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Abstract: This study examined the effectiveness of written corrective 

and the role of individual differences (ID) in the uptake of the 

feedback. Data was taken from a nine-week, English as a foreign 

language (EFL) writing course from 101 intermediate (n=101) 

students at a private university in Kobe, Japan. Using an explanatory 

sequential mixed methods design, quantitative data was first collected 

concerning writing errors, followed by qualitative semi-structured 

interviews. Three classes were placed into either two treatment groups 

(direct and indirect) or a control group, and completed four writing 

tasks (pre-test, post-test and two delayed post-tests). The study found 

the two treatment groups showed significant improvements on local 

and global errors, whereas the control group did not. Additionally, 

the qualitative component elicited the influence of affective factors. 

The study adds to the body of literature addressing the impact of 

written corrective feedback, specifically on students’ self-editing 

strategies. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Student preferences for learning can affect attitude, anxiety, motivation, and their overall 

success. Individual preferences for receiving corrective feedback (CF) is a relatively under-

researched phenomenon in the field of second language acquisition (SLA). The present study 

investigated how important learners’ beliefs on written corrective feedback (WCF) are on their 

own acquisition of language and in particular, academic writing skills and grammatical accuracy. 

Early corrective feedback studies focused on which form was most effective, with researchers 

producing varying findings advancing either indirect (using error codes to draw attention to an 

error) or direct forms (explicit feedback which clearly identifies and explains the error) as being 

more effective (Chandler, 2003; Ferris, 2002; Kubota, 2001)(see Table 1).  
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1. Indirect WCF using VT Verb Tense error 

I never work [BP1]  as a cashier until I get[BP2]  a job there. 

 
 [BP1]VT 

 [BP2]VT 

Direct WCF using VT Verb Tense error 

2. I had never worked [BP1]  as a cashier until I got[BP2]  a job there 

 
 [BP1]work = worked 

 [BP2]get = got  

Table 1: Examples of Usages of Indirect and Direct WCF 

In contrast, more recent CF research places a greater focus on explaining the role of 

students’ beliefs in determining the effectiveness of CF (Mahfoodh & Pandian, 2011; Rummel & 

Bitchener, 2015; Sheen, 2011). The overarching theory in this study is individual difference (ID), 

which is the premise that if a student believes that the type of feedback he/she is receiving is 

effective, then he/she may be more willing to engage with the feedback than a student who does 

not hold that belief (Sheen, 2011). 

CF studies to date have mostly been either limited to quantitative group experimental 

studies examining which form of CF is more effective (Ellis, Loewen & Erlam, 2006; Ellis, 

2012; Goo & Mackey, 2012; López et al., 2018; Shintani et al., 2014), or qualitative studies that 

explore students’ thoughts on CF (Ferris, 2006; Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994; Kulhavy & Stock, 

1989; Mahfoodh & Pandian, 2011; Sheen, 2011). However, what is lacking is a clearly 

demonstrated correlation between learners who receive their preferred feedback type and 

produce an uptake in errors; in other words, whether the corrective feedback they receive 

produces a correct response in their writing. Uptake is operationalised in this study to measure 

the learners' reduction in writing errors after receiving corrective feedback (Lyster and Ranta, 

1997). 

The present study was undertaken at one private university near Kobe, Japan, and 

examined the impact of students’ preferred type of CF on the improvement of their writing 

ability. The study examined three English as a Foreign Language (EFL) writing classes: one 

class which received its preferred treatment, one class which did not, and a third class which 

served as a control group and received no corrective feedback. Specifically, the study aimed to 

explain why receiving preferred CF during a treatment session increases uptake on targeted 

grammatical errors (verb tense, word order, word form, and correct usage of plural or singular 

just to name a few). 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

  Research from a variety of SLA scholars highlights Japanese university students’ 

difficulty in writing academic essays, underscoring the fact that these students often encounter 

difficulties in producing academic papers of the quality most study abroad destination 

universities demand (Nishigaki, Chujo, McGoldrick & Hasegawa, 2007; Takagi, 2001; Yasuda, 

2014). Specifically, the problem is their inability to employ the conventions of academic writing 

and grammatical accuracy in English, even after years of EFL training. This is a trait they share 

with other learners across EFL in Asia (Gholami, Nejad, & Pour, 2014). Most SLA researchers 
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agree that English grammar instruction and academic writing instruction is essential if EFL 

students are to achieve their educational writing goals in producing a university level writing 

composition (Baleghizadeh & Gordani, 2012). Despite CF being extensively researched in the 

context of EFL writing, theoretical questions remain as to its beneficial impact on second 

language (L2) learning and acquisition. The usefulness of CF in writing was initially questioned 

in Truscott’s (2001) argument that the only value WCF could add to the SLA field is in 

identifying surface-level writing errors, such as spelling and punctuation, but not complex 

structural errors. 

