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Abstract

This article presents the findings of a study investigating the effectiveness of four
types of written corrective feedback (i.e., direct corrective feedback, direct correc-
tive feedback plus revision, metalinguistic explanation, metalinguistic explanation
plus revision) on a complex linguistic structure, the English passive voice. The
study was undertaken with 100 university students with a pre-test, treatment, im-
mediate and delayed post-tests design. The findings showed that a single episode
of written CF improved accuracy immediately and over time for all the experi-
mental groups, but not for the control group. They also revealed that direct CF led
to more improved accuracy compared to the other experimental groups. The re-
sults of this study contribute to our understanding of how written corrective feed-
back works and validate aspects of Gass’s (1997) cognitive processing model and
skill acquisition theories (DeKeyser, 2015) for the written context.

Keywords: written corrective feedback; revision; second language development

1. Introduction

The contribution of written CF to second language (L2) development has been
the focus of a growing number of studies over the last 20 years. So far, written
CF research has given much time to investigating whether a learner’s accuracy
improves after receiving written CF (e.g., Bitchener, 2008; Karimi & Fotovatnia, 2012;
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Sheen, 2007; Van Beuningen, De Jong & Kuilken, 2008, 2012). However, the extent to
which written CF plays a role in learners’ acquisition of the target language (TL) is a
problem that second language acquisition researchers and teachers of second lan-
guage writing continue to face, an issue that has not been resolved and continues to
be addressed. Thus, this paper aims to contribute to the written CF research in three
respects. The first is to investigate the effect of written CF types, direct corrective feed-
back (DCF) and metalinguistic explanation (ME) on L2 development. In this study,
written CF types have different degrees of explicitness, that is, DCF is more explicit
than ME. In other words, direct CF learners who participated in this study had their
errors identified and were explicitly provided with the correct forms, while the ME
group was only provided with a handout that explicitly explained and exemplified the
target structure (i.e., the English passive voice), meaning the errors were not identi-
fied for this group. The second objective is to explore the extent to which revision
following feedback enhances the effect of written CF. There are few studies that have
investigated this issue (e.g., Shintani, Ellis & Suzuki, 2014; Truscott & Hsu, 2008; Van
Beuningen et al., 2012), and in each case the participants revised their text while they
had access to the text on which they had received feedback. However, in this study,
for the first time, the revision group revised their text without having access to the
text on which they had received feedback. This is because revision following feed-
back, especially when learners have no access to the text on which they receive feed-
back, may lead to pushed output (Shintani et al., 2014). Swain (1985, 1995) argued
that when learners are pushed to produce a language, they likely “notice a gap be-
tween what they want to say and what they can say, leading them to recognize what
they do not know, or know only partially” (pp. 125-126). Swain takes the position that
pushed output helps learners to notice grammatical forms that probably otherwise
would go unattended. In addition, when learners revise their text and have access to
the corrections (e.g., direct CF), little or no cognitive processing may be needed (Bitch-
ener, 2016). Finally, this paper investigates the effectiveness of written CF in the ac-
quisition of a complex structure, that is, the English passive voice. To date, most of the
research has focused on simple linguistic structures such as English articles and the
past tense. To the best of the author’s knowledge, this study is the first to target the
English passive voice as a complex structure.

2. Literature review

2.1. The relative effectiveness of different types of written CF

Written CF can be either unfocused or focused. Unfocused CF, or comprehensive
feedback, is what many language teachers normally use in writing classes; that is, they
generally provide feedback on all  writing errors or at least on a range of errors.  In
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contrast, focused CF can be either “highly focused,” that is, feedback is provided on only
one error, or “less focused,” that is, feedback is provided on a limited number of errors
(Ellis et al., 2008). This study has chosen to explore highly focused feedback.

Ellis (2005), Gass (1997) and Schmidt (1994) emphasize the importance of
attention and understanding in cognitive information processing. Thus, it would
seem that if written CF is given on only one or a few linguistic errors (i.e., focused
written CF), learners may be more likely to attend to the focused written CF feed-
back and understand the reason for the error and how to correct it. Even though
unfocused written CF matches real teaching practice and therefore has high eco-
logical validity (Van Beuningen et al., 2012), focused feedback may provide learn-
ers with a better opportunity to restructure their interlanguage system, as they
receive repeated evidence to correct the same error (Shintani et al., 2014).

