load to construct the textual meaning has been labeled as 
task representation by Wolfersberger (2007). In other words, 
when students face a writing task, they need to understand 
which skills, products, and processes the task requires and 
they should plan to prepare a written product that proper-
ly matches the task (Wolfersberger, 2007). Several studies 
suggested that task representation becomes much easier 
to fulfill when the L2 writer/learner has access to external 
resources as the writing task input that is the case in inte-
grated tasks (Allen, 2004; Plakans, 2010; Ruiz-Funes, 2001; 
Wolfersberger, 2007), where the main concerns for the L2 
writer/learner are how to employ resource texts in their writ-
ing and how to reiterate them appropriately (Plakans, 2010). 
Hence, it seems that integrated writing tasks become less 
challenging to L2 learners and raters. This was confirmed 
in this study as L2 raters provided less records in their ver-

Table 4 
Theme Distribution in Rating the Integrated Writing Task by Experienced and Novice Raters (f=frequency)

Theme Experienced Raters’ f Novice Raters’ f χ2 p

Content 44 42 .04 .82

Formal requirement 10 6 1.00 .31

General linguistic range 11 17 1.28 .25

Language use 50 26 7.57   .00*

Mechanics of writing 7 1 4.5   .03*

Organization 43 23 6.06   .01*

Total 165 115 8.93 .00*

Table 5 
Theme Distribution in Rating the Independent Writing Task by Experienced and Novice Raters (f=frequency)

Theme Experienced Raters’ f Novice Raters’ f χ2 p

Content 36 43 .62 .43

Formal requirement 14 17 .29 .59

General linguistic range 4 8 1.33 .24

Language use 71 43 6.87   .00*

Mechanics of writing 11 1 8.33   .00*

Organization 72 44 6.75   .00*

Total 208 156 7.43 .00*
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bal protocols while rating the integrated writing task which 
might mean that rating the integrated task requires fewer 
cognitive demands on raters as it is more content-controlled 
and less creative. 

The findings on the first research question corroborated 
some previous studies (Allen, 2004; Wolfersberger, 2007) but 
partially contradicted several others (Ahmadi & Mansoorde-
hghan, 2015; Michel et al., 2020; Plakans, 2010; Uludag et 
al., 2021). The results of the first research question did not 
match those of Ahmadi and Mansoordehghan (2015) since 
in contrast to this study, they found that task type (inde-
pendent vs. integrated) did not have a significant effect on 
the students’ writing performance. However, if test takers’ 
cognitive processes rather than their writing performance 
are investigated while they complete independent and in-
tegrated tasks, differences may be found as it was the case 
regarding the raters’ cognitive processes while they rated 
these two types of writing tasks in this study. Moreover, the 
results of this study were in contrast to Michel et al. (2020) 
and Uludag et al. (2021) who found that integrated writing 
tasks are more challenging for test takers and elicit more 
dynamic and varied behaviors and cognitive processes in 
test takers. This contradiction might be due to the nature of 
the participants in Michel et al.’s and Uludag et al.’s studies 
who were test takers versus the participants in this study 
who were raters. Most probably, raters and test takers go 
through different cognitive processes while dealing with 
writing tasks. Although writing integrated tasks may be 
more demanding for test takers since they have to integrate 
information from different sources, it seems that rating in-
dependent tasks requires more energy and mental process-

ing in L2 raters. Also, dealing directly with the participants’ 
cognitive processes through verbal protocols may be anoth-
er important issue which resulted in differences between 
the findings of this study and other studies since verbal pro-
tocols chiefly explore mental processes, rather than specu-
lating about them. 

The second research question is discussed by the argument 
of the rater subjectivity and the potential interaction be-
tween rating experience, rater training, and rater severity/
leniency. The term rater severity refers both to the general 
tendency of a rater to assign higher or lower ratings than 
the average raters, and to the observed differences among 
raters in terms of their interpretations of the rating rubrics 
(Lim, 2011). Rater severity is an integral component of rater 
biasedness which might be nurtured by rater experience or 
rater training (Eckes, 2011; Myford & Wolfe, 2003). However, 
as Eckes (2011) emphasized, there is a lack of research on 
factors affecting rater severity. Despite this lack of research, 
Khodi (2021) investigated the issue of rater experience and 
rater severity and their impact on writing scores and sug-
gested that the test takers’ writing performance should be 
rated by at least four raters using at least two scoring meth-
ods to avoid rater biasedness. Similarly, the findings of this 
study also recommend that since rater experience is an in-
fluential factor in the cognitive processes raters engage in 
when rating both integrated and independent writing tasks, 
asking raters with different levels of experience to rate writ-
ing tasks is necessary to have a better evaluation of the test 
takers’ writing performance and to avoid rater severity and 
biased scoring. Moreover, paying attention to what cogni-
tive processes experienced L2 raters focus on while rating 

Figure 1 
Joint distribution of rating experience and writing task type 

Dimension 1: Rating experience (experienced vs. novice); 

Dimension 2: Writing task type (integrated vs. independent)
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writing tasks and inform novice L2 raters about such pro-
cesses in training sessions can be quite helpful. Yet, further 
studies are demanded on this venue of research.

Furthermore, although some research show that rating 
experience influences raters’ scoring performance both in 
terms of leniency and focus (Duijm et al., 2018), some oth-
er research show that the type of rating rubric (analytic vs. 
holistic) (Barkaoui, 2010a), the depth of learning that hap-
pens in the process of training (Attali, 2016), and the text 
quality (Şahan & Razı (2020) are more determining factors 
than rating experience in the raters’ unbiased rating and 
decision-making processes. In a nutshell, factors such as 
the rating rubric, rater training, rater knowledge, and text 
quality are as influential as if not more influential than rat-
ing experience in the scores raters assign to writing tasks. 
Therefore, following the results of different studies as well 
as this study, both rater experience and training should be 
regarded as important factors to consider when studying 
raters’ scoring of writing tasks. 

CONCLUSION 

This study revealed that for L2 raters, their rating practice 
would be affected by the interplay of their rating experi-
ence and the type of writing task. Therefore, the findings of 
this study have several pedagogical implications. To reduce 
the rater variability and bias in the rating process, the most 
common solution is rater training, where L2 raters with var-
ious levels of rating experience are (re)introduced to the 
rating criteria followed by their immediate and delayed rat-
ing practice to safeguard the sustainability of the training. 
Further, since the standard rubrics most likely make the rat-
ing more reliable, raise clarity in rater judgment, and lessen 
rater subjectivity, L2 raters and teachers should receive the 
how-to instructions on using rubrics both as a grading and 
teaching device. Moreover, by employing verbal protocols 
or stimulated recalls as a pedagogical tool, L2 raters and 
teachers might raise in students the kind of self-awareness 
they need to engage in their writing process. Finally, making 
L2 learners familiar with instructions to rating rubrics can 
help them improve not only their self-directness but also 
their writing ability.

The findings of this study should be recognized in light of 
some limitations. One major limitation was the sample size. 
In this study, a single EFL learner’s writing performance on 
integrated and independent writing tasks was rated by 27 
raters in a one-shot comparative research. This research can 
be replicated by rating more writing samples from different 
EFL learners in an extended period of time to enhance the 
generalizability and sustainability of the findings. Another 
limitation of the study was not considering the text length 
in integrated and independent writing tasks. However, text 
length might be an influential factor in the number of re-
cords both experienced and novice raters provided. In fu-
ture studies, this factor should also be investigated. Moreo-
ver, since various rater differences such as their educational 
background can infiltrate the findings of the study, their in-
clusion is highly recommended in future research. Also, the 
use of introspective verbal protocols has certain methodo-
logical limitations. It is a complex technique that may affect 
the raters’ performance by causing distractions, stress, and 
low task representation, which eventually affect the trans-
ferring of results to natural rating contexts. Therefore, to 
remedy the shortcomings of using verbal protocols, it can 
be empowered with other techniques, such as interviews 
or stimulated recalls, which adopt a more emic approach 
to data collection by retrieving the raters’ self-evaluation of 
their rating performance.  
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ABSTRACT
Background. Self-regulated learning strategies play an essential role in the success of students’ 
learning of writing. The use of these strategies might be influenced by the student’s individual 
differences.

Purpose. This study was conducted to describe EFL university students’ preferences for 
self-regulated writing strategies. It also examined the different use of self-regulated writing 
strategies by considering gender, interest in English writing, and writing achievement. Further, 
it measured the predictive effects of self-regulated writing strategies on the students’ writing 
achievement.

Method. This research applied a quantitative approach and involved 58 English students. The 
students were required to respond to a self-report survey using the Self-Regulated Learning 
Strategy Questionnaire. The students’ writing achievement was measured based on their scores 
in writing an argumentative essay. The data were then analyzed using descriptive statistics, an 
independent sample t-test, One Way Anova, and multiple regression. 

Results. The results uncovered that the overall use of self-regulated writing strategies was 
at a high level with the social environment strategy dimension on the top rank and motive 
on the bottom. Further analysis showed that there is no significant difference in the use of 
self-regulated writing strategies based on gender, interest in English writing, and writing 
achievement. Meanwhile, multiple regression analysis indicated the predictive effect of self-
regulated writing strategies on writing achievement. To this end, teachers need to encourage 
students to use self-regulated writing strategies more optimally to enhance their writing quality.

Conclusion. EFL students have invested high awareness of using self-regulated writing 
strategies. Along with this high awareness, students’ individual differences such as gender, 
interest in English writing, and proficiency level might not strongly influence the use of SRW 
strategies. Though not strong, the use of self-regulated writing strategies contributes to the 
students’ writing quality improvement.

KEYWORDS
frequency of use of self-regulated strategies in writing skills, different use of self-regulated 
writing strategies, predictive effect of self-regulated writing strategies on writing achievement

INTRODUCTION
Research on the use of self-regulated 
writing (SRW) strategies, especially in 
EFL context, is demanded since writing is 
a complicated skill. EFL students gener-
ally deal with some difficulties in writing 
such as problems in content and organi-
zation, grammar, mechanics, and writing 
style. Some empirical evidence showed 
that SRW strategies are beneficial to pro-
mote students’ writing quality (Forbes, 

2019; Geres-Smith et al., 2017; Helsel & 
Greenberg, 2007; Kartika, 2015; Roderick, 
2019; Rosário et al., 2019; Teng & Huang, 
2019; Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994). 
SRW strategies fit the nature of writing 
as a process that consists of three stag-
es (e.g., forethought, performance, and 
self-reflection) since SRW strategies in-
volve similar phases such as self-plan-
ning, self-monitoring, and self-regulation 
(Hughes et al., 2019). The employment 
of SRW strategies, therefore, helps stu-
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dents improve linguistic, cognitive, and regulation aspects 
which ameliorate the quality of writing (Cer, 2019). To this 
end, research on the use of SRW strategies provide teachers 
with insightful understanding which can be implemented to 
train their students with the appropriate SRW strategies to 
cope with the students’ writing difficulties.

A few existing studies on SRW strategy issue focused on 
the intensity of use of SRW strategies. However, the previ-
ous findings are still inconclusive. Abadikhah et al. (2018), 
for example, reported that the frequency of the use of SRW 
strategies by Iranian students ranges from moderate to 
slightly high level. The next study conducted by Umamah 
and Cahyono (2020) revealed that Indonesian university 
students used SRW strategies at a high level of frequency. 
It was also reported that high achievers dominantly apply 
method, performance, and social environment dimensions 
of SRW strategies in the processes of writing. The limited 
number of studies and inconclusive findings imply the need 
to conduct further investigation on the intensity of use of 
SRW strategies.