WCF is an instructional reaction to correct a learner’s written errors in writing. This 

reaction to a learner’s errors and the interaction undertaken to correct it are encompassed in the 

interaction hypothesis which posits that input, possibly in the form of WCF, will push students to 

modify their output in future productions (Hatch, 1978; Long, 1981; Lyster, Saito & Sato, 2013). 

To fully test this theory, studies need to measure output in the form of new writing compositions, 

not just revisions of the same paper, to test if the participants have fully integrated the WCF. 

Studies by Ferris (2006) and Ashwell (2000) found target groups improved accuracy after 

receiving written CF; however, the post-test in this study only measured revision rather than the 

writing of a new text. A limitation in the research to date is that there have only been a few 

recent studies including this vital element. A caveat to the interaction hypothesis is the cognitive 

processes of the learner noticing the input, comprehending the corrections, integrating, and 

producing correct output (Gass, 1988; Gass & Mackey, 2020). An interrelated theory, the pre-

search availability theory proposed by Kulhavy and Stock (1989) argued that feedback 

effectiveness is predicated on how much learners have to search for the answers themselves 

before feedback is given. This assertion was later corroborated by Shao (2015) who redefined it 

as research availability.  

The mediating factor of students’ reaction to WCF effectiveness is also a recent addition 

in studies in this field and needs to be explored further. Initially, Schmidt (1990) stated the 

amount of attention a learner gives to feedback may be affected by mediating cognitive, 

motivational, and affective factors, which are likely to have an impact on language acquisition. 

This was supported by Sheen’s (2011) study, which was the first to observe students’ ID when 

receiving CF. There is a need for a better understanding of this practice due to the difficulty 

Japanese university students experience in producing formal writing texts that conform to 

academic writing conventions. Previous research has not fully explained why ID in students is 

important in increasing academic writing accuracy. 

Various attempts have tried to show a quantifiable link showing whether learners who 

receive their preferred feedback type produce an uptake in error reduction. Learners’ aptitude 

and individual differences in WCF have been explored by Sheen (2011), and Hedgcock and 

Lefkowitz (1994). These studies produced non-conclusive findings as to whether learners’ 

preference for certain types of feedback could affect their uptake. However, few or no studies 

have specifically investigated the effect of preferences on the uptake and retention of WCF, 

though several have indirectly found support for the idea that beliefs can affect students’ use of 

WCF (Colpitts, 2016; Mahfoodh & Pandian, 2011; Storch & Wigglesworth, 2010). Rummel and 

Bitcherner’s (2015) findings are the most conclusive findings to date indicating a causal 

relationship: students who received their preferred type of feedback demonstrated a quantifiable 

decrease in errors, however the study used a small sample size (n=42). 

The present paper aims to provide insight exploring whether and to what degree receiving 

their preferred WCF influences Japanese, university EFL students’ writing accuracy when 
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revising their written work. The paper begins by outlining the framework of the study: the 

research questions, methodology, participants, research design, and sampling technique. The 

quantitative and qualitative instruments which were used are then described with reference to 

their intended roles in data collection. Following this, the authors explore the results of both data 

analyses, and how the two disparate data sets were integrated, as suggested in the literature 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017; (Guetterman, Fetters, & Creswell, 

2015). Finally, the implications of these results are detailed in the Discussion section, after which 

a brief conclusion is offered along with the study’s limitations. 

 

 

Research Questions 

 

The present study aims to address the following research questions: 

1. How do students’ preferences for a written corrective feedback type impact their writing 

accuracy? 

2. Does receiving the preferred written corrective feedback affect writing accuracy? 

Arising from research question two, is one sub-research question: 

2a. Which form of written corrective feedback is more effective over multiple writing tasks 

in terms of students’ ability to self-edit in academic writing? 

 

 

Study Significance 

 

It is evident that there is a need to resolve the inadequacies in the academic writing ability 

of Japanese EFL students. The current study examined the value of WCF and attempted to 

disprove the notion that ID has no impact on improving students’ writing accuracy. This was 

measured by assessing how well the two treatment groups (direct and indirect) were able to 

significantly improve their linguistic accuracy on several grammatical items as compared to a 

control group. The intended aim of this study was not to add to the extensive literature on 

whether one type of written CF works in the long term, but rather to assess the effectiveness of 

WCF for developing students’ self-editing strategies. The study also aimed to test Kulhavy’s 

(1989) theory by providing one treatment group (indirect) with metalinguistic feedback codes to 

show students where and what type of error is present, without identifying the error. The direct 

group, by contrast, received explicit feedback on their errors. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

The present study employed an explanatory sequential mixed methods design (ESMMD) 

in which a quantitative data collection phase was succeeded by a qualitative phase in order to 

provide greater understanding of the results of the first phase (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2017). 