In this study, direct CF and ME as two types of written CF were compared
in the treatment of the English passive voice.  Direct CF was considered to be
more explicit because it provided learners with the correct form of the errone-
ous form of the passive voice. However, ME, as used in this study, was consid-
ered to be less explicit because it was provided in the form of a handout to stu-
dents that included an explanation and examples of the target structure, the
passive voice, without identifying the errors in their writing text.

To the best knowledge of the present author, only two recent studies (i.e.,
Shintani et al., 2014; Shintani & Ellis 2013) have investigated the efficacy of direct
written CF and ME in the form of a handout to students. Shintani and Ellis (2013)
investigated the comparative effect of metalinguistic explanation and direct CF on
49 low-intermediate ESL learners’ accurate use of the English indefinite article. They
reported that even though the metalinguistic group outperformed the direct cor-
rection group in the immediate post-test, there was no difference in the efficacy of
ME and direct correction for improving accuracy over time (after two weeks). How-
ever, Shintani et al. (2014) reported different findings. They compared the effects of
direct CF and ME on 214 Japanese learners’ accurate use of two grammatical struc-
tures: the hypothetical condition and the indefinite article. The researchers found
that  direct  CF  was  more  effective  than  ME  in  the  delayed  post-test  (after  two
weeks). The authors suggested that the reason the findings differed from those of
Shintani and Ellis (2013) may have been that, in the earlier study, there was a single
structure, while in the second study the focus was on two structures, which may
have led to an overload of information for learners at a lower proficiency level.

2.2. The effect of revision on accuracy

Theoretically, providing learners with an opportunity to revise a text plays an
important role in the development process. Asking learners to perform revision
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tasks may foster learning because “producing the correct form may help learn-
ers automatize their production” (Loewen, 2004, p. 157). When learners are re-
vising their  text with no access to the text on which they previously received
feedback (as was the case in this study),  they retrieve information from their
long-term memory and this helps facilitate the consolidation of L2 knowledge.
In addition, revision can also be argued from a skill-learning perspective because
modifying output through revising and correcting an initial draft can provide the
practice required for the proceduralization of explicit knowledge (Frear, 2012).

A  number  of  studies  (e.g.,  Truscott  & Hsu,  2008;  Van Beuningen et  al.,
2008, 2012) have examined whether revision results in improved accuracy in
new texts. Truscott and Hsu (2008) reported that the increased accuracy re-
vealed by their experimental group in the revision of their texts was not shown
in their writing of new texts. However, the findings of Van Beuningen et al. in
two different studies (2008, 2012) contradict the findings of Truscott and Hsu
(2008). The main difference between Van Beuningen et al.’s (2008, 2012), and
Truscott and Hsu’s (2008) studies is the degree of explicitness of the written CF,
and this may have led to the contradictory findings. In contrast to Truscott and
Hsu’s (2008) study in which one type of written CF with a low level of explicitness
(underlining) was employed, in Van Beuningen et al.’s (2008, 2012) studies the
researchers used two more explicit written CF types (direct correction and error
codes). This may indicate that the degree of explicitness of written CF can im-
pact the effectiveness of written CF. Therefore, these conflicting findings reveal
a need for more studies to show if revising a text leads to improved accuracy in
a new piece of writing. In addition, revision following feedback while learners
have no access to the text on which they receive feedback has yet to be investi-
gated. Thus, this is one of the issues the present study investigates.

2.3. The linguistic focus of written CF

Even though there is a growing body of evidence that written CF does improve ac-
curacy over time, there has been limited research to investigate the effectiveness
of written CF with specific linguistic errors involving complex linguistic structures.
Furthermore, the theoretical arguments show that the extent to which written CF
can effectively improve different types of linguistic errors may differ. The reason for
this is that morphological, syntactic and lexical errors represent different domains
of linguistic knowledge (Ellis, 2008; Ortega, 2009), and learners may need to focus
their attention on more than one linguistic element each time they make a hypoth-
esis on the use of the correct linguistic form for a certain linguistic error type.