Some SRW research highlighted the different use of SRW 
strategies based on specific individual differences. Most 
studies reported the difference based on proficiency levels. 
The previous studies agree that there is a significant differ-
ence in the use of SRW strategies by students with high and 
low levels of proficiency (Abadikhah et al., 2018; Bai & Guo, 
2019; Hu & Gao, 2018). The previous investigation grouped 
the students into two: high and low achievers. Those who 
were at a moderate level seemed to be ignored. Whereas 
moderate achievers generally dominated normal class-
rooms (Yaduvanshi & Singh, 2019) as shown by a classroom 
normal curve indicating that 25% were high achievers, 25% 
were low achievers, and the rest 50% were moderate achiev-
ers. Therefore, investigating all groups of students is impor-
tant since it will provide a more comprehensive insight into 
the strategies used by all students without exception. Mean-
while, other individual differences such as gender and inter-
est in English writing have not sufficiently been studied. It is 
proven by very limited publications on these issues. In terms 
of gender, females outperformed males in the use of strat-
egies in general (Valverde Zambrana, 2020), not specifically 
addressing SRW strategies. Concerning interest, so far no 
publication on the different use of SRW strategies based on 
this aspect was found. It indicates that interest was one of 
the individual differences still neglected in English language 
teaching and learning research (Tin, 2016), whereas interest 
is an important aspect to strive for students’ learning goals 
because it affects how they do learning activities and how 
long they would do those activities (Lepper & Henderlong 
(2000) as cited in Sansone & Thoman, 2005). 

Some previous studies concerned on the correlation be-
tween SRW strategy use and certain individual differences. 
Teng and Huang (2019) reported that age, gender, expe-
rience in learning English, the time investment for writing, 

topic familiarity, experience in doing an examination, school 
prestige, and interest in learning English were influential 
predictors of SRW strategies used by secondary school stu-
dents in writing an essay. In addition, a growth mindset was 
found to have a significant correlation with school students’ 
use of SRW strategies (Bai & Guo, 2019). The two existing 
studies were conducted in school level context; thus, it is es-
sential to investigate similar topic in higher education level. 
Moreover, university students majoring at English have spe-
cific writing courses. Therefore, research on the predictive 
effect of SRW strategy use on writing achievement will give 
writing teachers insight into the role of SRW strategies in 
students’ writing performance. To this end, the results of 
this study can be used as a consideration to integrate SRW 
strategies into writing instruction.

Based on the aforementioned review, a study on the de-
ployment of SRW strategies at higher education levels by 
considering gender, interest in English writing, and writing 
achievement is still demanded. Additionally, investigating 
the predictive effect of SRW strategy use on writing achieve-
ment is essential since it can be used as a predictor and 
reference in providing an appropriate SRW intervention to 
help students attain the best writing performance possible. 
Therefore, this research comes up with three research ques-
tions.

(1)	 What is the profile use of SRW strategies employed 
by EFL university students?

(2)	 How do gender, interest in English writing, and 
writing achievement influence the reported use of 
SRW strategies?

(3)	 To what extent do SRW strategies predict EFL stu-
dents’ writing achievement?

The Notion of Self-Regulated Writing (SRW) 
Strategies 
The idea of self-regulated learning (SRL) was proposed by 
Bandura in the 1980s based on the social cognitive theory 
covering personal aspects (e.g., cognition and emotions), 
behavioural aspects, and environmental aspects. In 1994, 
SRL strategies were introduced in the academic setting 
(Abadikhah et al., 2018) since regulating motivational, affec-
tive, and social aspects is prominent to attain an optimum 
learning result (Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994). In 1997, 
the notion of SRL was brought to a more specific scope of 
learning i.e. it was used as a learning strategy in the writ-
ing context. Zimmerman and Risemberg (1997) defined SRL 
strategies in writing as ideas, feelings, and actions person-
ally initiated by writers to achieve literary goals such as im-
provement in writing skills and enhancement in the quality 
of their written text. Some researchers (Brunstein & Glaser, 
2011; Reynolds & Perin, 2009) then used self-regulated writ-
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ing (SRW) strategies instead of self-regulated learning (SRL) 
strategies in writing to simplify the term.

Further, Zimmerman (1994) proposed the classification of 
self-regulated writing (SRW) strategies comprising six di-
mensions: motive, method, time, physical environment, so-
cial environment, and performance. The motive dimension 
deals with the reasons to learn including setting goals, talk-
ing to self, and controlling emotion. The method dimension 
covers strategies to accomplish a writing task such as sum-
marizing, taking notes, asking questions, practising, and 
making a visual representation. Time is about how learn-
ers manage their time in learning and performing writing 
tasks. The physical environment dimension describes how 
learners set their environment to support learning. The so-
cial environment dimension is when learners need to seek 
help from their surroundings. The performance dimension 
refers to how learners monitor and self-evaluate their learn-
ing and recognize self-consequences (as cited in Andrade & 
Bunker, 2009). The complete dimensions of SRW strategies 
lead students to be more autonomous. Accordingly, stu-
dents with good self-regulation are better in their academic 
achievement (Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994) since they are 
aware of the qualities of their knowledge, beliefs, motiva-
tion, and cognition (Butler & Winne, 1995). 

The Role of Self-Regulated Writing (SRW) 
Strategies in Writing 
One of the causes of failure in the writing process is due to 
ineffective use of learning strategies (Graham et al., 2000). 
To date, SRW strategies are considered to bridge students 
with writing difficulties. Some studies confirmed the poten-
tial role of SRW strategies to promote the students’ writ-
ing quality in preschool (Kim & Nor, 2019), at the primary 
level (Geres-Smith et al., 2017; Helsel & Greenberg, 2007), 
in secondary schools (Rosário et al., 2019; Teng & Huang, 
2019; Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994), and at university level 
(Abadikhah et al., 2018; Kartika, 2015; L. S. Teng & Zhang, 
2018; Umamah & Cahyono, 2020). 

Kim and Nor (2019) unveiled that SRW strategies significant-
ly affect preschool learners’ self-efficacy and their writing 
performance. Strong predictors for self-efficacy were found 
in the use of self-monitoring and controlling, while plan-
ning and goal setting were predictors of early writing per-
formance. Based on the survey, the students had a positive 
perception of the use of SRW strategies. They thought that 
their writing quality was improved due to the deployment 
of planning and goal-setting, self-monitoring, and self-eval-
uation. In addition, Geres-Smith et al. (2017) reported that 
SRW strategies positively influenced primary school stu-
dents’ writing quality, writing duration, and self-efficacy in 
composing persuasive text. Students’ self-efficacy signifi-
cantly changed greater after the intervention of self-reg-
ulated strategies development (SRSD) was conducted. 
Furthermore, it was found that SRW strategies and self-ef-

ficacy had a strong correlation though further investigation 
is still demanded. A similar finding was reported by Helsel 
and Greenberg (2007). They found that the employment of 
self-regulated strategy intervention helped struggling writ-
ers confront the complexities of different writing tasks. 

Improvement in secondary students’ quality of writing was 
reported by Rosário et al. (2019) after implementing SRSD 
and SRSD combined with story-tool interventions. They 
compared these interventions with the use of weekly jour-
nal activities. Teng and Huang (2019) revealed that SRW 
strategies (e.g., goal-oriented monitoring and evaluating) 
promoted the students’ writing outcomes. In addition, stu-
dents with higher regulatory skill levels obtained better writ-
ing achievement. Long before the SRW strategies gained 
prominent consideration, Zimmerman and Bandura (1994) 
unveiled a direct correlation between self-regulatory effi-
cacy for writing beliefs and the students’ perceived effica-
cy of writing course attainment. An indirect correlation was 
found between self-regulatory efficacy for writing beliefs 
and their final grades.

Kartika (2015) found that university students’ writing scores 
improved after the implementation of the SRW strategy in-
tervention. Conducting experimental research, Teng and 
Zhang (2019) reported a significant improvement after the 
students were trained in self-regulated strategy interven-
tion. Compared with those who did not get involved in the 
intervention, the students in the experimental group were 
reported to be more active in applying the strategies. Us-
ing a self-report survey, Abadikhah et al. (2018) uncovered 
that the intensity of the use of SRW strategies ranged from 
moderate to slightly high level with strategies in the method 
dimension as the most frequently used by Iranian university 
students. In addition, fourth-year students were reported 
to have greater use of SRW strategies than third-year stu-
dents, indicating that proficiency level affected the strategy 
use. Similarly, Umamah and Cahyono (2020) showed that In-
donesian university students used SRW strategies at a high 
level of frequency. The social environment dimension was 
the most intensively used, while the motive dimension was 
the lowest. It was also revealed that high achievers dom-
inantly applied the method, performance, and social envi-
ronment dimensions of SRW strategies in the processes of 
writing (e.g. planning, execution, and evaluation). These 
dimensions also helped them deal with writing difficulties 
in terms of content and organization, grammar, mechanics, 
and writing style.

Overall, research on SRW strategies has grabbed promi-
nent concern. The previous studies shared similar findings 
that SRW strategies could improve primary and secondary 
students’ writing performance in composing different text 
types (e.g. narrative, persuasive, and argumentative). At the 
higher education level, two experimental studies (Kartika, 
2015; Teng & Zhang, 2018) confirmed the positive effect of 
SRW strategy intervention on students’ writing achievement. 
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In addition, students with different proficiency levels were 
reported to apply SRW strategies differently (Abadikhah et 
al., 2018). However, Abadikhah et al. (2018) compared fourth 
and third-year students in the use of SRW strategies, not 
addressing the students’ specific writing achievement (e.g. 
high, moderate, and low achievers). Meanwhile, Umamah 
and Cahyono (2020) focused only on high achievers’ strat-
egies, ignoring moderate and low achievers. To this end, 
more comprehensive research investigating high, moderate, 
and low achievers is relevant to capture the SRW strategy 
used by all students with different writing achievements.

Self-Regulated Writing (SRW) Strategies and 
Individual Differences
Oxford (2017) pointed out that strategy preference was in-
fluenced by two factors: learners’ multiple personalities and 
context. To date, the role of students’ differences has been 
investigated by some researchers. Some of them investigat-
ed the different use of SRW strategies based on individual 
differences (Abadikhah et al., 2018; Bai & Guo, 2019; Hu & 
Gao, 2018; Teng & Huang, 2019), some others were con-
cerned about the correlation between the SRW strategies 
and the student’s individual differences (Bai & Guo, 2018, 
2019), and another study dealt with the predictive effects 
of SRW strategies on writing achievement (Teng & Huang, 
2019).

