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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.

Methodology: 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
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INTRODUCTION

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

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-

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

WOCF, 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?

METHODS

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 Class 9 Class 10 (Imme- Closed-book examination
(Pretest) Revision1 diate Posttest) Class11 Class12 Class13 (Delayed Posttest)
Focused Group ™ R1 T2 R2 T3 R3 T4
Unfocused ™ R1 T2 R2 T3 R3 T4
Group
Control Group T R1 T2 R2 T3 R3 T4

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

40
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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
Post-revision retrospective interviews Exit reflective interview
No. of par- ; ;
Class b . Duration/ . Duration/
ticipants  No. of in per inter- Data collected 12 G perinter-  Data collected
terviews . terviews .
view view
Focused 3 3 50 mins 1 75 mins How do studgnts
group How are learners en- engage with
gaged with WCF when teacher feedback
Unfocused 3 3 50 mins revising their drafts? 1 75 mins in different writing
group conditions?
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

Significant differences were found by pair-wise comparison of the three groups

Overall Articles
Overall test of significance Subsequent Revision (R1) Subsequent Revision (R1) New Task (T2)
N=38, p=.001 N=38, p=.004 N=40, p=.013
Pair-wise comparison St%'tanSt p Adj. p Stcé.t;?st p Adj. p Stcé't;,?St 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
Singular /plural nouns Verb forms
Overall test of significance Subsequent Revision (R1) New Task (T4)
N=38, p=.014 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

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
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Figure 1
Comparison of overall errors among groups

Figure 2
Comparison of errors of each type among groups

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.
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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.

Ssummary

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.

Table 5
Number of errors on the pretest

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

Focused group

Unfocused group

Name No. of error No. of errors found in Name No. of error No. of errors found in the
types out of 3 the marked script types out of 15 marked script
Leung 3 13 Chan 11 37
Ma 2 7 Li 13 43
Ng 2 " 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 WCEF is likely to benefit learners with limited
capacities, as itimposes 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.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

The present article has received support from the College of
Professional and Continuing Education, The Hong Kong Pol-
ytechnic University to cover partial expenses for the proof-
reading service.

DECLARATION OF COMPETING INTEREST

None declared.

48

JLE | Vol.8 | No.4 | 2022



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

| Research Article

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTION STATEMENT

Chunrao Deng: Conceptualization, Methodology, Data col-
lection, Data analysis (qualitative), Original Draft prepara-
tion, Revision.

Xiang Wang: Conceptualization, Methodology, Literature
review, Original Draft Preparation, Reviewing and Editing.

Shuyang Lin: Conceptualization, Methodology, Data collec-
tion, Data analysis (qualitative), Original draft preparation,
Revision and Editing.

Wang Wu: Data collection, Investigation.

Qin Xie: Supervision, Conceptualization, Methodology, Data
analysis (quantitative part), Visualization (Figures), Original

Draft Preparation, Revision and Editing, and Corresponding.

REFERENCES

Benson, S., & DeKeyser, R. (2019). Effects of written corrective feedback and language aptitude on verb tense accuracy. Lan-
guage Teaching Research, 23(6), 702-726.

Bitchener, J., & Knoch, U. (2008). The value of written corrective feedback for migrant and international students. Language
Teaching Research, 12(3), 409-431. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168808089924

Bitchener, J., Young, S., & Cameron, D. (2005). The effect of different types of corrective feedback on ESL student writing. Journal
of Second Language Writing, 14(3), 191-205. https://doi.org/10.1016/].jslw.2005.08.001

Bruton, A. (2009). Improving accuracy is not the only reason for writing, and even if it were... System, 37(4), 600-613. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2009.09.005

Bruton, A. (2010). Another reply to Truscott on error correction: Improved situated designs over statistics. System, 38(3), 491-
498. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2010.07.001

Chen, S., Nassaji, H., & Liu, Q. (2016). EFL learners’ perceptions and preferences of written corrective feedback: a case study of
university students from Mainland China. Asian-Pacific Journal of Second and Foreign Language Education, 1(1), 1-17. https://
doi.org/10.1186/540862-016-0010-Y/TABLES/10