A number of studies have indicated that written CF can improve the accu-
racy of simple rule-based categories such as English articles and the past tense
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(e.g., Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008; Frear, 2012; Sheen, 2007; Shintani
& Ellis 2013). To the best of my knowledge, there are only two studies that have
focused on a complex structure: Shintani et al. (2014) and Rummel (2014) targeted
the hypothetical conditional and the present perfect tense respectively. Rummel
(2014) found that written CF was effective for improving the accurate use of the
present perfect tense immediately and over time (seven weeks). However, Shintani
et al. (2014) reported that learners who received ME did not sustain improved ac-
curacy in the use of the hypothetical conditional over two weeks. Thus, there is a
need for more investigation before any generalised conclusion can be drawn. There-
fore, to fill the gap, this study investigated the effectiveness of written CF in the use
of the English passive voice as the target structure.

3.The study

The aim of  this  study  was  to  examine  the  effect  of  different  types  of  written
corrective feedback (CF) (direct CF, metalinguistic explanation, direct CF plus re-
vision, metalinguistic plus revision) on learners’ output (immediate and delayed)
in relation to the English passive voice. The research question addressed in this
research was as follows:

RQ: What effect do focused direct corrective feedback (DCF) and metalinguistic
explanation (ME) with and without revision have on learners’ use of the Eng-
lish passive voice in an immediate text revision and in new texts over time?

3.1. Participants

The Departments of Foreign Languages and Literature at two universities in Iran
were chosen as the research site for this study. A total of 135 L1 Persian male
and female EFL learners at an intermediate level participated in this study. They
were randomly divided into five groups encompassing four treatment groups
and one control group. Each treatment group received one of the following CF
types on their errors in using the English passive voice: direct written CF (DCF),
direct written CF with revision (DCF+R), metalinguistic explanation (ME) and
metalinguistic explanation with revision (ME+R). The control group (CN) only
took  the  pre-test  and  post-tests  and  did  not  receive  any  CF  treatment.  After
eliminating the participants who did not attend the post-tests phases of the
study, the number of participants was 100: DCF (N = 20), DCF+R (N = 20), ME (N
= 20), ME+R (N = 19), CN (N = 21).
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3.2. Target structure

The target structure of this study was the English passive voice. In a passive con-
struction, the object of an action takes the place of the subject of a sentence. The
subject of the sentence (the agent or source of the action) may be omitted or
added in a prepositional phrase. Passive and active constructions exist in both
English and Persian. In the English language, the passive voice is formed by a com-
bination of an auxiliary and the past participle of a transitive verb. For example he
closes the window (active) becomes The window is closed by him (passive). In the
Persian language, the passive voice is formed by a past participle and a derivation
of the auxiliary verb „šodan,” as in, for example, . سᚑبᡟا چᘮدە و شسته شدە اند 

Birjandi, Maftoon and Rahemi (2011) argued that the passive voice is par-
ticularly problematic for Iranian EFL learners because they have to apply a default
processing strategy that ascribes the position of subject/agent to the first noun or
phrase they hear or see in the input. Even though many Iranian EFL textbooks
include a chapter about the passive voice, most EFL learners, even at advanced
levels, incorrectly form the passive voice in their speaking and writing (Hinkel,
2002). Additionally, the participants of the main study were Iranian students who
had academic writing and scientific reporting as two components of their study.
The ability to use the passive voice could be helpful for the students when writing
their  assignments  for  the  course.  Most  academic  writing  texts  do  not  focus  on
who is the “doer” in an action, but on who/what is experiencing or receiving the
action. Furthermore, it is irrelevant or repetitive in academic writing to state who
is  doing  an  action;  therefore,  the  passive  voice  can  be  employed  to  construct
these types of sentences. For these reasons, this study focused on the simple pre-
sent form of the passive voice, as in Diamonds are mined in South Africa.

3.3. Writing tasks

Process tasks were utilized to elicit students’ production of the passive voice.
Such tasks deal with a number of stages that are in chronological order. Accord-
ingly, it is necessary to start at the beginning and describe each stage through
to the last one. Process tasks generally target the description of processes (how
something happens) or procedures (how something is done) and often uses the
passive structure (Swales & Feak, 2001). The three tasks given to students con-
cerned how chocolate is produced, how apples are canned, and how coffee is
produced. The participants were required to write approximately 200 words
within 30 minutes for each task.
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3.4. Design and treatment procedure

Four experimental groups (i.e., direct corrective feedback, direct corrective feed-
back and revision, metalinguistic explanation, metalinguistic explanation and re-
vision) and one control group participated in five sessions (see Table 1). The treat-
ments were operationalized as four different written CF strategies: direct written
CF, direct CF and revision, written metalinguistic CF, and written metalinguistic ex-
planation and revision. These are explained in more detail below.