Abadikhah et al. (2018) reported that the use of SRW strat-
egies by Iranian third-year and fourth-year students were 
different. Fourth-year students used SRW strategies (i.e. 
method and social environment) more intensively than did 
the third-year students. Furthermore, Hu and Gao (2018) 
unveiled differences in the self-regulated strategic writing 
used by high and low achievers in the ways of resource utili-
zation, in the process of self-regulated writing, and in terms 
of why and how the two groups imitate and reorganize re-
sources. Bai and Guo (2019) found that three motivational 
factors (e.g. growth mindset, self-efficacy, and interest in 
writing) influenced the use of SRW strategy very differently. 
Furthermore, the use of SRW strategies by primary students 
is significantly different based on gender, writing proficien-
cy, and grade levels (Bai et al., 2020). A more comprehensive 
study was conducted by Teng and Huang (2018). They in-
volved a total of 682 secondary students in China and eight 
moderating variables such as age, gender, experience in 
learning English, the time allotted to writing, topic famili-
arity, experience in doing an examination, school prestige, 
and interest in learning English. The findings proved that 
those eight individual differences significantly affected the 
employment of SRW strategies used by secondary school 
students in writing an argumentative essay. The findings 
of the previous studies give a broader insight into the fact 
that many factors might influence the preference for SRW 
strategies.

With regards to the correlation between SRW strategies and 
students’ individual differences, Bai and Guo (2018), for ex-
ample, revealed that SRW strategy use positively contribut-
ed to primary school students’ self-efficacy in writing par-
ticularly their self-efficacy in the content aspect. It was also 
reported that planning and self-monitoring provided the 
strongest correlation with self-efficacy. In the following year, 
Bai and Guo (2019) reported that motivational factors (e.g. 
growth mindset, self-efficacy, and interest in writing) were 
associated with SRW strategies and the student’s writing 
performance. However, interest had no significant correla-
tion with high achievers’ SRW use. They further explained 
that the growth mindset obtained the strongest and the 
most significant correlation with high, moderate, and low 
achievers’ use of SRW strategies in writing narrative text. 

A study on the predictive effects of SRW strategies on the 
students’ writing achievement showed that SRW strategies 
could strongly predict the writing achievement of secondary 
school students. Goal-oriented monitoring strategies were 
reported to offer the strongest prediction. It means that the 
more the students employ SRW strategies, the more likely 
their writing achievement is good. As described above, the 
previous studies (Bai & Guo, 2018, 2019) did not consider 
gender as a moderating variable, and only one (Teng & 
Huang, 2019) reported that gender influenced the prefer-
ence for SRW strategies. This means that further investiga-
tion is required to confirm the finding of Teng and Huang 
(2019). Moreover, female students were reported to have 
better writing test scores than their male counterparts (Ong, 
2015; Troia et al., 2013) because female students tend to 
write more complex writing structures and more organized 
ideas (Waskita, 2008). The difference between males and 
females in their writing performance might be due to their 
employment of learning strategies. Therefore, knowing the 
role of gender in SRW strategy preference is essential since 
it can be used as a predictor and consideration in providing 
an appropriate SRW intervention based on gender.

Concerning interest, two studies (Bai & Guo, 2019; Teng & 
Huang, 2019) dealt with interest in two different contexts: 
interest in English writing and interest in learning English. 
Thus, it still leaves room to confirm the existing finding, es-
pecially of Bai and Guo (2019), who found an insignificant 
correlation between interest in English writing and high 
achievers’ SRW strategy use. Moreover, Lepper and Hen-
derlong (2000) proposed that interest played a pivotal role 
to lead students to strive for their learning goals due to its 
influence on individuals’ choice to do learning activities and 
how long they will do those activities (as cited in Sansone & 
Thoman, 2005). A further study to investigate whether there 
is a significant difference in the use of SRW strategies by EFL 
students who enjoy and dislike English writing is required. 

In terms of writing achievement, a study by Hu and Gao 
(2018) unveiled that high achievers used more SRW strat-
egies. This finding is not significant enough to declare that 
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SRW strategy preference is influenced by the students’ writ-
ing achievement. Moreover, this study compared only two 
groups: high and low achievers. At this point, the compar-
ison among high, moderate, and low achievers will pro-
vide a more fruitful insight. Another important issue that 
is neglected is the predictive effects of SRW strategies on 
students’ writing achievement. Most studies claimed that 
SRW strategies can improve the students’ writing quality; 
however, they did not specify how much the contribution 
of these strategies. One of the limited studies concerning 
the contribution of SRW strategies on writing achievement 
revealed the strong predictive effects of SRW strategies on 
writing achievement. However, this study was carried out in 
a secondary school context. The question to arise is whether 
a similar finding will be obtained if the study is conducted in 
higher education. 

METHOD

Research Design
This research applied a quantitative approach. A descriptive 
quantitative design was used to describe the SRW strategies 
used by EFL university students. Further, the ex-post-facto 
design was adopted to examine the difference in SRW strat-
egy preference based on gender, interest in English writing, 
and writing achievement. Finally, a correlational design was 
used to see to what extent SRW strategies predict the stu-
dents’ writing achievement.

Participants
This study involved English education students from one of 
the private universities in Malang, Indonesia. The students 
were selected based on convenience sampling; only those 
who agreed to join the survey study were involved in this 
research. A total of 58 students agreed to participate in the 
survey. They were in the second year of their four-year un-
dergraduate study and had taken an essay writing course 
in the previous semester. Of 58 students, 15 students were 
male whereas 43 were female students. A total of 45 stu-

dents were interested in English writing, while 13 students 
said that they were not interested in English writing. Based 
on the student’s writing scores, 30 students were catego-
rized as high achievers, 21 students were categorized as 
moderate achievers, and 7 students were categorized as 
low achievers. 

Instruments
This research drew on in-depth data from a 60-item Self-Reg-
ulated Learning Strategy Questionnaire (SRLSQ) with a 
5-point Likert scale adopted by Abadikhah et al. (2018). It 
was required to gather profound information and generate 
ideas related to the strategies used in six dimensions (mo-
tive, method, time, performance, physical environment, and 
social environment). Detailed questionnaire distribution is 
in Table 1. 

The questionnaire consisted of three parts. The first part of 
the questionnaire was the respondents’ agreement page. 
The next part was about respondents’ demographic infor-
mation such as full name, gender, and interest in writing. 
The main part is the 60-item questionnaire with a 5-Likert 
scale (strongly disagree ‘1’ to strongly agree ‘5’). To ensure 
that the respondents fully understood each item and to 
avoid bias, the questionnaire was translated into Indone-
sian. The translated questionnaire was validated by two ex-
perts in English language teaching. The validated question-
naire was then tried out on twenty students. The data from 
the try-out were then analyzed using SPSS 26 to check their 
validity and reliability. The result of the analysis showed that 
the questionnaire was valid and had high reliability as indi-
cated by the overall Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.946. More 
specifically, the reliability of the motive dimension was .784, 
the method dimension was .782, the time dimension was 

.794, the performance dimension was .937, the physical en-
vironment dimension was .861, and the social environment 
dimension was .620. This indicates that all of the Cronbach’s 
alpha values were > .60 meaning that all of the items in 
each dimension were reliable and consistent. Therefore, the 
questionnaire was ready to use as the instrument of this 
study. The data obtained from the student’s responses to 

Table 1 
Distribution of Self-Regulated Learning Strategy Questionnaire (SRLSQ)

Dimensions Scales Number of items

Motive Goal-setting, self-efficacy 14

Method Task strategies 10

Time Time-management 8

Performance Self-evaluation, self-consequence 17

Physical environment Environmental structuring 5

Social environment Help-seeking 6

Total 60
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the questionnaire were interpreted and classified into three 
levels: high (means of 3.5-5.0), moderate (means of 2.5-3.4), 
and low (means of 1.0-2.4) based on Oxford and Burry-Stock 
(1995).

In addition, the student’s interest was assessed based on 
their response to the questionnaire asking whether they 
like writing in English or not. They responded to this item 
by selecting the ‘Like’ or ‘Dislike’ button. Another data was 
obtained from the students’ argumentative essay scores. 
Due to time constraints and the uncontrolled situation in 
the early phase of the Covid-19 Pandemic when the data 
was collected, it was impossible to conduct the writing test. 
Thus, we used the available writing scores from the writing 
teachers. The writing task was assessed only by the teacher 
of each class. Since the writing text was already handed out 
to the students, it was difficult to have inter or intra-rater 
reliability. This condition might influence the results of this 
study. Based on the scores, the students were grouped into 
three: high, moderate, and low achievers. The categoriza-
tion of these groups is based on the assessment standard of 
the university where the data were collected. The categori-
zation is presented in Table 2.

Table 2
Categorization of Students’ Writing Achievement 

Score Grade Category

80-100 A High achievers

70-79 B Moderate achievers

0-69 C Low achievers

Procedure

Before the questionnaire distribution, a letter of consent 
was sent to the head of the English department to allow the 
students to get involved in this research as participants. The 
participants’ agreement to join the survey was obtained by 
asking them to click the ‘Agree’ button on the first page of 
the questionnaire, which was distributed online. Next, they 
were assigned to respond to the demographic information 
part. To explore the use of self-regulated writing (SRW) 
strategies, the participants responded to the Self-Regulat-
ed Learning Strategy Questionnaire (SRLSQ). Due to the 
outbreak of Covid-19, the students had to learn fully from 
home, and it was something new in the Indonesian context. 
Some adjustments were in progress when the data of this 
research were collected. Thus, it was difficult for researchers 
to conduct both offline and online writing tests.  Therefore, 
the student’s writing achievement was obtained from the 
students’ scores on argumentative essay assignments. The 
students were asked to write an argumentative essay with 
a free topic. Since the lecturers used the writing process ap-
proach, the students were assigned to finish the essay in two 
weeks. After some revisions, the writing texts were assessed 
by the lecturer using the writing scoring rubric consisting 

of content, organization, discourse, syntax, vocabulary, and 
mechanics (Brown, 2007). Based on the obtained scores, the 
students were grouped into three: high, moderate, and low 
achievers. 

Analysis
The data from the questionnaire were analyzed based on 
the computation of descriptive statistics. The analysis of 
the mean score was done for each dimension (a total of six 
dimensions). Meanwhile, to see the difference in the pref-
erence of SRW strategies based on gender and interest in 
English writing, an analysis using an independent sample 
t-test was performed. One Way ANOVA was used to know 
the difference in strategy use based on the students’ writ-
ing achievement. Finally, a multiple regression analysis was 
applied to see the extent to which SRW strategies might pre-
dict the students’ writing achievement.

RESULTS

The Reported Use of Self-Regulated Writing 
(SRW) Strategies

Analysis using descriptive statistics (Table 3) describes the 
frequency of use of SRW strategies based on the student’s 
responses to the survey. Based on the table, the overall use 
of self-regulated writing (SRW) strategies is at a high lev-
el (3.63) meaning that the students use the SRW strategies 
frequently. Accounting for 4.15, the social environment is re-
ported to be the most frequently used dimension indicating 
that students tend to seek help from their surroundings to 
deal with writing problems. Meanwhile, the motive dimen-
sion is the least used strategy (3.03) showing that students 
rarely set learning goals and lack self-efficacy in writing. 

Further, Table 4 presents the SRW strategy preference by 
high, moderate, and low achievers. The three groups of stu-
dents apply social environment the most frequently (4.27, 
4.02, and 4.05). It means that regardless of their achieve-
ment, students generally use help-seeking strategies when 
having difficulties in learning writing. Motive is the least 
used strategy dimension used by high achievers (3.09) and 
moderate achievers (2.88). This indicates that high and mod-
erate achievers rarely set learning goals and lack self-effi-
cacy. Meanwhile, low achievers deploy the performance di-
mension the least frequently (3.24) showing the minimum 
use of self-evaluation and self-consequence strategies.

