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ABSTRACT 

Controversy over the value of providing corrective feedback on L2 writing has been noteworthy in recent 

years as a result of Truscott's (1996) claim that it is not only ineffective but also harmful and should 

therefore be abandoned. This was followed by a rejoinder by Ferris (1999) which resulted in a growing 

body of empirical research investigating the value of corrective feedback. Contributing to this research 

base, the present study investigated whether the type of feedback (direct or indirect) given to 60 

intermediate EFL learners on six types of errors (verb tense, noun ending, word choice, sentence 

structure, article and preposition) resulted in improved accuracy in narrative writing both. The study 

found a significant effect for the indirect feedback on accuracy improvement in the use of the verb tense, 

noun ending, sentence structure and article in both short and long term periods but no significant effect 

for word choice (in either time periods) and preposition (in the long term). Although the direct feedback 

showed a significant effect on accuracy level for the use of noun ending, preposition, article and sentence 

structure in the short term, it did not demonstrate any statistical significance in the long term. Finally, the 

indirect group outperformed the direct group on accuracy improvement for total errors.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Feedback has a crucial role in writing improvement and it seems that the teacher has a role in providing 

corrective feedback in any ESL class setting. In recent years along with the changes in teaching 

methodologies from method to method, from old, traditional Grammar-Translation method to more recent 

Communicative Language Teaching, this role has also changed. In the early teacher-centered methods, 

the teacher used to be considered as the sole reliable source of knowledge but due to the emergence of 

new methodologies the role of learners has been improved. However, still teacher corrections seem to be 

extremely significant in EFL classes.  

Both teachers and students feel that teachers’ corrective feedback can be very important in the writing 

process, as Montgomery and Baker (2007) suggest, “this is especially true for second language (L2) 

writing since the goal of L2 writing is often to teach both the conventions of writing in a particular culture 

as well as L2 grammatical forms.” In the other hand, “writing instructors and researchers appear to have a 

love–hate relationship with the issue of teacher feedback on student writing” (Ferris, 2003). 

As a result, grammatical errors call for more attention from second language teachers. It is obvious that 

language teachers spend hours correcting students' writing in different ways. They spend a great deal of 

time marking, grading, commenting and responding to students' written works and on top of this list, for 

the second language teachers correcting  grammatical errors. This study will then attempt to explore the 

impact of two kinds of CF (i.e. direct and indirect) on intermediate student writing accuracy both in the 

short and long term periods. It will also compensate for the students' use of avoidance strategy by 

providing them with two different posttests which are a writing task as well as a test on grammatical 

errors they made on the pretest. 

Review of Related Literature 

Corrective feedback is provided for two productive skills which are speaking and writing. Written 

corrective feedback bears the advantage of providing a good opportunity for conscious attention to 

language forms. It is provided for written language and students will have enough time to internalize the 
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correct forms. But how should this corrective feedback be provided? This question has led to a great 

interest from researchers and teachers. Hyland and Hyland (2006) make clear that in spite of all the 

studies, there aren’t clear answers to the questions researchers have raised. 

Although feedback is a key aspect of L2 writing programs in the world, the research literature has not 

been equivocally positive about its role in L2 development and teachers think they are not using its full 

potential (ibid). Guenette (2007) in a review of current studies pointed out that the failure to design 

corrective feedback study systematically, has led to this uncertainty. She argues that different types of 

written CF and external variables are likely to impact on how effective the CF is. 

Ellis (2007) has classified different kinds of written CF. He has argued that it is essential that the options 

be identified in a systematic way for both determining whether CF is effective and, if it is, what kind of 

CF is most effective. Teachers provide the CF and students response to this feedback. Obviously, CF can 

only have an impact if students pay attention to it. He presents basic strategies for providing CF as follow 

Direct CF: 

It provides the student with the correct form. It has the advantage of providing learners with explicit 

guidance about how to correct their errors. It is better for students of low levels of proficiency but it does 

not lead to long-term learning. It requires minimal processing on the part of the learner. 