Group 1 DCF

The learners produced writing task 1 (the pre-test)  in Week 1.  To do so,  they
received writing task 1 along with a sample answer, which they were required
to read for 10 minutes. Then, the sample answer was collected and the partici-
pants started the writing task with 30 minutes to complete it.  In Week 2,  the
direct CF group were provided with the written CF on the writing they had com-
pleted in the pre-test. The feedback was provided on the passive voice structure
and the learners were given 10 minutes to look over the corrections to their
writings. Then, these first texts with the feedback were collected and the group
undertook task 2 (immediate post-test) over 30 minutes, using the same proce-
dures as in the pre-test. In Week 4, the learners produced writing task 3 (the
delayed post-test), following the same procedures as in the immediate post-test.

Group 2 DCF+ R

This group followed the same procedures as the DCF group in Week 1,  but in
Week 2, the learners were provided with 30 minutes to rewrite their first text.
They were not allowed to look over their corrected text while rewriting. Then,
the teachers collected the rewritten texts. Following that, the participants im-
mediately wrote their second writing text (immediate post-test) following the
same  procedures  as  in  the  pre-tests.  They  wrote  their  fourth  writing  task  in
Week 4, following the same procedures as in the immediate post-test.

Group 3 ME

The metalinguistic explanation group wrote their first writing task using the same
procedures as the last two groups in Week 1. In Week 2, the learners were not given
any feedback on their writing in the pre-test. Instead, the teachers provided them
with their first written text and a handout with an explicit explanation about the
passive voice. The handout was in Farsi to prevent any lack of English vocabulary
impacting their understanding. It included the definition of the English passive
voice, instructions on how to make the English passive voice and some instances of
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the English passive voice in both English and Farsi. The group was given 10 minutes
to read the handout and check their text to see if/where there were passive voice
errors. Then, the handouts and the written texts were collected by the teachers.
Students immediately completed their second writing text (immediate post-test)
using the same procedures as in the pre-test. In Week 4, the students completed
their third writing task following the same procedure as in the immediate post-test.

Group 4 ME+R

The metalinguistic explanation plus revision group followed the same procedures
as the ME group in Week 1. In Week 2, participants were provided with the writing
task they had completed in Week 1 and the same handout that had been provided
to the ME group (explicit explanation about the passive voice). The participants
were given 10 minutes to read the handout. Then, the first text and the handout
were collected and students were given 30 minutes to rewrite their first texts.
Following that, the teachers collected the rewritten text. Participants then imme-
diately wrote their second writing text (immediate post-test) following the same
procedures  as  in  the  pre-test.  The  participants  wrote  their  third  writing  task  in
Week 4, following the same procedures as in the immediate post-test.

Group 5 Control

The control group did not receive any feedback on their writing texts. Partici-
pants performed their writing tasks using the same procedures as the experi-
mental groups in Week 1. They undertook the immediate post-test in Week 2
and the delayed post-test in Week 4. They completed each test in 30 minutes.

Table 1 Study design

DC Group
(N = 20)

DC+R Group
(N = 20)

ME Group
(N = 20)

ME+R Group
(N = 19)

Control Group
(N = 21)

Week 1 Written task, pre-test (Time 1)

Week 2 DC (10 min) DC (10 min)
+ Revision (30 min) ME (10 min) ME (10 min)

+ Revision (30 min) No Treatment

Written task, immediate post-test (Time 2)
Week 4 Written task, delayed post-test (Time 4)

Note. DCF = Direct corrective feedback, DCF+R = Direct corrective feedback and revision, ME = Met-
alinguistic explanation, ME+R = Metalinguistic explanation and revision