The Difference in the Use of Self-Regulated 
Writing (SRW) Strategies
The results of the independent sample t-test (Table 5) indi-
cate an insignificant difference in the deployment of SRW 
strategies based on gender and interest in English writing. A 
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significant difference (.008) is found only in the employment 
of the social environment based on the student’s interest 
in English writing. Further analysis based on the means in-
dicates that students who are not fond of writing in English 
apply strategies in the social environment dimension more 
frequently (4.67) than those who have a great interest in 
English writing (4.17). This result implies that students who 
have less interest in English writing are more likely to seek 
help when facing problems in learning writing, while those 
with high interest seem to be able to deal with the problems 
more independently.

Table 6 presents the result of One Way ANOVA, showing that 
there is no significant difference in the use of SRW strate-
gies based on the students’ writing achievement (e.g., high, 
moderate, and low achievers). In other words, regardless 
of their writing achievement, EFL students generally apply 
SRW strategies in all six dimensions. This result indicates 
that the use of SRW strategies is crucial for all students in-
cluding those with high, moderate, and low achievement.

The Predictive Effects of Self-Regulated 
Writing (SRW) Strategies on Writing 
Achievement

Analysis using multiple regression was performed to see the 
extent to which self-regulated writing (SRW) strategies pre-
dict the students’ writing achievement.

Table 7 displays the results of the multiple regression anal-
ysis to know the predictive effects of self-regulated writing 
(SRW) strategies on writing achievement. It is found that the 
variance is only 3.3% with p = .940 (p > .05), showing SRW 
strategies are very weak predictors of writing achievement. 
Overall, the predictive effects are insignificant. The strong-
est predictor is in the dimension of social environment (β = 
.267), followed by time (β = .060), motive (β = .004), and phys-
ical environment (β = .001). Meanwhile, method and perfor-
mance dimensions are not identified as significant predic-
tors of writing performance. This result shows that the use 
of SRW strategies can be used to predict students’ writing 
achievement. The more frequently they use SRW strategies, 
the more likely their writing achievement is to improve. Con-
sidering the weak predictive effect, there might be other fac-
tors that influence the students’ writing achievement.

DISCUSSION

Based on the statistical analysis, the overall use of self-reg-
ulated writing (SRW) strategies is at a high level. This find-
ing confirms the earlier findings (Abadikhah et al., 2018; 
Umamah & Cahyono, 2020). These consistent findings are 
indicators that EFL students either consciously or subcon-
sciously recognize the paramount importance of applying 
SRW strategies in learning writing skills. They use the SRW 
strategies in all six dimensions (e.g., time, motive, method, 
performance, social environment, and physical environ-

Table 3
The Reported Use of Self-Regulated Writing (SRW) Strategies (Overall)

Strategy Dimensions Mean Std. Deviation Rank

Social Environment 4.15 .65 1 (High)

Performance 3.87 .65 2 (High)

Method 3.81 .63 3 (High)

Physical Environment 3.63 1.00 4 (High)

Time 3.29 .60 5 (Moderate)

Motive 3.03 .64 6 (Moderate)

Overall 3.63 High

Table 4 
The Reported Use of Self-Regulated Writing (SRW) Strategies Based on Writing Achievement

Time Motive Method Performance Social Environment Physical Environment 
Overall

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

High 
Achievers 3.29 .54 3.09 .64 3.77 .62 3.86 .55 4.27 .57 3.88 .93 3.70

Moderate 
Achievers 3.22 .71 2.88 .68 3.88 .73 3.84 .80 4.02 .77 3.38 .96 3.52

Low 
Achievers 3.54 .45 3.24 .44 3.80 .41 4.04 .58 4.05 .52 3.40 1.30 3.51
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Table 5
The Different Use of SRW Strategies based on Gender and Interest

Categories
Gender Interest 

t df Sig. (2-tailed) t df Sig.(2-tailed)

Time .061 56 .952 .428 23 .673

Motive .070 56 .944 -.421 23 .677

Methods -.363 56 .718 -1.296 23 .208

Performance .495 56 .622 -1.664 23 .110

Social Environment -.477 56 .635 -2.889 23 .008

Physical Environment .146 56 .884 -1.643 23 .114

Table 6 
The Different Use of SRW Strategies Based on Writing Achievement 

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

Time Between Groups .546 2 .273 .748 .478

Within Groups 20.062 55 .365

Total 20.608 57

Motive Between Groups .929 2 .465 1.147 .325

Within Groups 22.284 55 .405

Total 23.213 57

Methods Between Groups .157 2 .079 .188 .829

Within Groups 23.024 55 .419

Total 23.182 57

Performance Between Groups .225 2 .112 .258 .773

Within Groups 23.957 55 .436

Total 24.182 57

Social

Environment

Between Groups .924 2 .462 1.094 .342

Within Groups 23.222 55 .422

Total 24.146 57

Physical Environment Between Groups 3.478 2 1.739 1.778 .178

Within Groups 53.786 55 .978

Total 57.264 57

Table 7
The Predictive Effects of Self-Regulated Writing Strategies on Writing Achievement

Predictor B SE β

Time 1.561 5.121 .060

Motive .107 4.033 .004

Method -1.643 5.640 -.067

Performance -5.230 5.620 -.218

Social Environment 6.404 5.573 .267

Physical Environment .013 2.473 .001
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ment). It is in agreement with Oxford (2003), who reported 
that the use of learning strategies was useful if the students 
linked their strategies to other relevant strategies to accom-
plish a certain task. In essence, explicit SRW strategy train-
ing is demanded to guide the students to use the strategies 
more appropriately and effectively so that the students are 
more self-regulated, strategic, and more resourceful in deal-
ing with various writing tasks (Lam, 2014).

Furthermore, similar to the finding of the earlier research 
(Umamah & Cahyono, 2020), the social environment is re-
ported to be the most dominant dimension. The frequent 
use of social environments shows that EFL students often 
seek help to accomplish their writing tasks. It is congruent 
with the finding of Yot-Domínguez and Marcelo (2017) that 
EFL university students generally required support from the 
social environment. The students might ask for help from 
peers and make use of available learning resources (offline 
and online resources). Moreover, a current research finding 
unveiled that online resources could facilitate self-regulat-
ed writing (Umamah & Cahyono, 2022). However, a differ-
ent finding was presented by Papamitsiou and Economides 
(2019), who reported that help-seeking strategies negative-
ly affected the students’ learning autonomy. The possible 
reason for this is that relying too much on social support 
especially peers might hinder the students from being in-
dependent. 

Meanwhile, the least use of strategies in the motive dimen-
sion is in agreement with the previous findings (Abadikhah 
et al., 2018; Umamah & Cahyono, 2020). These findings are 
evidence that the students are still not able to set goals. 
Goal setting is the forethought phase of the writing process 
(Hughes et al., 2019) that is necessary to direct the learning 
process to achieve personal learning goals (Kizilcec et al., 
2017). Moreover, goal-oriented monitoring and evaluating 
(GME) strategies are considered to promote the students’ 
writing outcomes (Teng & Huang, 2019). The minimum use 
of the motive dimension also reflects that the students, in 
general, do not have high self-efficacy that they have good 
ideas to write and can produce high-quality content (e.g., in-
troduction, body, and conclusion). Self-efficacy is an essen-
tial factor in learning writing (Bruning et al., 2013) since it 
has a potential interaction with language gains (Yabukoshi, 
2018). Previous studies reported that self-efficacy positively 
affected writing achievement (Cer, 2019; Rosário et al., 2019). 
Therefore, the students need to be encouraged to optimize 
the use of strategies in the motive dimension by implement-
ing SRW strategy intervention.

Concerning writing achievement, all three student groups 
(e.g., high, moderate, and low achievers) employ strategies 
in the social environment dimension the most frequently. 
This finding indicates that all the students often seek help, 
showing their positive acceptance of collaborative learn-
ing to deal with the complexities of writing tasks (Kang & 
Lee, 2019; McDonough et al., 2018). The least use of strat-

egy dimension by high and moderate achievers is motive, 
showing that they still cannot maximize their goal setting 
and self-efficacy in writing, which are not directly related to 
the content of the writing. Meanwhile, low achievers very 
rarely use strategies in the performance dimension. This de-
picts that low achievers fail to make use of the performance 
dimension dealing with self-evaluation including feed-
back. Feedback is a fundamental and determining factor in 
self-regulated learning (Butler & Winne, 1995). According to 
Kusumaningrum et al. (2019), peer feedback is important 
to improve students’ writing quality. Further, Park (2018) 
reported that a combination of teacher and peer feedback 
was more helpful and meaningful. Thus, low achievers need 
to be encouraged to make use of feedback, especially from 
their peers.

Overall, this study unveils an insignificant difference in the 
use of SRW strategies based on gender, interest in English 
writing, and writing achievement. In other words, EFL stu-
dents, generally, apply all six dimensions of SRW strategies 
regardless of gender, interest in English writing, and writing 
achievement. In terms of gender, this finding is a contrast 
to the reports that female secondary students and students 
with a greater interest in learning English deploy SRW strat-
egies more frequently (Teng & Huang, 2019) and female pri-
mary students outperform their male counterparts (Bai et 
al., 2020). Different education levels might be the reason for 
the contrasting findings. Further, this current study found 
a significant difference in the use of strategies in the social 
environment dimension based on the students’ interest in 
English writing. Students who do not like writing in English 
employ more strategies in the social environment dimen-
sion. This implies that the students who are not interested in 
English writing need more help to deal with their problems 
in essay writing. It is reasonable since most of the students 
(8 out of 13) who have no interest in writing, in this research 
context, have relatively poor writing achievement. It is sup-
ported by Bai and Guo (2019) reporting that interest is sig-
nificantly correlated with moderate and low achievers, not 
with high achievers’ SRW strategy use. In this sense, motiva-
tion is what low achievers need to have a greater interest in 
English writing which can lead them to better use SRW strat-
egies, which in turn, improve their writing skills. This current 
study also unveils that there is no significant difference in 
the use of SRW strategies based on the students’ writing 
achievement. Conversely, previous research findings report-
ed that high achievers use strategies differently from low 
achievers (Bai & Guo, 2019; Hu & Gao, 2018). Moreover, it 
is reported that fourth-year students deployed SRW strate-
gies more intensively than third-year students. This depicts 
that those with more knowledge and experience in writing 
tend to be more self-regulated. In general learning strate-
gy research, it is also found a linear relationship between 
proficiency level and strategy use: the higher the students’ 
proficiency level, the more strategies they employed (Alfian, 
2018).
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The finding that SRW strategies are very weak predictors of 
students’ writing achievement is interesting since it is not 
consistent with the previous studies (Kim & Nor, 2019; Teng 
& Huang, 2019). The strongest predictor is found in the so-
cial environment dimension, reflecting that peers and learn-
ing resources play a pivotal role in promoting the students’ 
writing achievement. This finding also reflects that some 
other factors might contribute more to the students’ writ-
ing achievement (e.g., teachers, teaching method, test sys-
tem, exposure to reading and writing practices, classroom 
size) (Fareed et al., 2016). Teachers, in this respect, serve as 
a key factor to provide the students with effective writing 
activities. The diverse finding of this research from the pre-
vious ones might be explained by the different subjects who 
participated in the research. The previous studies involved 
preschool children and secondary school students, while 
this current research invited university students to be the 
participants. 