This design was chosen in consideration of a recent shift to move from quantitative studies to 

mixed methods studies in attempting to understand the effectiveness of WCF (Ferris, 2006; 

Mahfoodh & Pandian, 2011; Rummel & Bitchener, 2015; Sheen, 2011). An ESMMD is said to 

be “QUAN→qual” and is the most common approach found in Mixed Methods Research 

(MMR) studies (Teddlie & Yu, 2016). 
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Research Participants & Sampling 

 

This study used a convenience sampling technique from five intact first year classes at a 

private university in Kobe, Japan. The classes consisted of 101 first year university students 

(n=101) for the quantitative phase of the study, all of whom consented to participation. The 

students were aged between 18 to 21, were economics majors, and were taking six to eight hours 

of English classes a week, with most being exposed to formal English instruction since junior 

high school. From the initial 101 students, 10 (n=10) volunteered to participate in the second 

phase of semi-structured QUAL interviews (four males and six females). Their opinions 

regarding the type of CF they received were elicited and compared. 

Convenience sampling was determined to be the most appropriate for the present study. 

This is because it is a non-random sampling technique under which participants are selected for 

availability, accessibility, and or the willingness to volunteer (Dörnyei, 2007). It has been noted 

to be effective in establishing breadth (Etikan, 2016; Teddlie & Yu, 2016), which is consistent 

with the goals of the quantitative phase of the present study, and this form of sampling within a 

researcher’s institution has been said to be the most common approach used in SLA studies 

(Dörnyei, 2007). 

First year university students were selected to give the researchers information required 

to test writing conventions errors because they were less likely to have received university-level 

English academic writing instruction. Their regularly scheduled classes were accessible; thus, 

students were more willing to volunteer in the present study due to there being no additional time 

commitment required of them to participate in the treatment sessions. Moreover, random 

sampling would have required an additional time commitment from the participants, which could 

have restricted the participant numbers. Additionally, had participants left the experiment, it 

could have made the groups incomparable (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 2009). 

However, non-random sampling has validity concerns, due to the possibility of 

differences between the groups affecting their comparability (Muijs, 2012). One means of 

addressing this issue is to choose subjects who meet some pre-established criteria (Seliger & 

Shohamy, 1989). The participants in the groups were thus matched alongside a range of 

variables, including university year, age, and previous English proficiency test scores (e.g., 

TOEIC, TOEFL, IELTS). As there is a lack of consensus on which type of CF is most effective, 

the application of different or no CF was not determined to be detrimental to the students’ 

learning. 

 

 

Research Design 

 

A week prior to the pre-test the students were given information regarding the nature of 

the research in the participant consent form, specifically explaining the difference between direct 

and indirect feedback. Following this consent form, the students were given a questionnaire so as 

to find out about their written WCF beliefs. The students were randomly assigned into treatment 

groups regardless of whether they stated they preferred direct or indirect feedback, with some 

students receiving their preferred feedback type and others receiving a feedback option other 

than the one they selected. This was done with the aim of trying to determine if beliefs and 

preferences affect uptake. 
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Participants were randomly assigned to the indirect WCF group, direct WCF group, or a 

control group. The direct WCF treatment group only received direct feedback, the indirect WCF 

treatment group only received indirect feedback, and the control group received no feedback in 

response to errors committed. In the case of the direct group, the errors were identified on the 

student's writing tasks and the errors were corrected, the errors were also identified in the indirect 

group; however, no corrections were made, and the students were just provided with feedback 

from their instructor using metalinguistic codes (see Table 1). The codes used were: VT (verb 

tense), WF (word form), MW (missing word), WW (wrong word), ART (article), SVA (subject-

verb agreement), SOBA (so, or, but, and), TS (topic sentence), and CS (concluding sentence). 

Experimental research was used to determine whether a specific treatment of WCF type 

influences uptake in writing accuracy outcome. The study determined how these groups scored 

on an uptake on writing errors. Using experimental treatment groups and a control group has 

proven value, reliability, and validity from previous corrective feedback research (Ellis, Sheen, 

Murakami & Takashima, 2008; Ferris, 2012; Perks, 2015, Rummel & Bitchner, 2015). 

Uptake is central to corrective feedback studies, being used as the marker for effective 

corrective feedback / instruction. Uptake is used to refer to the repair rate of the student’s 

response, in this study this was focused on writing forms of response in terms of a reduction of 

specific targeted grammatical errors and misuse of writing convention features in academic 

writing. Uptake was proven effective in this study if the students could accurately recognise and 

correct their writing after the teacher’s correction, in other words recognise their verb tense error 

and then in subsequent writing tasks reduce or eliminate those targeted errors.  

  The treatment sessions consisted of four 150-200 word writing tasks, where either direct 

WCF or indirect WCF were given to respondents on 12 grammatical and content/organisation 

errors (see Appendix A). A group measurement of uptake on eliminating these errors was 

considered to be an indication of retention of WCF within the group. 