3.5. Scoring of writing tasks

The simple present passive voice is the target structure in this study. In the Eng-
lish language, the simple present passive voice is formed with a combination of
“to be” and the past participle. Learners’ use of the target structure can be scored in
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two ways. In an absolute method, participants receive credit only if they use both
of its components accurately. In other words, if they use only one out of two com-
ponents accurately, they do not receive a score. The second method is a partial scor-
ing system (Type 2), where each of the two components (“to be” and the past par-
ticiple) is scored. It can be argued that a partial scoring method can provide a more
accurate analysis of data than an absolute scoring method because the passive
voice is made up of two components and students may acquire only one of its com-
ponents instead of two as a result of feedback. Thus, they need to get credit for
each correct component. The Type 2 method also provides a score for participants
who attempt to apply the passive voice but use it inaccurately, because it shows
they are in the process of learning the target structure. Literature shows that previ-
ous studies that have targeted structural problems (e.g., the hypothetical condi-
tional) have used a Type 2 point system to analyse data (e.g., Shintani & Ellis, 2014).

To do so, if participants used the correct form of the passive voice, they re-
ceived 2 points. That is, 1 point for the correct usage of “to be” and 1 point for the
correct usage of the past participle. If only one of these was correct, they received
only 1 point. If participants showed they were attempting to employ the passive
voice, they were also awarded; that is, if participants applied the incorrect form of
the verb “to be” (e.g., “are” was used instead of “is”), they were awarded .5 point,
as they had attempted to use the verb “to be”. If they used the wrong form of the
past participle, (e.g., “spreaded” instead of “spread”), they were awarded .5 point
(See Tables 3, 4 and 5). If they did not show any attempt, they did not receive any
points, that is, zero (0) points. Correct sentences relating to Tables 2, 3 and 4 are the
following: The door is opened. The letters are written. The table is set.

Table 2 Regular past participle
Error Student answers Mark
------ The door is opened 1+1
No be The door opened 0+1
Wrong form of be The door are opened .5+1
No past participle The door is open 1+0
No be /no past participle The door open 0+0

Table 3 Irregular past participle

Type of error Student answers Mark
------- The letters are written 1+1
No be The letters written 0+1
Wrong form of be The letters is written .5+1
Wrong form of past participle The letters are writed 1+.5
No past participle The letters are write 1+0
No be/no past participle The letters write 0+0
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Table 4 Irregular past participle: No change in form

Type of error Student answer Mark
-------- The table is set. 1+1
Wrong form of past participle The table is seted. 1+.5
Wrong form of be The table are set. .5+1

After scoring all the writing tasks, the following formula was utilized to cal-
culate a total percentage score for each student:

Number of points scored × 100Number of points possible (i.e., number of passive uses x 2)

3.6. Data analysis

SPSS version 22 was employed to analyse the statistical data for the writing tasks. In
order to address the research question, firstly descriptive statistics were performed.
Then, a series of one-way ANOVAs were employed to test the comparative effects of
the treatments between groups on the writing task. Repeated measure ANOVAs with
pre- and post-test scores were conducted to measure within-group improvement of
the experimental feedback groups and control group over time. In pairwise compari-
sons, both p value and effect size in the form of Cohen’s d were used to evaluate the
significance of the difference in mean scores. Cohen’s d was used for pairwise com-
parisons and partial eta squared (η2) was employed for ANOVAs. Effect sizes for the
ANOVAs were calculated as eta-squared (η2) with values of .138, .06 and .01 indicating
large, moderate, and small effects respectively. Effect sizes for the pairwise-compari-
sons were estimated using the correlation coefficient r with values of .8, .5 or .2 indi-
cating large, moderate, and small effects, respectively (Pallant, 2013).

The initial one-way ANOVAs detected significant effects in the pre-test for the
research question. The significant effect of the pre-test could be a concern because
if there were significant differences between groups in the pre-test, group differ-
ences in the immediate and delayed post-tests could be partially due to differences
in the pre-test and not due to treatment. In order to control this concern, a one-
way ANOVA with gain scores was conducted. In experimental studies, as covariate
adjustment for a pre-test can cause biased results, it is recommended to employ
gain scores because they are an unbiased estimate of true change (Rogosa, 1988).
Thus, gain scores were performed to investigate learners’ improvement from the
pre-test to the post-tests for whole groups.

4. Findings

In order to address the research question posed for this study, firstly, descriptive
statistics with raw scores for the accuracy scores of the English passive voice in
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the written tasks were calculated. Table 6 shows the descriptive statistics for the
four treatment groups at the three different testing periods – Time 1 (pre-test),
Time 2 (immediate post-test) and Time 3 (delayed post-test). The mean scores
refer to the mean percentage accuracy in partial obligatory occasions.