This study has some limitations which prevent it from gen-
eralizing. First, the writing score was obtained from the stu-
dent’s previous essay writing assignment and was assessed 
by the teacher only. The next limitation lies in the instru-
ment to assess the students’ interest because it only asked 
whether they like writing in English or not. Additionally, the 
number of students who participated in this study based on 
gender and interest was not equally distributed. Finally, this 
research involved a small sample size from one university. 
The abovementioned limitations might influence the validity 
and reliability of the data. Therefore, future researchers are 
suggested to conduct a writing test by considering inter or 
intra-rater reliability, using a specific questionnaire that can 
provide more comprehensive information to assess the stu-
dents’ interest, and involving groups of students with equal 
numbers as well as a larger sample size involving students 
from some universities.

CONCLUSION

This research sheds light on the EFL students’ awareness of 
the importance of self-regulated writing (SRW) strategies 
to help them cope with the complexities of writing tasks. 
It is proven by the high intensity of use of the overall SRW 

strategies. Besides, this research comes up with a new par-
adigm that individual differences such as gender, interest 
in English writing, and proficiency level might not strongly 
influence the use of SRW strategies along with the increase 
in the student’s awareness of the promising role of SRW 
strategies. Although this research fails to provide a piece 
of empirical evidence that SRW strategies strongly predict 
students’ writing achievement, these strategies have been 
proven to contribute to the improvement of students’ writ-
ing quality. As a result, teachers should train students with 
self-regulated writing strategies to enhance their writing 
quality.
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ABSTRACT
Background. There is a prevailing belief that unfocused written corrective feedback may not be 
suitable to promote students’ academic writing development. 

Purpose. This perspective piece demonstrates how unfocused written corrective feedback 
reflects the principles of sociomateriality, which views learning as dynamic. 

Perspectives. Unfocused written corrective feedback has the potential to support university 
students’ academic discourse socialization. This perspective is based on the observation that 
actual written corrective feedback in a classroom setting is varied and contextual, and not 
focused on any particular grammar form or writing feature. 

Conclusion. Unfocused written corrective feedback represents an optimal approach to support 
university students’ awareness and engagement with variables found in their learning ecology. 
These variables can support students’ academic writing development. 

KEYWORDS
unfocused feedback, sociomaterial approach, academic socialization, learning ecology

INTRODUCTION
Unfocused written corrective feedback 
(WCF) in the context of academic writing 
development of students who learned 
English as a second language is believed 
to be less effective, especially when com-
pared to its counterpart – focused WCF 
(see meta-analysis by Kang & Han, 2015). 
The general opinion of its lack of effica-
cy mainly stems from studies that report 
positive outcomes from employing fo-
cused WCF, in terms of the improved or 
accurate use of particular grammatical 
forms or writing features among uni-
versity students. For instance, Ellis et al. 
(2008) reported improvements in Japa-
nese university students’ use of definite 
articles; Frear and Chiu (2015), who ex-
amined the effects of WCF feedback on 
Taiwanese university students’ use of the 
past form (verb), also reported delayed 
post-test improvements; and in a more 
recent study, Reynolds and Kao (2021) 

found that the effects of focused WCF 
with other forms of intervention had a 
positive impact on Taiwanese university 
students in their use of English articles in 
academic writing. 

Nonetheless, recent synthesis studies 
and critical voices have pointed out that 
pedagogical research in English as a sec-
ond language environments, including 
studies on WCF, are typically conceived 
as a ‘laboratory’, where pedagogical in-
terventions are deliberately planned and 
language forms or writing features for 
which feedback is given are pre-selected. 
These studies often take on a quasi-ex-
perimental or experimental setup, where 
distinct variables are examined, leading 
to rather contextualized results, which, 
to a large extent, may only be applicable 
to the setting of these studies (see dis-
cussion by Mao & Lee, 2020; Kang & Han, 
2015). These studies are problematic not 
only because they present a narrow ac-
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count of how feedback can be delivered, but they also fail to 
account for the role that English teachers or writing instruc-
tors play, as well as other sociomaterial entities that may 
shape students’ writing development (see Mao & Lee, 2020; 
McKinley, 2019; Rose, 2019).

To advocate for an alternate (and more realistic) view of 
WCF, this paper contends that unfocused WCF provides a 
greater learning potential, especially for university students. 
To this end, this paper discusses unfocused WCF as a soci-
omaterial prospect that supports academic discourse so-
cialization. Viewing unfocused WCF as having sociomaterial 
potential positions students as having the agency to interact 
with social and material entities encountered in the writing 
process (Nieminen et al., 2021). It also recognizes that stu-
dents’ feedback interactions are not simply confined to their 
teachers; rather, students are viewed as social actors with 
the capacity to disrupt or even reject educational notions 
preferred or promoted by their teachers or the institutions 
(Zukas & Malcolm, 2019). 

OVERVIEW: FOCUSED AND UNFOCUSED 
FEEDBACK

Before examining how unfocused WCF offers a sociomate-
rial prospect, this section will first present a brief overview 
of focused and unfocused WCF, drawn from research pub-
lished over the last two decades. As stated earlier, focused 
WCF has been regarded more positively, as it has been 
shown to reduce the number of errors in the use of target-
ed language forms. Focused WCF typically aims to address 
only one or two error types that may be pre-selected by the 
writing instructor or researcher (Lee, 2020; Lee, Luo, & Mak, 
2021). Some errors focused on by studies were indefinite 
article use (Ellis et al., 2008) and the past forms of verbs 
(Frear & Chiu, 2015). One of the primary reasons for using 
focused WCF is the belief that it helps students notice issues 
found in their writing (Rahimi, 2019). This belief may be a 
crucial contextual variable for studies on focused WCF, giv-
en that noticing may only be possible with older students, 
or those studying a particular program or with high English 
proficiency. For example, Frear and Chiu’s (2015) study had 
participants who were English majors; Sheen, Wright, and 
Moldawa’s (2009) study, on the other hand, was conducted 
with graduate students in the USA. There are some studies 
on focused WCF set in other school level settings, such as 
that by Lee, Luo, and Mak (2021); nonetheless, their partic-
ipants were reported to have strong academic abilities and 
English competency. From these studies, it may be the case 
that focused WCF was effective given the nature of the par-
ticipants’ study program (e.g., English majors or graduate 
degrees) and their ability to monitor their own performance 
(e.g., graduate students), or having a high English proficien-
cy. Focused WCF has also been purported as having a more 
lasting impact (e.g., Sheen, Wright, & Moldawa, 2009; Frear 

& Chiu, 2015); nonetheless, at least one study reported that 
its effect was not statistically different than that of unfo-
cused WCF (Ellis et al., 2008). 

On the other hand, unfocused WCF aims to highlight an ar-
ray of errors or issues. Unfocused WCF is also referred to 
as comprehensive feedback (Lee, 2020; Rahimi, 2019). For 
instance, in the study by Sheen, Wright, and Moldawa (2009), 
unfocused WCF given to several language forms (articles, 
copula ‘be’, regular past tense, irregular past tense and 
preposition) were found to have no significant impact even 
in subsequent revisions. Because unfocused WCF covers an 
array of error types, it is assumed that this WCF approach 
may hamper students’ capacity to notice and to correctly 
revise errors (Frear & Chiu, 2015). Furthermore, it has been 
claimed that dealing with various errors does not create a 
supportive environment for writing development (Sheen, 
Wright, & Moldawa, 2009). In settings where unfocused WCF 
did show an extent of significant effect, it was provided with 
other feedback or relevant tasks, such as that demonstrated 
by Brudermann, Grosbois, and Sarré (2021), where online 
unfocused indirect WCF combined with micro-tasks was giv-
en to written tasks in an online EFL course taken by first-year 
STEM university students. This was also reported by Nicolás–
Conesa, Manchon, and Cerezo (2019), where unfocused WCF 
led to greater accuracy in subsequent revisions when used 
alongside languaging; that is, the identification and expla-
nation or discussion of an error with peers or with the writ-
ing instructor. Moreover, Nicolás–Conesa, Manchon, and 
Cerezo (2019) found that unfocused direct WCF had a great-
er uptake and retention when compared to indirect WCF. It 
should be noted, however, that their study comprised par-
ticipants who were studying English as a major, similar to 
the study of Frear and Chiu (2015). 

From these studies, it becomes apparent that both forms 
of WCF yield different, and at times, contradictory results, 
mainly due to varying contextual factors, including the pro-
file of the participants and the setting of the studies (Mao 
& Lee, 2020). The ambiguity of the efficacy of distinct WCF 
types is actually the constant of what is known in literature. 
In the case of unfocused WCF, the question whether it can 
be a catalyst to maintain or improve overall writing accura-
cy in subsequent writing tasks also remain elusive (Frear & 
Chiu, 2015). The use of unfocused WCF, however, is more 
likely to be a typified approach for feedback provision in 
different language learning settings. Lee (2020) states that, 

“[i]n real-world contexts, teachers are likely to vary WCF 
strategies based on error types and students’ abilities and 
needs, whether they respond to errors comprehensively or 
selectively.” (p. 2). In other words, real WCF, whether used 
in an English for academic purposes (EAP) writing class or in 
the supervision of a research paper being written, may be 
decided based upon the nature of the writing task, or the 
assessment tool used for the writing tasks, or the students’ 
language/writing capabilities. Hence, paying attention to 
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only one error type, such as giving focused WCF, may not be 
a truthful reflection of classroom practice. 

WRITING AS ACADEMIC DISCOURSE 
SOCIALIZATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Situating feedback as a part of academic discourse social-
ization is integral as it illustrates the processes of writing 
at different university levels. At these levels – undergrad-
uate, master’s, and doctoral – various studies that take a 
broader approach in assessing students’ writing devel-
opment show students’ engagement with feedback as a 
process for academic discourse socialization. According to 
Morita (2009), academic discourse socialization can be de-
fined as “learning how to participate in a competent and 
appropriate manner in the discursive practices of a given 
academic community” (p. 444). Anderson (2017) further ex-
plains that the process of academic discourse socialization 
may be informed by what is observed in external forces, 
such as expectations of supervisors or the communication 
conventions of the immediate community. These external 
forces then inform internal socialization, which consists of 
a student’s own self-regulation of the learning experiences. 
In Anderson’s study, the participants – all Chinese PhD stu-
dents at a university in Canada – expressed concern over the 
quality of their academic discourse, particularly their writing, 
which they said would be scrutinized by their PhD supervi-
sors, other academics, and potential employers. This issue 
was similarly raised by Kobayashi, Zappa-Hollman, and Duff 
(2017), but from the perspective of instructors who oversee 
processes pertinent to students’ academic discourse social-
ization. Specifically, how are these socialization processes 
evaluated, or even established and made known to the stu-
dents? One aspect in students’ academic discourse sociali-
zation is feedback provided to their writing. When feedback 
is viewed as a variable for academic discourse socialization, 
it diminishes the view that processes of academic writing 
are confined only in a particular context; these processes 
are actually shaped by other confounding variables found 
within the writing task, the course, and even the students’ 
learning ecology and the wider university environment. The 
next section illustrates this latter point through research 
findings regarding academic writing expectations and feed-
back provision across different levels of university. 