 

 

Quantitative Instrument 

 

The study executed a pre-treatment sorting questionnaire to all the participants. This 

closed-ended questionnaire documented the participants’ preference for either direct or indirect 

forms of written corrective feedback. It was an efficient tool in surveying a potentially large 

sample of 101 students (Somekh & Lewin, 2011), as opposed to conducting individual 

interviews. Regardless of the participants’ chosen preference, they were given WCF based on 

group allocation, effectively sorting participants into either receiving or not receiving their 

preferred WCF. This data collection technique is suitable in analysing the independent variables 

of preferred WCF form and type of WCF received. A pre-treatment session Chi-square test 

determined if the participants were in their preferred WCF group. This test was appropriate for 

isolating the two correlating variables of preferred WCF type and receiving WCF type. The 

random sorting process was designed to yield a reasonable number of participants receiving and 

not receiving their preferred WCF type for further data analysis.  
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Qualitative Instrument 

 

In the second phase of the study, semi-structured interviews were conducted to elicit 

students’ views about the feedback they received during the study (Ferris, 2012; Rummel & 

Bitchner, 2015) and expound on the QUAN results. An interview guide was developed 

(Appendix B) in an attempt to enhance the quality of data elicited in this phase of the study prior 

to the interviews. The guide was piloted using a technique called expert assessment in which a 

qualitative expert was consulted regarding the development of the guide (Kallio et al., 2016). 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed, and the researcher conducting the 

interviews took extensive field notes. This researcher was also a fluent English and Japanese 

speaker. While students were encouraged to choose either English or Japanese when answering 

questions, most responded in Japanese or mixing both languages. Questions were similarly asked 

in Japanese and English depending on the students’ level of proficiency and comfort. Allowing 

research participants to answer in their native language is said to enhance the quality of data 

(Dörnyei & Taguchi, 2010). 

An ESMMD requires that the participants in the qualitative phase have also completed 

the quantitative phase of the study. Thus, students from the initial pool of 101 were asked to 

volunteer to participate in the second phase of the study in return for a small honorarium. Ten 

students agreed to participate in the interviews. The composition of participants from each group 

was as follows: direct group (1 female/0 males), and indirect group (4 females/ 5 males). No 

students from the control group volunteered to participate. 

 

 

Results 
Quantitative Analysis 

 

In order to answer Research Question 2, exploring the relationship between students’ 

beliefs about written CF and their performance after receiving written CF that either matched or 

did not match their beliefs needed to be investigated. As previously mentioned at the beginning 

of the study, students were asked their preference which type of feedback they preferred and 

which type of feedback they would like to receive in a writing class. Table 2 contrasts students’ 

preferred feedback type with the treatment group they were designated. From the outset it is 

evident that most students preferred direct feedback, and as a result most of the participants in 

the indirect group were in their non-preferred group. Explaining ID in WCF in this study was 

possible because some participants were not in their preferred WCF treatment group. 
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    Preferred Group 

    Direct Indirect Control Total 

Designated 

Group 

Direct 29 7 6 42 

  Indirect 42 11 6 59 

  Total 71 18 12 101 

Table 2: Designated Group and Preferred Group Crosstabulation 

In the direct group, 85% of students were in their preferred group and 15% were not. The 

indirect group was skewed in the opposite direction, with 43 students or 81% of the students not 

being allocated to their preferred WCF group, and 11 or 19% receiving their preferred WCF. 

Additionally, 12 students were in the control group. The finding for students’ WCF preference 

towards direct forms of feedback is consistent with other researchers’ findings in this area (Ellis 

et al., 2008; Lee, 2008; Ferris, 2010; Westmacott, 2017). This likely reflects Japanese EFL 

learners preference for having their errors corrected more explicitly (Motlagh, 2015). This could 

be due to the common way in which foreign languages are taught in Japan, which extols the 

importance of grammar instruction and error aversion. It seems that students who are accustomed 

to a teacher-centered environment express a preference for having their errors corrected directly 

by the teacher, who is seen as the source of knowledge. 

In the present study, gains were recorded in student writing accuracy, not just on spelling 

errors or discrete grammatical errors, but complex grammatical errors referring to meaning and 

sentence structure. These findings contradict Truscott’s (2001) theory on the usefulness of 

corrective feedback in writing that argues that the only value of written CF in SLA is in 

identifying basic writing errors such as spelling but not complex grammatical errors. That 

students were able to identify more complex error types is demonstrated in Table 3. Table 3 

identifies the frequency of different kinds of errors committed (e.g., VT = Verb Tense; see full 

list in appendix A) by each group in the pre-test, post-test, first delayed post-test, and second 

delayed post-test. 
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 Direct Indirect Control 