Ellis, R. (2010). Epilogue: A framework for investigating oral and written corrective feedback. Studies in Second Language Acqui-
sition, 32(2), 335-349. https://doi.org/10.1017/50272263109990544

Ellis, R., Sheen, Y., Murakami, M., & Takashima, H. (2008). The effects of focused and unfocused written corrective feedback in
an English as a foreign language context. System, 36(3), 353-371. https://doi.org/10.1016/).SYSTEM.2008.02.001

Evans, N. W., James Hartshorn, K., & Strong-Krause, D. (2011). The efficacy of dynamic written corrective feedback for universi-
ty-matriculated ESL learners. System, 39(2), 229-239. https://doi.org/10.1016/).SYSTEM.2011.04.012

Fathman, A., & Whalley, E. (1990). Teacher response to student writing : Focus on form versus content. In B. Kroll (Ed.), Sec-
ond language writing: Research insights for the classroom (pp. 178-190). Cambridge University Press. https://cir.nii.ac.jp/
crid/1573950399744829184

Ferris, D. (1999). The case for grammar correction in L2 writing classes: A response to Truscott (1996). Journal of Second Lan-
guage Writing, 8(1), 1-11. https://doi.org/10.1016/5S1060-3743(99)80110-6

Ferris, D. (2004). The “Grammar Correction” Debate in L2 Writing: Where are we, and where do we go from here? (and what
do we do in the meantime ...?). Journal of Second Language Writing, 13(1), 49-62. https://doi.org/10.1016/).JSLW.2004.04.005

Ferris, D. (2010). Second language writing research and written corrective feedback in SLA: Intersections and practical applica-
tions. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 32(2), 181-201. https://doi.org/10.1017/50272263109990490

Ferris, D., Liu, H., Sinha, A., & Senna, M. (2013). Written corrective feedback for individual L2 writers. Journal of Second Language
Writing, 22(3), 307-329. https://doi.org/10.1016/].jslw.2012.09.009

Ferris, D. R. (2012). Written corrective feedback in second language acquisition and writing studies. Language Teaching, 45(4),
446-459. https://doi.org/10.1017/50261444812000250

Ferris, D., & Roberts, B. (2001). Error feedback in L2 writing classes: How explicit does it need to be? Journal of Second Language
Writing, 10(3), 161-184. https://doi.org/10.1016/51060-3743(01)00039-X

Frear, D., & Chiu, Y. H. (2015). The effect of focused and unfocused indirect written corrective feedback on EFL learners’ accu-
racy in new pieces of writing. System, 53, 24-34. https://doi.org/10.1016/).SYSTEM.2015.06.006

Gass, S. (1997). Input, interaction, and the second language learner. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Han, Y., & Hyland, F. (2015). Exploring learner engagement with written corrective feedback in a Chinese tertiary EFL class-
room. Journal of Second Language Writing, 30, 31-44. https://doi.org/10.1016/}.)SLW.2015.08.002

JLE | Vol.8 | No.4 | 2022 49


https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168808089924
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jslw.2005.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2009.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2009.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2010.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1186/S40862-016-0010-Y/TABLES/10
https://doi.org/10.1186/S40862-016-0010-Y/TABLES/10
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263109990544
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.SYSTEM.2008.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.SYSTEM.2011.04.012
https://cir.nii.ac.jp/crid/1573950399744829184
https://cir.nii.ac.jp/crid/1573950399744829184
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1060-3743(99)80110-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JSLW.2004.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263109990490
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jslw.2012.09.009
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444812000250
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1060-3743(01)00039-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.SYSTEM.2015.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.JSLW.2015.08.002

Chunrao Deng, Xiang Wang, Shuyang Lin, Wenhui Xuan, Qin Xie | Research Article

Hyland, F. (2003). Focusing on form: Student engagement with teacher feedback. System, 37(2), 217-230. https://doi.
org/10.1016/S0346-251X(03)00021-6