Undergraduate Level  
For many undergraduate students, the transition into uni-
versity may be rather unnerving. In particular, undergradu-
ate students might find themselves in uncharted territories 
of university-level academic literacy expectations. Their writ-
ing instructors, on the other hand, may take it for granted 
that students are familiar with academic writing expecta-
tions and conventions (Elliott et al., 2019). This concern is 
also observed among subject-content instructors, who ex-

pect students to know specific writing features found in their 
disciplinary areas (e.g., Dang, Bonar, & Yao, 2021). However, 
while these instructors may be experts of their subject-con-
tent, they may not have a clear understanding of the func-
tion of assignments or assessments, especially in terms of 
how these tasks might impact students’ academic discourse 
socialization at a broader level (Kobayashi, Zappa-Hollman, 
& Duff, 2017). On the other hand, it may also be the case that 
university policies may overlook students’ academic writing 
needs (see Pineteh, 2014). While there have been attempts 
to create an inclusive support system to address students’ 
writing needs, universities may still find these efforts chal-
lenging, especially when there are students from different 
cultural backgrounds and English language experiences, 
with different academic writing needs for their universi-
ty courses (e.g., Dimova, 2021). From these observations, 
it may be surmised that several factors, such as time, the 
feedback practices of the writing instructor, as well as the 
objectives of a writing assignment or course determine WCF. 

Master’s and Doctoral Levels  
Some studies on academic writing at the master’s level 
have reported a lack of understanding of WCF. For instance, 
Nguyen and Buckingham’s (2019) study of Vietnamese 
master’s students at the University of Auckland reported 
occasions where WCF was misunderstood. Feedback such 
as ‘limited reading’ was misread as not providing sufficient 
sources, instead of the students’ lack of understanding in 
the sources cited, which was the intended meaning. This led 
to students citing sources that were recent and perceived as 
more prestigious. Furthermore, at the master’s level, WCF 
may not necessarily come from instructors. At this stage, 
many graduate students find themselves commenting on 
the work of their peers. For some, it may be challenging to 
offer critical feedback to peers as it may not be culturally 
appropriate, or it may be that students have not been so-
cialized into the practice of offering feedback to classmates. 
In such situations, students may offer basic WCF focused 
on language use. This was observed in Zhang, Yu, and Yu-
an’s (2020) study, which found that master’s students in a 
Chinese university who engaged in peer feedback focused 
mostly on language issues and hardly on content. The main 
reason for giving only language-based WCF was that these 
students did not think of them as the authority to offer com-
ments, or constructive criticism, on their peers’ work. 

At the doctoral level, feedback is viewed as an integral pro-
cess for knowledge validation. For example, Anderson (2021) 
reported that the doctoral students in his study did not view 
feedback as negative; instead, they viewed feedback posi-
tively and as a necessary element in being legitimized as (fu-
ture) PhD holders. Anderson (2021) further demonstrates 
that at the doctoral level, feedback is offered through dif-
ferent modes and junctures as an effort to maximize stu-
dents’ academic discourse socialization. This is also possible 
due to the regular engagement that doctoral students have 
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with their supervisors over the period of a few years. At this 
point, it may also be useful to consider WCF provided at the 
workplace. From the study of Yusuf, Yunus, and Embi (2018), 
as well as the report by Knoch et al. (2016), we can see how 
former students find themselves learning about writing con-
ventions at the workplace, with feedback given by their su-
periors. This feedback generally concerns the alignment of 
content with its genre (e.g., information presented through 
an email should be direct and concise) and the ability to com-
ply with established text templates. Aside from having utili-
ty for the immediate work task, feedback was also deemed 
necessary by the graduates as a means of validating their 
positions within a company and discerning their profession-
al progress. 

SOCIALIZATION AS A SOCIOMATERIAL 
PROSPECT

So far, this paper has shown how a myriad of reasons can 
shape the provision of WCF. Research findings, particularly 
those that investigate academic writing as a whole, do not 
view WCF as having the singular goal of error reduction; it 
has instead viewed feedback as serving the purpose of pre-
paring students to participate in knowledge production or 
to fulfil assessment requirements expected at the universi-
ty level. In fact, in a recent large-scale study done in China, 
university English majors reported that WCF was actually the 
least employed feedback. Feedback that these students re-
ceived was expressive, in the form of suggestions on how 
their work can be improved, or a hedged evaluation if they 
did not do well (Yu, Jiang, & Zhou, 2020). These observations 
also point towards the relevance of viewing students’ writing 
development as a form of academic discourse socialization, 
as it provides information about which aspects of the work 
had been well-written and what may require further improve-
ment. From this perspective, developing discourse literacy in 
academic English, including writing, should be seen in light 
of various factors (e.g., Loo et al., 2018). This constitutes a 
sociomaterial approach in conceiving the process of learning 
as it takes a keen interest in ‘everyday work practices’. More-
over, the sociomaterial approach recognizes how “work is 
assembled and reassembled and academic learning is enact-
ed but also how they are interrupted, resisted and rejected” 
(Zukas & Malcolm, 2019, p. 274). With regards to feedback, 
this calls into question the utility of a linear or causal effect 
of feedback provision. As Gravett (2020) argues, “feedback 
literacy may, likewise, be more appropriately conceptualised 
as a complex breadth of dynamic, nuanced, situated feed-
back literacies, with the employment of the plural here in-
dicating a wider understanding of the concept of feedback 
literacy than has traditionally been adopted to date.” (p. 11). 
Hence, pedagogy that is oriented towards a sociomaterial 
perspective will never assume teaching and learning as defi-
nite or an event that can be prescribed (Fenwick & Landri, 
2012; Gourlay, 2017). For WCF shaped by a sociomaterial per-

spective, the goal is then to create opportunities for students 
to engage with various unpredictable social and material 
prospects from within the WCF event, along with the wider 
learning ecology (Guerrettaz, Engman, & Matsumoto, 2021). 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS: THE 
PROMISE OF UNFOCUSED WCF

Viewing academic writing as an academic discourse social-
ization process highlights the disconnect between studies 
that take a narrow view of WCF with studies that examine 
academic writing in broad terms. The disconnect is perhaps 
due partially to the positivist aim of identifying and justify-
ing certain WCF that works and to the onus of a student’s 
writing development being on the writing instructor (see 
discussion by Winstone & Carless, 2021). For researchers 
of WCF, it may also be due to the appeal of ‘packaging’ the 
provision of focused feedback, or a constrained form of WCF, 
as a neat classroom phenomenon for the ease of research 
investigation and subsequent publication (McKinley, 2019). 
Nonetheless, the perspective being argued for here is that 
WCF should not consist of just one type, as made evident ear-
lier through the overview of studies on academic writing at 
different university levels. Thus, the main implication is that 
if the aim of WCF is for students to engage in a myriad of 
sense-making pursuits, then  unfocused WCF would be suit-
able. Through unfocused WCF, students will need to work 
through language and writing concerns that affect their 
writing or academic discourse (see Anderson, 2017). Fur-
thermore, the outcomes of the provision of unfocused WCF 
should not be viewed as positivist evidence to form feedback 
principles that are generalizable. Feedback outcomes should 
instead be seen as efforts that support learning from an eco-
logical perspective (Lee, Luo, & Mak, 2021; Loo, 2020; 2021). 
Yet, with a broader view of WCF, there will be a more truthful 
representation of what really goes on in the classroom. In 
other words, “they can also see that TESOL research is inher-
ently messy, leading to gains in confidence to conduct their 
own research without the pressure of producing something 
methodologically ‘perfect.’” (McKinley, 2019, p. 882). This will 
lend support to the authentic representation of WCF provi-
sion and avoid oversimplifying learning processes as linear 
transactions between instructors and students.
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Translingualism, which concerns the 
freedom to use different languages 
and use them for different purposes 
(Horner & Alvarez, 2019), has recent-
ly become a trendy topic in language 
education. Despite the fresh perspec-
tives brought by translingualism, some 
disputes have emerged regarding how 
this concept could coexist alongside 
scholarship in second language writ-
ing (SLW). A group of L2 writing studies 
scholars even expressed their concern 
over the misunderstanding that trans-
lingual writing would replace SLW (At-
kinson et al., 2015). Given this, the book 
is a timely volume that revisits and rec-
onciles the tension between scholars of 
translingualism and SLW. The purpose 
of this book, as stated by the authors, 
is to achieve a constructive and pro-
ductive interaction between the two 
entities, thereby improving the L2 writ-
ing instruction practice in multilingual 
classrooms.

The book is composed of six parts: an introductory chapter and five sections devoted 
to reconciling translingualism and SLW under respective themes, namely discourses, 
languages, scholarship, institutions, and curriculum and pedagogies. To achieve a 
balanced view, the book authors intentionally invited a similar number of contribu-
tors representing the translingual writing camp and the SLW camp. 

In the introduction, Wang and Silva trace the divergent attitudes towards languag-
es between translingualism (language as a fluid, dynamic repertoire) and SLW (lan-
guage as a bounded linguistic system). They also argue that the two fields are incom-
patible in L2 writing pedagogies. Given these divergent theorizations and practices, 
“writing teachers often find themselves caught up in the ongoing battle between a 
celebratory and a critical view of translingual approaches to teaching writing, feeling 
increasingly disoriented and less certain as to how to pedagogically deal with stu-
dents’ languages” (p. 3). Therefore, there is a necessity to address and disentangle 
the relationship between translingualism and SLW. The authors call for a reconcilia-
tion of the two entities to co-exist and mutually develop. Definitions of key terms, for 
example, translingualism, are then provided, thus ensuring a proper understanding 
for the readers.
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In Chapters 2 and 3, Tardy and Jordan offer reasoned discus-
sion regarding how the dichotomy between translingualism 
and SLW is created discursively and, consequently, could 
be resolved in the same way. Tardy, based on her exami-
nation of publications concerning the relationship between 
SLW and translingualism, identifies incompatible discourses 
characterizing the two areas, for example, SLW as a field and 
translingual writing as an approach. She then argues that 
similar rhetorical strategies should be employed to avoid 
creating and deepening dichotomies, to acknowledge the 
diversified perspectives, and to consider the relationship 
between composition studies, SLW, and translingualism. In 
Chapter 3, Jordan discusses the rhetorical concept of kairos 
as a way to shift the focus from the mastery of proficiency 
to a sense of fluid interaction among contexts, resources, 
and bodily movements across time and space. He further 
argues that, rather than targeting at the correctness, more 
attention should be directed to the spatial and temporal di-
mensions involved in teaching and learning L2 writing. 

In the next four chapters, Canagarajah, Horner, Donahue, 
and Gevers examine the language relationships in translin-
gualism and SLW. Canagarajah draws on his life story and 
illustrates how one’s language identities could change due 
to historical and sociopolitical reasons. He further proposes 
that the SLW actually could draw some insights from trans-
lingualism without losing its legitimate position as a field of 
academic exploration. Horner approaches translingualism 
as a set of language ideology which does more than imply-
ing certain geographic, linguistic, and social characteristics. 
The debate on the divide between translingualism and SLW 
seems to be the consequences of monolingualism. Given 
this, Horner argues that the two research entities should de-
velop in a complementary way as they are not totally against 
each other. Donahue reviews research on SLW, translin-
gualism, and foreign language writing and gives a detailed 
examination of the divergence and convergence between 
the former two. She suggests collaborative research on the 
shared terms, labels, theories, key documents, and so on. 
Gevers cautions the oversimplified attribution of translin-
gualism as fluidity and SLW as fixity. He proposes a shared 
recognition of fluidity and fixity as interconnected dimen-
sions of language in use rather than two exclusive catego-
ries. Such understanding, in his opinion, could also help us 
move forward in thinking the relationship between translin-
gual writing and SLW.