  T1D T1F T2D T2F T1D T1F T2D T2F T1D T1F T2D T2F* 

VT** 27 14 40 18 50 16 45 24 17 15 13 10 

WF 16 9 36 17 55 14 50 20 30 24 8 8 

WW 46 18 55 20 105 24 75 32 45 39 20 20 

MW 31 15 50 24 95 26 50 23 32 29 20 20 

ART 15 10 35 17 40 16 35 15 14 11 5 5 

SVA 6 2 12 6 22 7 15 7 6 4 4 2 

SOBA 7 2 10 3 45 19 35 14 8 6 6 0 

TS 9 4 14 5 10 1 20 9 4 3 2 0 

CS 6 6 16 6 16 2 15 7 10 9 1 0 

*Delayed Pre-Test 1 (T1D), Final Post-Test 1 (T1F), Delayed Post-Test 2 (T2D), and Final Post-Test 2 (T2F) 

**T - Verb Tense, WF - Word Form, WW - Wrong Word, MW - Missing Word, ART - Article, SVA - 

Subject/Verb Agreement, SOBA - So, Or, But, And, TS - Topic Sentence, CS - Concluding Sentence 

Table 3: Comparison of Frequency of Error Types by Treatment Group 

Regarding the errors found in the students’ writing samples, the researchers found a high 

concentration of errors in the following areas: verb tense, wrong word, missing word, and 

articles. Across the three groups, a high number of verb tense errors were found that may be 

attributed to the intermediate level of the students. Verb tense, wrong word choice, and missing 

word errors are most common among EFL learners, and this is more relevant among Japanese 

university students as they do not get enough practice when it comes to writing paragraphs and 

essays (Asaoka & Usui, 2003). Despite this, word form errors were considerably lower than 

other error groups. This could possibly be attributed to the focus on these errors that occurs in 

many English language classes in Japan. Subsequently, the noticeably large error counts 

regarding articles could be due to the fact that the Japanese language lacks articles and as a 

result, Japanese students often have difficulties with article usage (Asaoka & Usui, 2003). 

Again, the pre-test and post-test scores represent drafts and finals of the same essay. This 

was operationalized in the study to test the interaction hypothesis. Furthermore, to fully test this 

theory this study measured output in the form of new writing compositions in the delayed post 

and delayed post-test two, not just revisions of the same paper, to test if the participants have 

fully integrated the WCF. Similar studies found target groups improved accuracy after receiving 

written CF (Ashwell, 2000; Ferris, 2006); however, the post-test in these studies only measured 

revision rather than the writing of a new text. Including a measurement on a new writing 

composition in uptake can assess the efficacy of WCF for developing students’ self-editing 

strategies. To this effect, the pre-tests and post-tests aimed to answer the research question 2a: 

Which form of written corrective feedback is more effective over multiple writing tasks in terms 

of students’ ability to self-edit in academic writing? 

Descriptive statistics were calculated on the two treatment groups to address this 

question. The percentages reflect correct performance on the writing test task, which is 100% of 
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the total test. The scores are the percentages reflecting correct performance on the target 

structures and measuring accuracy over the 12 target errors on the four writing tasks. Differences 

between groups were also calculated. Table 4 displays the number of errors committed by each 

treatment group in each of the four assigned writing tasks. 

 

Group n Pre-test Post-test Delayed Post-test 1 Delayed Post-test 2 

    Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Direct 36 10.31 1.51 5 1.15 7.06 1.41 4.58 1.98 

Indirect 55 9.57 1.32 3.94 1.26 8.24 8.34 3.84 4.00 

Control 28 9.36 4.01 10.57 4.38 7.25 2.70 6.54 2.10 

Table 4: Mean and Standard Deviation (SD) of Errors by Group Per Task 

 

As can be seen in Table 4, the mean percentages on errors (see Table 3 for error types) at 

four testing periods—one pre-test and three post-test—were calculated separately for each of the 

three groups. The indirect group recorded the lowest number of errors committed in the delayed 

post-test two, which suggests that this form of WCF resulted in the highest amount of uptake 

overall. Curiously though, despite outperforming the other groups overall, the direct and control 

groups outperformed the indirect group in the first delayed post-test. The regression among the 

indirect group in the first delayed post-test may be a point for greater examination in future 

studies. 

 

 
Qualitative Analysis 

 

Students from all three treatment groups were invited to participate in the second phase of 

data collection, by offering their thoughts on the WCF process. Students’ responses were 

gathered and analyzed holistically. The interviewer analysed the data using two-cycle qualitative 

coding (Saldaña, 2015). Respondents’ answers were first examined, and emergent themes were 

coded. Another of the researchers then checked the data codes to ensure they accurately 

addressed the main themes that appeared in the data. These codes were then refined and 

narrowed by the research team. This process was done to achieve inter-rater reliability, thus 

enhancing the rigour of the study and to provide the researchers with a “more attuned 

perspective” (Saldaña, 2015, p. 11). 