Table 5 Descriptive statistics for the accuracy scores in the written tasks

Group N Time 1 Time 2 Time3
M SD M SD M SD

DCF 20 29.63 23.44 78.80 19.62 70.69 25.66
ME 20 45.83 28.01 79.86 16.93 80.21 18.70
DC+R 20 51.45 24.79 85.50 11.62 84.04 13.05
ME+R 19 55.20 26.65 85.55 12.07 84.50 11.31
CN 21 54.40 31.92 58.70 29.11 41.07 33.21

Note. DCF = direct corrective feedback with no revision, ME = metalinguistic explanation with no revi-
sion, DCF+R = direct corrective feedback with revision, ME+R = metalinguistic explanation with revi-
sion, CN = control group.

Table 5 shows that from the pre-test to the immediate post-test, the ac-
curacy of all four experimental groups increased considerably; however, from
the immediate post-test to the delayed post-test, the changes in the experi-
mental groups were slight, that is, accuracy in the ME group slightly increased,
while accuracy in the other groups slightly decreased. Accuracy in the control
group also increased slightly from the pre-test to immediate post-test, but it
then decreased sharply in the delayed post-test.

Overall, the findings showed that (a) experimental groups performed better in
the post-tests than in the pre-test; (b) the experimental groups showed higher scores
than the control group on both post-tests; (c) in the pre-test, the mean scores for di-
rect CF (M = 29.63, SD = 23.44) were low in comparison to other groups – direct CF
plus revision (M = 51.44, SD = 24.79), metalinguistic explanation (M = 45.83,  SD =
28.01), metalinguistic explanation plus revision (M = 55.20, SD = 26.65) and control
group (M = 54.40, SD = 31.92) (see Table 5). Due to the concerns that significant dif-
ferences could be due to differences in Time 1 rather than the treatment, a one-way
between groups ANOVA was employed to compare groups at Time 1.

On the pre-test (Time 1), the results of the one-way ANOVA showed signifi-
cant differences among the pre-test scores of the five groups: F(4, 95) = 3.067, p
=.02. The learners’ pre-test scores were subjected to post hoc pairwise comparisons
to investigate the comparative effects of feedback types on the passive voice struc-
ture. Post-hoc comparison using Bonferroni adjustments indicated that the direct
CF group was significantly lower than metalinguistic plus revision and the control
groups. Thus, the finding at Time 1 indicated that the possibility that group differ-
ences in Times 2 and 3 could be partially due to differences in Time 1 instead of the
instructional treatments, which could not be precluded. As explained in the section
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on statistical analyses, in order to control this concern, raw scores were changed to
gain scores. Table 6 shows the descriptive statistics for the four treatment groups
for the immediate gain (gain 1) and the delayed gain (gain 2). Gain 1 was calculated
by subtracting immediate post-test scores from pre-test scores, and gain 2 was
measured by subtracting delayed post-test scores from pre-test scores.

Table 6 Descriptive statistics of gain scores

Groups N Gain 1 Gain 2
M SD M SD

DC 20 49.44 22.41 41.33 29.70
ME 20 34.03 28.63 34.38 23.94
DC+R 20 34.05 25.91 32.59 24.97
ME+R 19 30.35 23.19 29.30 22.25
Control 21 4.30 30.38 -13.32 32.77

Note. DCF = direct corrective feedback with no revision, ME = metalinguistic explanation with no revision, DCF+R
= direct corrective feedback with revision, ME+R = metalinguistic explanation with revision, CN = control group.

In order to investigate the comparative effects of the treatments (be-
tween groups) on writing task scores, one-way ANOVAs and pairwise compari-
sons were conducted with gain scores. The results revealed that for gain 1, the
result of a one-way ANOVA showed significant differences between groups: F(4,
95) = 7.94, p < .001, =.25.