Indirect CF: 

It indicates that there is an error without actually correcting it. It encourages students to reflect and caters 

to guided learning and problem solving (Lalande, 1982). As a result, it is considered more likely to lead to 

long-term learning. Some studies (Lalande, 1982 for example) suggest that indirect feedback is in fact 

more effective in helping students to correct their errors but others (e.g. Ferris and Robert, 2001) found no 

significant difference between direct and indirect CF. 

One type of indirect feedback is the one which does not indicates the exact location of errors and the other 

one, on the contrary, shows the location of errors. It is assumed that the former is more effective as 

students would have to engage in deeper processing. Lee (1997) specifically compared the two types of 

indirect correction and found that learners were able to correct errors that were indicated and located than 

errors that were just indicated by a check in the margin. However, Lee did not consider long-term gains. 

Feedback would be totally useless if there were not any response to it. It is an essential feature of CF that 

should be considered with great attention. There are still teachers who only correct the errors by providing 

the correct form and do not ask the students to revise their writing.  

As Guenette (2007) watched her students, these students also would 'throw their corrected "written 

production" into the wastebasket before leaving the classroom'. It is crucial to consider how the students 

respond to the provided correction. The students’ response could be usually detected in the revision of the 

first draft. When the teacher provides the feedback, he or she should expect a new version to be produced 

which\will show how the students have responded to her or his comments. In this way feedback becomes 

a part of language learning process. If students can diagnose the mistakes they have made they are then in 

a position to correct them. The process of providing feedback is only really finished when they have made 

these changes. If students refer to grammar books or dictionaries to remove the mistakes, the provided 

feedback has had a positive outcome (Harmer, 2001). 

There are studies that have investigated whether students are able to use the feedback they receive during 

revision. For example, Ferris (2006) reports that CF is effective in helping students to eliminate errors in 

redrafts of their writing. On the other hand, Truscott (1996) finds these kinds of studies of limited interest. 

He points out that although CF helps students to correct their errors in second drafts, it tells us nothing 

about whether they are able to use them in new pieces of writing.  

Chandler (2003) noted that it is a crucial factor to have the students do something with the error 

correction besides simply receiving it. When students incorporate the feedback in revisions, even when 

receiving direct correction from the teacher, error feedback on writing is a way to draw attention to form 

without distracting students from their original communicative intent.  

However, this study had no control group and as a result did not address whether revising errors leads to 

acquisition of the correct form. Clearly, correction can only work if writers notice and process them. 
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Guenette (2007) argued that students 'have to notice the feedback and be given ample opportunities to 

apply the corrections'. 

However when everything is said and done, if the students are not committed to improving the writing 

skill, they will not improve, no matter what type of CF is provided. But it is also possible that students 

succeed in noticing corrections even if they are not required to revise their writing. 

Research Question 

This study is an attempt to identify the effects of the two kinds of CF in Iranian EFL context. It is 

intended to answer the following research questions: 

1. Does giving written corrective feedback have any effect on Iranian EFL learners’ writing 

accuracy? 

Hypothesis: 

All these questions can be expressed in terms of the following research hypotheses. For each hypothesis, 

its negative counterpart will represent the null hypotheses. 

H0: giving written corrective feedback has no effect on Iranian EFL learners writing accuracy.   

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Method 

In the following part, the participants of the study, the materials and the data collection and analysis 

procedure will be explained. 