Five themes emerged from the QUAL portion of the research: 1. benefits of engaging in 

WCF; 2. perceptions of difficulty with WCF and English writing; 3. commitment to study 

outside of class; 4. feelings of nervousness regarding receiving feedback; and 5. students’ 

previous learning experiences and its impact on their expectations. The first theme encompassed 

similar benefits students perceived in the process of engaging in WCF. The second theme 

covered students’ self-assessed deficiencies in English writing and reasons for this. The third 

theme related to the amount of time and effort students put into understanding the feedback they 

were given, and into correctly revising their mistakes. The fourth theme concerned how the 

process of engaging in WCF made students feel. Finally, the fifth theme identified trends in 
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students’ previous writing experience and how that impacted their expectations of the teacher 

and the feedback. The themes are detailed in Table 5. 

 

Theme 
# of Respondents 

Elicited From 
Key Factors (# of Instances in Data) 

1. Benefits of engaging in WCF 8 ● Perceived decrease in number of mistakes (8). 

● Improvement in surface-level errors (4). 

● Improvement in global writing skills (5). 

2. Perceptions of difficulty with 

WCF and English writing 

7 ● Difficulty in giving WCF (6). 

● Found activity fun (2) and rewarding (1). 

3. Commitment to study outside of 

class 

6 ● 30 minutes - 1 hour of revisions outside of 

class (2). 

● Little to no work outside of class (2). 

● Unaccustomed to homework (1). 

4. Feelings of nervousness regarding 

receiving feedback 

7 ● Did not feel nervous about receiving WCF (7). 

● Did feel nervous (2): wants Japanese language 

support (1); lacks computer proficiency (1). 

5. Students’ previous learning 

experiences and its impact on 

their expectations. 

6 ● More relaxed atmosphere than high school 

English classes (2). 

● Want Japanese language support (2). 

● CF helps understand mistakes (2). 

Table 5: Emergent Themes in Student Interview Data 

Eight of the 10 students made explicit reference to the benefits of WCF. Among them, 

the most common response was that they perceived a decrease in the number of mistakes they 

made. While four of those students noted an improvement in surface level-errors, such as 

spelling and grammar, five commented that they had made improvements in deeper writing 

skills. Among these improved skills, was the ability to better structure sentences and paragraphs, 

a greater capacity to gather and order their ideas in written English, and proficiency in expressing 

themselves more clearly using simpler words. One student commented that she did not feel that 

the number of mistakes she made had decreased. 

Seven students also discussed their own perceived inadequacies when writing in English. 

Six of the 10 students expressly stated they found the process of conducting WCF from 

somewhat to very difficult, while two found it not so difficult. The most common reason for this 

appeared to be a lack of experience with WCF and English writing in general. However, two 

students noted that they found the activity fun and although one said though she found the 

process difficult, she also felt it was rewarding when she was able to fix her own mistakes. 

Six of the students commented on the amount of time and effort they committed to completing 

their assignments outside of class. Two students reported doing 30 minutes to an hour of 

revision, while another two reported doing little to none. One student also commented that he 

was unaccustomed to doing homework. One student challenged the trend, simply reporting that 

she did a lot of extra work related to the WCF at home. 

The fourth theme identified by the researchers was students’ feelings about engaging in 

the process of WCF. Seven of the respondents did not report feeling nervous about the process of 

WCF and although two did report feeling nervous when receiving peer review, the process did 
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not interfere with the majority of students when it came to engaging in WCF. Of the two that did 

feel nervous, one reported that more difficult points should have been explained in Japanese, 

while the other cited a lack of computer proficiency as his reason for feeling uncomfortable with 

WCF. 

The final salient theme revolved around students’ previous learning experiences in 

English classrooms and how that impacted their expectations. Six of the 10 students made some 

reference to this. Cultural variations in teaching style seemed to emerge, as students noted that 

they had not participated in this kind of activity in high school. Two students commented that 

their English teacher (who is Australian) was not as strict as their Japanese English teachers. 

While the students did not elaborate in detail, they did mention that the class had a more relaxed 

atmosphere and that they were unaccustomed to receiving feedback on writing. This might 

suggest differing teaching styles that affect the differing learning practices and pedagogical 

approaches of the Japanese and Australian education systems. Two students also stated they had 

wished some difficult points had been explained in Japanese, though the contrary opinion—that 

the teacher using only English pushed the students to speak and listen in English—was also 

expressed. Another two students noted that receiving CF helped them understand mistakes, 

which they said had been lacking in previous English classes. The cultural and pedagogical 

legacies left from students’ previous learning experiences may connect to their ID. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

This study’s findings add to a growing body of recent written CF research which found 

that written CF can lead to improved accuracy regarding certain linguistic features (Bitchener, 

2008; Mahfoodh & Pandian, 2011; Sheen, 2011). In the present study, students showed 

improvements from the pre-test to the first delayed post-test. Significant gains were also seen on 

the second delayed post-test. This seems to indicate that students who received written CF were 

able to benefit from the feedback provided, even after several weeks. With the treatment (direct 

and indirect) groups recording a higher reduction in errors and a capacity to significantly 

improve their linguistic accuracy on twelve grammatical items. This rejects the null hypnosis that 

there is no significant difference between specified groups. The control group did not improve to 

the same extent as the treatment groups, and this indicates that the improvement of the feedback 

groups was not just the result of practice or exposure to the language from other sources. The 

study further demonstrated a correlational link between learners receiving their preferred 

feedback type and an uptake in errors. Students were asked whether or not they received their 

preferred treatment in a follow-up survey, and this was contrasted with their reduction in targeted 

errors. The results are displayed below in Table 6. 