Table 7 Effect sizes in the form of Cohen’s d for the accuracy scores between groups

Group Contrast Gains 1 Gains 2
d1 p2 d p

DC vs. ME 0.59 .67 0.25 1.00
DC vs. DC+R 0.63 .68 0.31 1.00
DC vs. ME+R 0.83 .26 0.45 1.00
ME vs. ME+R 0.14 1.00 0.21 1.00
ME vs. DC+R 0.00 1.00 0.07 1.00
ME+R vs. DC+R 0.15 1.00 0.13 1.00
DC vs. CN 1.69 .00 1.74 .00
ME vs. CN 1.00 .005 1.66 .00
DC+R vs. CN 0.97 .005 1.57 .00
ME+R vs. CN 0.96 .02 1.52 .00

Note. 1. Effect size (Cohen’s d). 2. Results of null hypothesis significance testing. ME = metalinguistic
explanation with no revision, DC= direct corrective feedback with no revision, ME+R = metalinguistic
explanation with revision, DC+R = direct corrective feedback with revision, CN = control group.

The findings reported in Table 7 show the resulting pairwise comparisons and
Cohen’s d values for the experimental and control groups. For gain 1, the findings
indicated that the experimental groups significantly outperformed the CN group.
Cohen’s d values for direct CF, direct CF plus revision, metalinguistic explanation,
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and metalinguistic explanation plus revision versus CN were 1.69, 0.97, 1.00, and
0.96 respectively, which in Cohen’s terms would be considered large effect sizes.

Although all the experimental groups had large effect sizes, the value of direct
CF was higher than in the case of the other groups. The analyses failed to detect sig-
nificant differences between the experimental groups. Cohen’s d values for all exper-
imental groups versus each other ranged from small to large, that is, 0.00 to 0.83.

The findings of pairwise comparisons and Cohen’s d values for gain 2 are
shown in Table 7. The finding of a one-way ANOVA showed significant differences
between groups: F(4, 95) = 13.39, p < .001, η2 = 0.36. The results indicated that the
experimental groups performed significantly better than the control group. Cohen’s
d values for direct CF, direct CF plus revision, metalinguistic explanation, and met-
alinguistic plus revision versus the control group were 1.74, 1.57, 1.66, and 1.52 re-
spectively, which in Cohen’s terms would be considered large effect sizes. The value
of direct CF was the largest. There were no significant differences between experi-
mental groups with small effect sizes. The values ranged from 0.07 to 0.45.

Within-groups ANOVA is used when the same participants are measured un-
der different conditions (or measured at different points in time) (Pallant, 2013).
Thus, within-groups ANOVA was chosen to compare scores on writing in the exper-
imental feedback groups at Time 1 (pre-test), Time 2 (immediate post-test) and
Time 3 (delayed post-test). To do so, repeated measure ANOVAs with pre- and post-
test scores were conducted. The means and standard deviations for groups are pre-
sented in Table 6. The findings of repeated measure ANOVAs showed that experi-
mental and control groups had a significant effect for time: F(2, 18) = 65.90, p < .001,
η2 =.58. Additionally, the results of repeated measure ANOVAs for treatment and
control groups revealed significant differences for each group with direct CF group:
F(2, 18) = 46.25, p < .001, η2 =.83; direct CF plus revision group: F(2, 18) = 17.33, p
< .001, η2 = .65; metalinguistic explanation group: F(2, 18) = 20.55, p < .001, η2 =.69;
metalinguistic explanation plus revision group: F(2, 17) = 15.73, p < .001, η2 = .64
and control group: F(2, 19) = 5.62, p = .01, η2 = .37.

Table 8 Effect sizes in the form of Cohen’s d for the accuracy scores over time

Group N Time 1–Time 2 Time 2–Time 3 Time 1–Time3
d1 p2 d p d p

DCF 20 2.28 .00 .35 .35 1.68 .00
ME 20 1.47 .00 0.01 1.00 1.44 .00
DC+R 20 1.75 .00 0.11 1.00 1.64 .00
ME+R 19 1.46 .00 0.08 1.00 1.43 .00
CN 21 0.14 1.00 0.56 .008 0.40 .23