Chapters 8 to 12 are grouped under the theme of scholarship, 
indicating an effort to reconcile translingualism and SLW 
through a revisit of their theorizing trajectories. In Chapter 
8, Matsuda draws on his personal and professional story to 
illustrate his struggle with the “translingual bandwagonism” 
(p. 111). He suggests that SLW researchers should make use 
of the attention to language as initiated by translingualism. 
Employing an emotional labor interviews approach, Cox (an 
SLW researcher) and Watson (a translingual writing scholar) 
in Chapter 9 discuss their positionalities, experiences, and 

perspectives. They argue that the identity labeling of SLW 
researchers and translingualism researchers actually causes 
divide. In Chapter 10, Ferris rightly points out the tension 
between translingualism and SLW comes from the hurtful 
possibility that one might replace the other. She then calls 
for a shift of attention from the scholarship divide to the 
pedagogical implications. Given this, Ferris suggests that 
translingual writing research should undertake more em-
pirical inquiries and draw on the expertise of SLW scholars. 
Besides, for SLW research, it needs to recognize contribu-
tions brought by translingual studies and embrace transpar-
ency. Ruecker and Shapiro (in Chapter 11) start with an in-
sightful comparison of idealists (critical of the standardized 
writing conventions) and pragmatics (embracing accepted 
norms) in teaching English academic writing. To resolve the 
tension between the two orientations, they employ the per-
spective of critical pragmatism and situate their argument 
within the feminist rhetorical tradition. Based on a detailed 
discussion of theories, practice, and implementation of crit-
ical pragmatism, Ruecker and Shapiro propose a both/and 
approach to academic writing (i.e., teaching and problema-
tizing the standardizations), thereby shedding light on how 
to reconcile a similar tension between translingualism and 
SLW. In the next chapter, You expresses his concerns on 
the wide-spreading nationalism and calls for a yin-yang or 
dialectical perspective in dealing with the tension between 
writing studies and translingual writing research.

The fourth section is composed of two chapters and calls 
for institutional efforts to mediate the dichotomy between 
translingualism and SLW. In Chapter 13, Kubota problem-
atizes the divide between plurality and fixity. She urges for 
performative engagement to transform theorizations in 
translingualism into actions for change, especially with the 
following five recommendations: (1) remaining open to lan-
guage variations, (2) allowing for negotiation in classroom 
assessment, (3) encouraging plurilingualism, (4) reaching 
out to wider audiences including policymakers, and (5) ad-
dressing the institutional and epistemological heterogene-
ity of power. Hall and Jerskey, in Chapter 14, describe a di-
versified student body of linguistic backgrounds at the City 
University of New York where a monolingual institutional 
structure prevails. They propose a strong argument that 
translingualism and SLW researchers should, regardless of 
their disciplinary and departmental underpinnings, work 
together to promote linguistic justice in institutions and in 
wider society as well.

The last section (Chapters 15 to 19) addresses the troubled 
relationship between translingualism and SLW with an em-
phasis on writing curricula and pedagogies. Arnold propos-
es weight as a term to acknowledge the power dynamics of 
language and illustrates how translingual writing might be-
come undesirable in practice due to the weight of English. 
She suggests a further exploration on weighing English in 
the theorization of languaging and translanguaging so as 
to develop writing pedagogies in a way accommodating the 
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needs of multilingual students. In the next chapter, Ayash, 
instead of examining the divide between translingualism 
and SLW, focuses on how the two could work collaboratively 
and transdisciplinarily, especially through the pedagogy of 
translation. In Chapter 17, Du, Kim, Lee, Lenz, Sahranavard, 
and Sok reflect on their recent curriculum development that 
is generally inspired by translingualism. However, they con-
sciously avoid using this term for branding (i.e., a strategy 
for concept valorization) and consider their approach as 
“with or without translingualism” (p. 212). They conclude 
with a call for less attention on translingualism as a brand 
and more on developing writing curriculum that meets local 
students’ needs. In the next chapter, Schreiber problema-
tizes the translingual pedagogy of negotiating language 
differences and considers it a pedagogical shift rather than 
a fully translingual approach. She draws on two major prin-
ciples, the first concerning linguistic boundaries as normal 
and overlapping and the second viewing linguistic conven-
tions as “historical codifications” (p. 228). She then proposes 
three tenets in defining a translingual approach to writing 
pedagogy. In the last chapter, Severino suggests two strat-
egies to reconcile the relationship between translingualism 
and SLW, i.e., mapping the controversy and learning to write 
in an additional language.

Taken together, the 19 chapters represent a joint effort to 
address the relationship between translingualism and SLW. 
Whether their divergent positions are constructed rhetori-
cally or for the fear of being replaced, translingualism and 
SLW, as argued by most chapter contributors, should draw 
on strengths from each other and develop in a mutually re-
spectful way. 

The chapter contributors of this volume are all top scholars 
in their research fields. They mobilize their expertise and 
altogether present a multifaceted examination of translin-
gualism, SLW, and the interaction of the two. This book is 
recommendable for researchers, especially novice scholars, 
interested in translingualism and/or SLW. Most of the chap-
ters are reflective and concern historical development of L2 
writing research. Thus, this volume serves as an excellent 
resource to navigate through the mounting discussion on 
translingual writing and SLW. Moreover, this book is of value 
for multi/bilingual writing teachers. Some of the chapters 
contain practical suggestions regarding how teachers could 
reconcile the tension between the emerging translingual 
writing and the well-developed SLW instruction. Such peda-
gogical implications are especially abundant in the last two 
sections, Reconciling Institutions and Reconciling Curricula 
and Pedagogies. 

This book contains rich insights that could elicit reflection 
from writing instructors on their teaching practices. For ex-
ample, as discussed in several chapters, how to treat writing 
errors remains a big challenge. Teachers, from a translingual 
perspective, might view errors as commingling of diversified 
languaging means. At the same time, institutional require-
ments regarding writing improvement propels teachers to 
focus on well-established writing conventions. As pointed 
out by Hall and Jerskey in Chapter 14, writing teachers need 
to “keep in mind that they [multilingual students] are more 
than their errors or their awkward sentences, they have lives 
and personal experiences and histories of education in other 
languages and/or other systems” (p. 183). This is particular-
ly prominent in the current research on L2 writing feedback. 
With its primary focus on effective feedback practices, feed-
back research might ignore students’ overall linguistic rep-
ertoires, cultural values, education background, and experi-
ences. Such an orientation might lead to feedback practices 
effective in improving students’ academic performance but 
ineffective in sustaining learning motivation (Yu et al., 2021).

Relating to the organization of this book, the overall clus-
tering of the chapters shows a coherent, logical organiza-
tion of stances and focus of argument. A few chapters might 
contain several parallel argumentations and assigning them 
into these single-focused section could cause confusion. 
However, this is inevitable given the complexity and mul-
tiplicity of issues involved in each chapter. Besides, even 
though some chapters may overlap regarding their content, 
it does not leave an impression of unnecessary duplication.

To conclude, with its insights into language education, this 
book is highly recommended for postgraduate students, 
university teachers, and researchers. It could help them to 
have some fresh understanding of translingualism and SLW 
and also to think more deeply about these issues when ap-
plied to teaching and learning L2 writing.
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ABSTRACT
Innovative Approaches in Teaching English 
Writing to Chinese Speakers, edited by 
Barry Lee Reynolds and Mark Feng Teng 
and published by De Gruyter Mouton in 
2021, addresses the needs and directions 
for innovation in English writing teaching. 
Based on the Chinese-speaking contexts, this 
book’s empirical studies highlight teacher-
researchers’ attempts on pedagogical 
innovations, showcasing stakeholders’ 
mixed attitudes and perceptions regarding 
these innovative approaches when teaching 
English writing. The book illustrates the 
shared features and challenges of the 
assessment-driven teaching of English 
writing. The qualitative studies and small-
scale action research in this collection 
provide deeper insights into the innovative 
teaching of English writing. Additionally, it 
includes practical suggestions for future 
reforms of curriculum designs, pedagogies, 
and education systems in the regions. Thus, it 
benefits various readers concerned with the 
design, process, and outcome of teaching 
English writing. This book review summarizes the eleven chapters firstly. It critically discusses 
three critical issues in the volume. This review concludes with an overall evaluation of this book’s 
contribution to the innovation of teaching English writing. 

In the first chapter, Barry Lee Reynolds 
and Mark Feng Teng clearly define Chi-
nese speakers and Chinese-speaking re-
gions, forming the basis of the collection. 
It clearly explains the contextual features 
of English writing education in these re-
gions: mainland China, Hong Kong SAR, 
Macau SAR, and Taiwan. Drawing on the 
existing challenges and needs for inno-
vative approaches in L2 English writing 
teaching across the levels of education 
from primary to tertiary, it introduces 

the aim of the collection to present the 
teacher-researchers’ voices by closely 
looking into their practices. Furthermore, 
it suggests the book’s aims to become 

“a valuable source of reference” (p. 13) 
to inspire teachers for their future inno-
vation when teaching English writing to 
students.

In the second chapter, Anisa Cheung in-
vestigates technology implementation in 
a Hong Kong primary school through a 
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quasi-experimental case study, focusing on its influences 
on students’ learning experiences and the writing outcome, 
alongside exploring teachers’ concerns and obstacles to the 
implementation. Underpinned by process writing, the study 
compares student groups using e-learning tools and those 
using paper and pencil. The study presents a detailed data-
set produced by focus groups, interviews, classroom obser-
vations, and student writings. It offers in-depth views into 
the effectiveness of e-learning in primary English writing 
classes and the staffs’ views of its potential barriers. 

In chapter 3, adopting activity theory in a dual case study, 
Amy Kong investigates two pairs of Hong Kong secondary 
L2 writers’ views of the strategy-based training and how 
it influences their peer review practices. The researcher 
offers twelve training sessions to the student participants. 
Students’ perceptions of peer review and training are gen-
erated from the semi-structured interviews conducted be-
fore and after the training sessions. Moreover, the recorded 
interactions enable the researcher to understand how stu-
dents adopt the strategies during peer review sessions. The 
stimulated recall sessions after each peer-review session 
further demonstrate the reasons for their behaviors and 
feelings to some circumstances. The study highlights four 
mediators during peer review procedures, including “ar-
tefacts, roles, rules and community within the peer review 
activity system” (p. 57). The study demonstrates to teachers 
the value of strategy-based training in teaching English writ-
ing. Thus, it inspires to shift the teacher-centered classroom 
to a student-centered one by highlighting the feasibilities of 
collaborative writing among students. 