Kang, E., & Han, Z. (2015). The Efficacy of Written Corrective Feedback in Improving L2 Written Accuracy: A Meta-Analysis. The
Modern Language Journal, 99(1), 1-18. https://doi.org/10.1111/MODL.12189

Lalande, J. F. (1982). Reducing Composition Errors: An Experiment. The Modern Language Journal, 66(2), 140-149. https://doi.
org/10.2307/326382

Lee, L. (2013). Research into practice: Written corrective feedback. Language Teaching, 46(1), 108-119. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0261444812000390

Lee, L. (2017). Working hard or working smart. In J. Bitchener, N. Storch, & R. Wette (Eds.), Teaching writing for academic purpos-
es to multilingual students (pp. 168-180). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315269665-11/WORKING-HARD-WORK-
ING-SMART-ICY-LEE

Mao, Z., & Leg, 1. (2020). Feedback scope in written corrective feedback: Analysis of empirical research in L2 contexts. Assessing
Writing, 45, 100469. https://doi.org/10.1016/).ASW.2020.100469

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. ). (2015). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. John Wiley & Sons.

Rahimi, M. (2021). Acomparative study of the impact of focused vs. comprehensive corrective feedback and revision on ESL learn-
ers’ writing accuracy and quality. Language Teaching Research, 25(5), 687-710. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168819879182

Robb, T., Ross, S., & Shortreed, I. (1986). Salience of Feedback on Error and Its Effect on EFL Writing Quality. TESOL Quarterly,
20(1), 83-96. https://doi.org/10.2307/3586390

Schmidt, R. (2001). Attention. In P. Robinson (Ed.), Cognition and second language instruction (pp. 3-32). Cambridge University
Press.

Semke, H. D. (1984). Effects of the Red Pen. Foreign Language Annals, 17(3), 195-202. https://doi.org/10.1111/).1944-9720.1984.
TB01727.X

Sheen, Y., Wright, D., & Moldawa, A. (2009). Differential effects of focused and unfocused written correction on the accurate
use of grammatical forms by adult ESL learners. System, 37(4), 556-569. https://doi.org/10.1016/].SYSTEM.2009.09.002

Storch, N. (2018). Written corrective feedback from sociocultural theoretical perspectives: A research agenda. Language Teach-
ing, 51(2), 262-277. https://doi.org/10.1017/50261444818000034

Storch, N., & Wigglesworth, G. (2010). Learners processing, uptake, and retention of corrective feedback on writing: Case stud-
ies. Studlies in Second Language Acquisition, 32(2), 303-334. https://doi.org/10.1017/50272263109990532

Truscott, J. (1996). The Case Against Grammar Correction in L2 Writing Classes. Language Learning, 46(2), 327-369. https://doi.
org/1 0.1111/).1467-1770.1996.TB01238.X

van Beuningen, C. (2010). Corrective Feedback in L2 Writing: Theoretical Perspectives, Empirical Insights, and Future Direc-
tions. International Journal of English Studies, 10(2), 1-27. www.um.es/ijes

Xie, Q. & Lei, Y. (2019). Implementing formative assessment in primary English writing classrooms: A case study from Hong
Kong. The Asian EFL journal, 23(5), 55-95.

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


https://doi.org/10.1016/S0346-251X(03)00021-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0346-251X(03)00021-6
https://doi.org/10.1111/MODL.12189
https://doi.org/10.2307/326382
https://doi.org/10.2307/326382
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444812000390
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444812000390
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315269665-11/WORKING-HARD-WORKING-SMART-ICY-LEE
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315269665-11/WORKING-HARD-WORKING-SMART-ICY-LEE
https://doi.org/10.1016/J.ASW.2020.100469
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168819879182
https://doi.org/10.2307/3586390
https://doi.org/10.1111/J.1944-9720.1984.TB01727.X
https://doi.org/10.1111/J.1944-9720.1984.TB01727.X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444818000034
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0272263109990532
https://doi.org/10.1111/J.1467-1770.1996.TB01238.X
https://doi.org/10.1111/J.1467-1770.1996.TB01238.X
http://www.um.es/ijes

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

APPENDIX 1

Metalinguistic Form (focused group)

ACCURACY (GRAMMAR, LEXIS, SPELLING)

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

Code Code Meaning Example
number
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.