 

 Received the type of feedback 

they believed to be most helpful 

Did not receive the type of feedback 

they believed to be most helpful 

Reduced targeted errors 67 7 

Did not reduce targeted errors 14 11 

 

Table 6: Students Able to Eliminate Errors on Writing Task 4 
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This finding answers the second research question proposed in this study. RQ2 Does receiving 

the preferred written corrective feedback affect writing accuracy? Similar findings were found in 

Rummel & Bitchener’s (2015) study and were the most conclusive findings to date indicating a 

causal relationship: students who received their preferred type of feedback showed a significant 

decrease in errors in a quantifiable measure of uptake. The present study, however, provides 

evidence to support these results with a much larger sample size. 

Regarding research question 2 examining the effect of beliefs on WCF, this study added 

to the emerging area in this field that beliefs regarding the type of feedback that is most effective 

and helpful for the future influenced the Japanese participants’ uptake of the written CF they 

received. Most of the students who received the type of feedback that they believed to be most 

effective were able to eliminate the targeted error category from their writing while the other 

students were not. Such results support the findings of other studies which showed learners who 

did not believe the feedback they received to be effective were reluctant to use it in their 

revisions and future writing (Rummel & Bitchener, 2015; Storch & Wigglesworth, 2010). 

This study produced more conclusive findings in that 67 of 81 learners’ preferences for 

certain types of feedback affected their uptake. This supports the idea that beliefs can affect 

students’ use of WCF, as proposed by (Mahfoodh & Pandian, 2011; Storch & Wigglesworth, 

2010). The results demonstrate a correlation between Japanese students’ preference for having 

their errors corrected more explicitly and the teacher-centered atmosphere they experienced 

throughout much of their education. The findings support the notion of the interaction hypothesis 

in that the treatment given pushed students to adjust their output in subsequent writing tasks. The 

interviews corroborate these findings, with the majority of students noting that engaging in this 

kind of iterative writing process, in which they receive guided feedback from their instructor, 

was new but also beneficial to them. The students perceived a reduction in both surface-level, 

and structural errors in their own writing. That most students were not nervous during this 

process also speaks to their willingness to engage in more interactive forms of learning, despite 

their previous learning experiences. 

The current study also tested the pre-search availability theory. The quantitative analysis 

of student uptake does indeed suggest that students in the indirect group showed the greatest 

overall improvement from the pre- to post-test, and again from the first to second delayed post-

test. This supports the argument that the learners noticed the input, comprehended the 

corrections, then integrated and produced correct output. This is contrary to the noticing input 

theory (Gass, 1988) that argues explicit or direct forms of corrective feedback are more effective 

due to the errors being located and corrected in the writing tasks and that indirect WCF might be 

ineffective due to no error corrections being given. This adds to the potential for this input to be 

converted to uptake as suggested by the noticing hypothesis. If the input is salient, students focus 

on the correct form in revisions or future writings, which are considered output. When 

considered within such a framework, learners in this study were able to use the input, if it was 

salient to them, to improve their written accuracy on output in the form of new pieces of writing. 

In the current study, both feedback groups (direct and indirect) were able to significantly 

improve their linguistic accuracy and the indirect group was able to use the input, which suggests 

it was effective. 

The focus on teachers being a source of information, rather than facilitator, in East Asian 

EFL contexts inhibits student ability to improve self-editing skills and error cognizance (Ellis et 

al., 2008; Lee, 2008; Ferris, 2010; Westmacott, 2017). Again, the findings from the qualitative 

portion of this study suggest students had positive feelings about engaging in the process of 
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WCF and its impact on their writing ability. The students lack of confidence in their own writing 

ability and in fixing their mistakes likely reflects a lack of training in grade school. Students’ 

comments on the treatment were varied, but certain themes emerged. Moreover, 80% of the 

students interviewed shared positive views regarding WCF. Most notably, there was general 

sentiment amongst students regarding a feeling of self-improvement in grammar, spelling, 

syntax, conciseness, and coherence from interviews with them. 