Based on Macau’s secondary school in chapter 4, the three-
month case study conducted by Wilson Cheong Hin Hong 
attempts to minimize the complexity of grammar teaching 
for secondary students and see its effectiveness by compar-
ing it with the traditional teaching of grammar categoriza-
tion. To investigate the influence of this innovative grammar 
teaching approach on students’ writing performances, this 
quasi-experiment study compares twenty-nine writings 
written by four students who are equally allocated in the ex-
perimental group and the control group. Although the find-
ings do not showcase the significant effect of this innovation 
in grammar teaching, the study has important proposals for 
future innovations in grammar teaching. For instance, he 
advertises the aspects of the design and usage of textbooks, 
curriculum design, material design, and using L1 as a learn-
ing resource. 

In the fifth chapter, underpinned by English as a lingua 
franca (ELF) in Taiwan, Melissa H. Yu employs a qualitative 
TESOL inquiry by student questionnaire, teacher question-
naire, and teacher interviews to explore students’ needs 
of learning writing for international communication. She 
investigates the development of students’ writing skills 
and the support provided by materials and university cur-
ricula. She also explores teachers’ pedagogical choices and 

perceptions regarding teaching writing for international 
communication. Classroom observation data helps relate 
teacher perceptions to their classroom practices. She finds 
the development of students’ L2 writing skills is prioritized 
by neither students nor teachers in Taiwan’s secondary and 
tertiary education. Meanwhile, the curricula and materials 
are insufficient to support such teaching. They justify the 
limited feasibility of implementing ELF-informed teaching 
in writing classes in Taiwan, though the possibility remains. 
The study proposes integrating in-service teachers’ teach-
ing ideas and practices in teacher education programs. It 
will inspire pre-service teachers for future curriculum inno-
vation and resources development. Furthermore, in-service 
teachers are advised to integrate ELF into their existing 
teaching practices rather than initiating ELF courses, which 
will direct in-service teachers to consider the feasibility of 
ELF-informed curriculum innovation gradually.

In chapter 6, adopting an ecological perspective in their ac-
tion research in Hong Kong, Maggie Ma and Mark Feng Teng 
explore the influence of a process writing course on the 
metacognitive knowledge development of tertiary students 
with low writing proficiency. After focus groups, student 
drafts, teacher and peer feedback, and teacher reflective 
journals, this study provides more profound insights into 
the similarities and differences in two students’ metacogni-
tive knowledge development. It concludes the significance 
of student sample analysis activities, genre instruction, and 
tailormade learning resources and activities in the process 
writing course. Meanwhile, students treat the teacher as 
the authority in writing classes, but peer support is not fully 
utilized for their writing development. The study also indi-
cates that individual differences contribute to the different 
degrees of engagement in students’ learning process and 
metacognitive knowledge development. Accordingly, they 
offer multiple pedagogical implications, mainly aiming to in-
crease the communication between teachers and students 
and understanding students’ learning needs and reasons 
for their views. Then, it will assist teachers’ pedagogical in-
novation in process writing courses.  

In the seventh chapter, also in Hong Kong tertiary education, 
Dureshahwar Shari Lughmani and Dennis Foung introduce 
several tools to facilitate students’ metacognitive strate-
gies and investigate if these strategies can help students 
improve their writing performances, alongside the explora-
tion of student perceptions of these strategies. This study 
is distinguished from other qualitative research because a 
correlation analysis is performed to investigate the relation-
ship between assignment scores and other numeric varia-
bles. They propose practical suggestions to writing teachers, 
including writing assignment guidelines, checklists, and an 
interactional feedback process. 

Still in Hong Kong tertiary education in the following chap-
ter, by a narrative inquiry, Anora Yu presents an L2 English 
teacher’s perspective on high-stake and low-stake testing 
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and this teacher’s teaching approaches. Also, ‘as an expe-
rienced L2 English teacher in Hong Kong’ (p.184), the re-
searcher regarded herself as a rich source of data in the 
study to ‘co-construct new meanings and new knowledge’ 
(p.184) with the data provided by her teacher participant, 
while this could have been utilized more in the data pres-
entation. Through three vignettes, the study demonstrates 
that teacher beliefs and intuitive assessment influence her 
teaching approaches. Student motivation related to exams 
also helps explain their behaviors. The researcher proposes 
that teachers switch to the process approach from the prod-
uct approach in English writing classes. Accordingly, it is 
advised that teachers understand student motivation more 
and focus on the process approach. 

Switching to mainland China, in chapter 9, under an inte-
grated genre-based approach in a case study, (Luna) Jing 
Cai localizes her teaching for the academic writing skill 
development to Chinese graduate students in the Applied 
Linguistics discipline. This study explicitly states these stu-
dents’ suggestions to improve the effectiveness of this writ-
ing course by answering the open-ended questions in the 
survey. They propose changes regarding course schedule 
arrangement, the use of research papers as materials, and 
pedagogies. Finally, she highlights how content teachers in 
other disciplines collaborate with linguistic teachers to im-
prove students’ writing skills in academia, which echoes the 
trendy proposals of content and language integrated learn-
ing (CLIL) (Lo, 2020). 

In chapter 10, also focused on a postgraduate writing 
course in Taiwan, Yun-yin Huang and Hsiao-Hui Wu con-
duct action research under the activity theory to explore 
the factors contributing to students’ writing and publishing 
process. Unlike those one-sided stories, this study involves 
the department faculties, writing instructors, and graduate 
students. Focus groups and interviews with them show their 
difficulties in teaching and learning in writing courses. The 
detailed demonstration and figures skillfully unpack the 
complexity of the findings. Through the instructors’ voices, 
more supports from the school authority, resources, online 
tools, and pedagogical alternatives are required. Vividly, it 
also reveals the current situation of postgraduate students 
who lack such supports from their supervisors and the 
school. The study shows the mismatch between the school’s 
expectations and the needs of postgraduate students and 
their instructors regarding academic writing and publish-
ing. Similarly, these researchers also propose collaborative 
teaching between linguistic and content teachers, which 
again resonates with CLIL (Lo, 2020). Along with the propos-
al for blended pedagogy, writing instructors are advised to 
receive “continuous professional development regarding 
ESP pedagogies” (p. 252). 

In the eleventh chapter, Barry Lee Reynolds and Mark Feng 
Teng critically reflect on the innovative approaches stud-
ied and proposed in this volume to point out the future di-

rections of pedagogical reforms and research in teaching 
English writings. Consequently, they conclude the research 
gaps for future studies, which will benefit researchers inter-
ested in investigating English writing innovations across the 
levels of education from primary to postgraduate. They also 
highlight the extended absence of research in English writ-
ing teaching in Macau’s context, especially large-scale qua-
si-experimental studies. Apart from promoting technology 
in innovative writing teaching practices and research, they 
also emphasize the need to explore language teacher agen-
cy (Tao & Gao, 2021) by comparing what they say and what 
they do in the actual classroom, which is not yet addressed 
in this volume but will significantly contribute to the field.

A CRITICAL DISCOURSE OF THREE KEY 
ISSUES RAISED IN THE BOOK

Among the varied research foci in this collection, three key 
issues are brought up. Firstly, it is found that students’ in-
dividual differences may implicitly influence the innovative 
approaches in English writing teaching, whereas this issue 
is not explicitly explored in the book. For instance, chapter 
2, chapter 6 and chapter 7 could benefit more if students’ 
individual differences were studied.  Then, process writing 
assisted by technology is investigated by the researcher in 
chapter 2 and highly recommended in chapter 11. Further-
more, in chapter 11, the editors also propose collaborative 
teaching between content teachers and linguistic teachers 
for the innovation of teaching writing to students.

Although individual differences are not explicitly mentioned 
or explored in this volume’s empirical studies, they are found 
as the partial implicit findings, potential factors, or even ob-
stacles to teacher-researchers’ innovation in teaching Eng-
lish writing. Most of these action research studies attempt 
to influence students’ writing learning experiences and 
metacognitive development by introducing metacognitive 
and strategy-based training sessions or courses. However, 
even though some of them explore students’ perceptions of 
these innovative approaches, such as chapters 2 and 6, they 
do not provide a clear understanding of students’ individ-
ual differences. Instead, understanding these would allow 
researchers to realize why the same innovative approaches 
would result in different outcomes. If students’ individual 
differences were explored in detail before the training ses-
sions, it would become another lens for the researchers to 
propose more practical suggestions, highlighting learners’ 
needs.

The book has offered in-depth data to rationalize the sug-
gestions for process writing assisted by technology, where-
as more works need to be done by replicating the studies 
in other areas or institutes in the same regions to see its 
feasibility and effectiveness. As the book indicates, pro-
cess-writing is more challenging to stakeholders, including 
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both students and writing instructors. It is necessary to see 
how language teacher agency (Tao & Gao, 2021) is achieved 
or inhibited in such a curriculum innovation environment by 
both attitudinal and classroom observation data through 
more longitudinal studies. More should be done to under-
stand the barriers to language teacher agency achievement 
from an ecological approach (Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 
2015) when implementing process writing in varied contexts, 
primarily where administrators’ encouragement, support 
for students and in-service teachers, and suitable materials 
are absent. 

Moreover, the idea of collaborative teaching between dis-
cipline and linguistic teachers has already been proposed 
recently. In recent years, a few case studies and action re-
search have started to investigate CLIL’s effectiveness and 
explore some stakeholders’ perspectives, for instance, fo-
cusing on teachers and students in Europe and Asia (Ito, 
2019; Piacentini, Simões, & Vieira, 2019). However, the 
complexity of such an innovative approach still needs to be 
unpacked by robust data including the actual comparison 
of students’ learning outcomes and views from multiple 
stakeholders such as policymakers, administrators, content 
teachers, language teachers and students. Although invit-
ing experts from disciplines and linguistics to support stu-
dents’ writing skill development is an alternative to English 
writing teaching, it would benefit more by fully demonstrat-
ing the practice, reasons, and effectiveness of collaborative 
teachings for students’ writing skill development. 

A FINAL EVALUATION OF THE OVERALL 
CONTRIBUTION

This volume sheds light on the needs for and the explora-
tions of innovative pedagogies through small-scale case 

studies and action research in the Chinese-speaking com-
munities, covering primary, secondary, and tertiary educa-
tions. It significantly bridges the gap between theoretical 
development in teaching English writing and the actual 
practices in the classroom. The book makes a significant 
contribution by involving studies from different stages of 
education, addressing the need to reform the pedagogies 
and curricula of English writing courses from even the pri-
mary and secondary levels, which has been long ignored. 
Meanwhile, it enables theorists and researchers to under-
stand stakeholders’ perspectives and practical experiences 
from these empirical studies to assist with the future the-
orization and research design when aiming to shed light 
on the pedagogical reform for teaching English writing. It 
provides valuable pathways for researchers to consider the 
urgent need for longitudinal classroom studies to follow up 
and investigate the feasibilities of these proposed innova-
tive pedagogies and approaches. Furthermore, many of the 
studies are highly valuable as they set an excellent example 
for practitioners who would like to implement process writ-
ing in their classrooms to explore efficient pedagogies to 
teach students who are somehow demotivated by the prod-
uct approach. It will integrate these learners’ communica-
tive and social needs in the changing world. It is a must-read 
for teacher educators and policymakers, reminding them of 
the vital need to shift the focus from helping students grad-
uate from the exam-oriented education to shaping success-
ful English writers who can communicate through English 
writing effectively. Overall, this volume will benefit theorists, 
researchers, teachers, students, teacher educators, and pol-
icymakers, who are keen on exploring, adopting, or adapt-
ing innovation to English writing teaching.
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