Participants: 

This study was carried out at the University of Guilanin Rasht with the participation of 60 students. The 

students were all freshmen majoring in English literature and it was the first term of their attendance at 

the University class. They were enrolled in the writing class and met once a week for 90 minutes. The 

course had a writing component with a focus on grammar. The age of the participants ranged from 18 to 

36, with the mean age of 18.7. They were randomly divided into three groups with two different types of 

provided feedback. The first group which received the direct feedback was named group A which 

contained 20 participants. Participants in this group received teacher's correction. Participants in second 

group which is named group B received indirect feedback. They were just informed about the location of 

the error by the errors being underlined. There were 20 participants in this group. The third group's 

(named group C) participants were those who did not receive any kinds of feedback. The number of 

participants in this group was also 20. They were included in this study to compensate for the other 

researches which suffer from the shortcoming of not including a no-correction group. As Guenette (2007) 

notes it is necessary to have correction and no-correction groups to provide evidence to confirm or 

disconfirm. 

Truscott's (1996) claim that a non-correction group might perform as well. Thus, every students were 

assigned to the three groups of A, B and C.  

Material: 

 The instruments used for this study consisted of a pre-test of Preliminary English Test (PET). 

 Pre-test: as explained above, this test was used in order to make sure that participants’ writing 

ability at the beginning of the study in both groups is the same. The students were asked to write a three 

paragraph essay of 100-150 words in 30 minutes, the topic was “write an interesting memory of your 

childhood.” 

 Post-test: after receiving the instructions, participants of both classes were asked to write a three 

paragraph essay of 100-150 words in 30 minutes, the topic was “write about the best holiday you have 

ever had.” 

Procedure: 

Ever session teacher gave a 20-minutes instruction about writing. In the first three sessions the class 

worked on writing simple one paragraph essays and in the following sessions they focused on three 

paragraph essays. As the students were in elementary level the explanations were brief and the grammar 

focus was on past simple.  
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The students were asked to work individually and write the first draft of their writing. They could choose 

the topic by themselves or could use the topic provided by the teacher. In the remaining 40 minutes the 

students wrote the first draft of their writing and receive corrective feedback. 

In class A, participants received direct corrective feedback. Their mistakes were corrected by the teacher 

and their papers were handed in to them after correction. In class B, however, the participants received 

indirect corrective feedback; the teacher marked their mistakes but didn’t correct them for the students. 

Participants in group C, which was the control group of the study, the participants didn’t receive any kind 

of feedback. 

Data Analysis: 

Both pre-tests and post tests were scored by independent raters using the Essay Scoring Rubric. To assure 

the reliability of the scores, four experienced composition instructors participated in a calibration session 

using the Essay Scoring Rubric. Copies of essay were distributed among the raters in such a way that no 

rater read the pre and post-test of the same participant. 

Each essay was read by two raters, correlation test was performed between the scores given by two raters 

to the same writing to check the inter-rater reliability. The average of the two scores was considered as 

the final score. 

The difference between the pre and posttest of each participant was considered as the amount of 

improvement. To determine if there is a significant improvement from the pre to the post-test essay, one 

round of ANOVA was performed between the post tests of experimental and control groups.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Results 

The statistical description of post test scores which were obtained from control and experimental groups 

are presented in this section in order to compare the overall achievement of participants in experimental 

groups with their rivals in control one to check whether the treatment has been successful or not. In order 

to do this comparison which is actually the answer to the question of the study a round of ANOVA has 

been applied and the result are presented in the table below: 

Post Test Scores of Experimental and Control Group 

 N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

Minimum Maximum Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Group C 20 14.5000 1.50438 .33639 13.7959 15.2041 12.00 17.00 

Group A 20 15.3000 1.41793 .31706 14.6364 15.9636 13.00 18.00 

Group B 20 15.4500 1.35627 .30327 14.8152 16.0848 13.00 18.00 

Total 60 15.0833 1.46475 .18910 14.7049 15.4617 12.00 18.00 

It can be observed in the table above that the mean score which is obtained from the post-test of 

experimental groups is highly more than the mean of control group. It is needed to be noted that 

experimental groups received two months of treatment, however control group didn’t. By looking at the 

raw scores of the participant it can be inferred that apart from one or two of them whose score didn’t 

improve from pre-test to post -test the others have improved for one or two scores minimum. However, as 

mean score solely is not enough the table below is presented for more detailed investigation into the 

results and also discussion on the hypothesis of the study. 