The in-depth qualitative interviews conducted after the corrective feedback treatment 

sessions did explore, and somewhat explain, the mediating factors affecting students’ CF 

preference. Student preferences towards corrective feedback did reflect the notion of ID, in that 

they did vary from student to student which supports the finding of several previous studies 

(Rummel & Bitchener, 2015; Sheen 2011). In the indirect group, seven students who did not 

receive their preferred WCF type described frustration with the teacher not providing explicit 

corrections on their writing tasks, and two students reported that they felt uncomfortable having 

a teacher point out all of their mistakes. These comments illustrate the nature of the specific 

relationship between instructor feedback and student anxiety, exploring student affect with 

receiving or not receiving their preferred type of WCF in an academic setting. According to 

Kimura (2008), learner anxiety is a crucial affective factor responsible for individual differences 

in the success or failure of SLA learning. This is linked to the notion that anxiety generated from 

instructor feedback could make students feel demotivated or anxious about their writing 

(Krashen, 1984; Truscott, 1996; Zamel, 1985). What is certain is that motivation is a main factor 

in second or foreign language achievement (Dörnyei, 2009). What is not certain is whether the 

factors of motivation involved in students not receiving their preferred WCF type could lead to 

low motivation and not taking the teachers’ feedback seriously (Guenette, 2007). Eight students 

in the indirect group did state they felt they could not correct the errors themselves and 

commented that this process was too difficult. Another student commented correcting errors was 

“bothersome”, which highlights a lack of motivation from not receiving their preferred form of 

WCF. 

This is contrasted with four students in the indirect WCF group (their preferred group) 

reacting more positively, reporting they understood the error code process and expressing 

pleasure in seeing their mistakes decrease in subsequent writing tasks. These varied comments 

from the interview highlight the relevance of ID in WCF, displaying the notion that if a student 

believes that the type of feedback they are receiving is effective, then they may be more willing 

to engage with the feedback than a student who does not hold that belief. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The aim of this study was to investigate whether the type of WCF influenced the ability 

of students to improve their linguistic accuracy over a range of grammatical errors and writing 

conventions, and also whether beliefs had an impact on the degree to which students improved 

their language accuracy after receiving WCF. In addressing these research questions, the study 

was able to produce a correlation between learners who received their preferred feedback type 

and producing an uptake in errors with an in-depth explanation. A major finding from this study 

was that a clear majority of the students who received the type of feedback that they believed to 

be most effective were able to reduce targeted errors in writing tasks. Such results support the 

findings of previous studies (Rummel & Bitchener, 2015; Storch & Wigglesworth, 2010) which 
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showed learners who did not believe the feedback they received to be effective were reluctant to 

use it in their revisions and future writing. Investigating mediating factors such as expectations 

may offer further insight into the true effectiveness of corrective feedback and help understand 

why corrective feedback works in certain cases but not in others. The results from the writing 

interventions and student interviews indicate that educators should consider students' ID with 

reference to CF and to take a more personalized approach to providing feedback: one that 

recognizes students’ beliefs. This lends to the argument that there should be more 

communication between teachers and students about the type of feedback they receive, thus 

making them more receptive to the process of corrective feedback in academic writing in formal 

education. 

 

 

Limitations 

 

The present study was situated in the Japanese, higher education EFL context and thus 

may not be applicable to other teaching contexts in and outside of Japan. The lack of 

participation in the interview phase by members of the direct CF and control groups limited the 

ability of the researchers to extrapolate insights from the interviews and use them to draw 

comparisons between the varied experiences students had with different feedback approaches. 

The researchers thus acknowledge that the findings were restricted by the willingness of certain 

groups of students to participate and hope this will serve to inform the research design of this and 

other studies of a similar nature in the future. Future studies on the same theme might aim to 

elicit more feedback from each treatment group. 
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Appendix A 

 

Local errors — Grammatical/Meaning 

 

VT = verb tense WF = word form WW = wrong word ^ = missing word 

WO = word order PL/SL = plural/singular SP = spelling Word = unnecessary 

word 

 

Global errors - Content/organization of Topic Sentence 

 

B = Broad 

  

N = Narrow 

  

A = Announcing 

  

 

 

Appendix B 

Interview form 

Participant’s name   Interview date   

Treatment group Direct / Indirect / Control (Please circle) 

Interviewed by 

 

  

Initial Categorization 

Yes      No 

Did the participant receive their 

preferred WCF type 

          

Comments:   

 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1540-4781.00136
https://doi.org/10.1111/1540-4781.00136
https://doi.org/10.2307/3586773
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How did you feel about the feedback you received for the writing assignments? 

 

Was the feedback helpful? 

 

Did the feedback improve your writing skills? 

(e.g., constructing a topic sentence, supporting sentence, details and examples and concluding 

sentence) 

 

Did the feedback reduce your writing errors? 

 

Did the feedback make you feel nervous about your writing abilities? 

 

Did you enjoy receiving feedback? Did you feel the teacher was trying to help? 

 

Did you feel like the teacher was attacking your writing abilities? 

 

Did you read the teacher’s comments carefully? 
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