VE: 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 Art: It was an humbling experience.

missing. . .
¢ Cor: It was a humbling experience.

(Article: a, an, the)

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,  Art: It was an humbling experience.

or missing. . .
9 Cor: It was a humbling experience.

(Article: a, an, the)

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

Cor: Both solutions have positive and negative aspect.

4 wc Word Choice is incorrect, inap- WC: Gas prices are likely to raise next month. (Misused words)

ropriate or unnecessary. . . .
prop y Cor: Gas prices are likely to rise next month.

WOC: 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) Run-on:
fused sentences (no punctuation I . . .
at all between two independent I like listening he likes talking. Or
sentences) and (2) comma splices T like listening, he likes talking.
(two independent sentences are
divided by a comma). 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 Case Ca: Dan and me were late.
Pron Cor: Dan and I were late. (Subjective case needed)
Pronoun agreement means Pron Agr: The students must submit his assignments next week.
that a pronoun must agree in Cor Th d bmit thei .
number with the word or words or: The students must submit their assignment next
it replaces. week.
Pronoun reference means the re- Pron Ref: Because Mr. and Mrs. Jones didn't love their children,
lationship between the pronoun  they didn’t give them gifts at Christmas. (It is not clear who, the
and the noun to which it refers. parents or the children, didn't give gifts.)
A sentence may be confusing if . e . .
a pronoun appears to refer to Cor: ... they didn’t give the kids gifts ...
more than one noun or does not
appear to refer to any specific
noun.
7 UC/LC  Upper Case cap: He’'s coming on monday
Cor: He's coming in Monday
Lower Case Ic: 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;  Voice: The police have been watched that house for weeks.
or the form of the voice is wrong. ) .
9 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: Idid not see her yesterday.
1 Prep Prepositions: wrong, unneces- Prepositions: This essay will discuss about the issue up.
sary or missin . .
2 9 Cor: This essay will discuss the issue.
12 Comp. The comparative or superlative Adj. Comparative form

form of an adjective or adverb is
wrong.

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 Be.
missing

This girl beautiful.
Cor:

This girl is beautiful.

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

Fragment happens when a group Cor: Since I missed last class, I did not know the homework.
of words lack a subject or a verb
or fails to express a complete

thought.
15 S-VAgr 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.
2.

3.
4,

5.

How did you feel immediately after receiving the teacher’s written feedback on your draft?

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?

To what extent do you think writing multiple drafts can help you enhance grammar accuracy?

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.

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

The <2> TV advertising, Megazine <16, 7> advertising and billboard <3> are cost effective,
extremely<4> the <2> Megazine <16, 7>. The <2> radio advertising and online advertising
are not cost effective. The <2> radio <16> is the most ineffective advertising method. The
<2> online marketing has considerable potential.

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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Radio is not cost effective,<5> it cost 31% of budget, but generated <14> 17% of customers.
According to the well-informed sources, the most ineffective advertising method is radio.

Radio is not cost effect, <4. 5> it cost 31% of budget, but generate <10, 14> 17% of
customers. According to the well-informed sources, the most ineffective advertising method
is radio.

* 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

The aim of this report is to assess which methods of advertising are the most effective. These
<6> information list below is the first heard of customer <16> about Century villas.
|

* 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.

Recommendation

I recommend that we should expand the megazine <16> advertisement <4> since it is the
most cost effective method. The <2> TV advertising should maintain <16>. The <2> radio
advertising should stop using because it is the most cost ineffective <16>. Besides, the <2>
billboard <16> should expand the expenditure <16> and move to the different locations. It
<6> can attract more customers to see it <6>.
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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. Ifno, why?
ii. Ifyes, 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. Didyou 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. torevise your draft?
ii. to avoid making the same types of mistakes in other English writing tasks?
iii. toenhance 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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