Statistical Table of ANOVS Test between the Scores of Control and Experimental Groups in Post-

Test 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between Groups 10.433 2 5.217 2.560 .0086 

Within Groups 116.150 57 2.038   

Total 126.583 59    
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What should be considered in the table above is the amount of sig which is “0.008”. This score is 

significantly less than the predetermined amount of p value which 0.05. Therefore, it can be concluded 

that there is a significant difference between the groups. It can be inferred that the treatment has been 

successful and giving feedback has a positive impact on improvement of learners’ writing accuracy. The 

groups which received treatment has achieved significantly writing accuracy ability than the one which 

hasn’t. 

Conclusion 

Truscott's review of studies by Kepner (1991), Semke (1984), and Sheppard (1998) claimed that CF does 

not have any considering this limited range of studies, the present study aimed to elaborate on the base by 

investigating the effect of two types of feedback on the accuracy performance of six targeted linguistic 

error category. 

It was found that the Control group did not show any significant difference in error reduction neither in 

posttest 1 nor 2 for all error categories. The indirect feedback had a significant effect on the accuracy both 

in the short and long term periods for articles, sentence structures, noun endings, verbs and total errors. 

However, it was not the case for prepositions and wrong words.  

For prepositions, it was only significant in the short term and for wrong words, it did not reach any 

statistical significance in the two posttests. This result may be investigated by considering the difference 

between treatable and untreatable errors. 

As Bitchener et al., (2005) has mentioned there is a distinction between "treatable" and 'untreatable" 

errors. "Treatable" errors (verb tense and form, subject verb agreement, article usage, noun ending errors 

and sentence fragment) can be found easily in a grammar book.  

Learners can refer to the set of rules to correct the errors while untreatable errors (word choice and 

unidiomatic sentence structure) are idiosyncratic and requires learners to use acquired knowledge of 

language for correction. 

On the other hand, the use of verbs, articles, sentence structures and noun endings are determined by sets 

of rules. As Ferris (1999) suggests, the latter are more "treatable" than the former. Considering the other 

type of feedback, the direct group did not show any significant error reduction for verb errors and wrong 

words on the two posttests. For other error types (i.e. NEE, SS, AE, PE, and Total), it indicated 

significant change only in the short term period. As a result, direct feedback did not show any long term 

effect on the six targeted linguistic categories. For total errors, although both indirect and direct group 

showed significant error reduction in the short term, it was the indirect group which outperformed the 

direct one. 

To answer the third research question, the students' writings were observed to explore the probable use of 

avoidance strategy. It has been argued that learners tend to avoid the categories that have been the subject 

of corrective feedback (Sheppard, 1992; Truscott, 1996, 2004).  

Truscott (1996) argued that this avoidance strategy prevents natural language acquisition simply because 

grammar feedback encourages students to avoid risk-taking and experimenting with the new grammatical 

forms. 

The two experimental groups in this study were provided with different CFs and they both were asked to 

revise their writing tasks. It is clear that the direct group did not have to reflect much during revision stage 

since they were provided with the corrected forms. On the other hand, the other experimental group 

experienced this process in a completely different way. They had their errors only underlined without any 

clues or correction. Accordingly, this group was forced to investigate and search for the correction by 

themselves. This different process during revision stage raised some questions. 

Do all students search for the correction or do they just give up and omit the wrong form? Do they correct 

the mistakes or do they change them with other forms of conveying the same meaning rather than those 

which have been underlined. Considering this, it may be concluded that the significant reduction of errors 

in indirect group both in the short and long terms can be due to the use of avoidance strategy and the 

provided CF did not result in self-correction and accuracy in writing. They just did not use the wrong 

language they had become aware of. 
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