Note. 1. Effect size (Cohen’s d). 2. Results of null hypothesis significance testing. ME = metalinguistic
explanation with no revision, DC = direct corrective feedback with no revision, ME+R = metalinguistic
explanation with revision, DC+R = direct corrective feedback with revision, CN = control group
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The findings of pairwise comparisons (paired t-test) and the within-group effect
sizes for experimental and control groups are reported in Table 8. The findings
revealed that all the experimental groups significantly improved from Time 1 to
Time 2. Cohen’s d values for direct CF, direct CF plus revision, metalinguistic ex-
planation, and metalinguistic explanation plus revision from Time 1 to Time 2
were 2.28, 1.75, 1.47, and 1.46 respectively, which in Cohen’s terms would be
considered large effect sizes. The value of direct CF was the largest. There were
no significant differences for all groups from Time 2 to Time 3, as small effect
sizes were found, with values ranging from 0.01 to 0.35. That indicates the ex-
perimental groups were able to sustain this improvement. However, the mean
scores at Time 3 were still significantly greater than those of Time 1 with large
effect sizes. Cohen’s d values for direct CF, direct CF plus revision, metalinguistic
explanation, and metalinguistic explanation plus revision from Time 1 to Time 3
were 1.68, 1.64, 1.44, and 1.43 respectively, which in Cohen’s terms would be
considered large effect sizes. The direct CF group had the biggest value. The con-
trol group showed no significant differences from Time 1 to Time 2 with small
effect size (i.e., 0.14); however, the scores significantly decreased from Time 2
to Time 3 with medium effect size (i.e., 0.56). There was no significant difference
from Time 1 to Time 3 with small effect size (i.e., 0.40). In summary, all experi-
mental groups showed the effectiveness of corrective feedback over time. How-
ever, the efficacy of the direct CF group proved to be relatively higher in both
the short and long terms than other groups.

5. Discussion

The results of a series of ANOVAs showed that the experimental groups (direct
CF, direct CF plus revision, metalinguistic explanation, metalinguistic explana-
tion plus revision) significantly improved their accuracy from the pre-test to the
immediate post-test. Subsequently, from the immediate to the delayed post-test
the improvement deteriorated slightly, but the decrease in accuracy was not
statistically significant. This reveals that some learners retained the improve-
ment from the immediate to the delayed post-test. Furthermore, the accuracy
in the delayed post-test was significantly higher than that of the pre-test. Addi-
tionally, the accuracy rate for the control group revealed no significant improve-
ment from the pre-test to the immediate post-test and from the immediate
post-test to the delayed post-test. These findings not only support the theoreti-
cal expectations but also confirm the results of previous studies.

The results of the between group analysis showed that all experimental
groups (direct CF, direct CF plus revision, metalinguistic explanation, metalin-
guistic explanation plus revision) outperformed the control group in both the
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short term and over four weeks. There is a theoretical explanation for why writ-
ten CF can be considered to play a facilitative role in L2 development. Gass’s
(1997) framework identifies how a single episode of input processing (e.g., in
the form of written CF) may help learners to develop their explicit knowledge.
Accordingly, if noticed and comprehended, input can subsequently go through
central processing (i.e., intake and integration), and result in output. Thus, the
findings of the current study have shown that a single written CF treatment can
help learners to improve the accuracy of a complex structure such as the English
passive voice, and that accuracy is not only evident in the short term but also in
the writing of a new text after a period of time.

The findings showed that direct CF treatment was more effective than the
other treatments in both the short term and over time, and also from the pre-
test to the immediate and delayed post-tests (Bitchener, 2008; Shintani et al.,
2014). This can be explained theoretically in that the degree of explicitness pro-
vided to the direct CF group was higher than that of the ME group. In other
words, in this study, direct CF was more explicit because the direct CF group was
provided with the correct form of the target structure, the English passive voice.
On the other hand, ME was less explicit because the feedback for the ME group
was in the form of a one-page handout without errors in the use of the English
passive voice being identified in the students’ written text. Thus, the ME group
received no explicit feedback on their pre-test writings. Learners’ existing
knowledge and the salience of the input play important roles in the processing
of the input, and more explicit types of written CF are likely to draw learners’
attention to a greater extent than less explicit written CF types (e.g., metalin-
guistic explanation, as used in this study). More explicit types of feedback (e.g.,
direct CF) may also reduce the confusion that learners may experience if they
do not understand less explicit types of CF. This is because more explicit types
of feedback reveal learners’ errors and may help learners to more clearly and
fully comprehend their errors than less explicit CF. Additionally, more explicit
types of written CF contain more linguistic information, which may lead to the
formation of a new hypothesis about the target structure (e.g., the English pas-
sive voice) and the production of output. Thus, because the degree of explicit-
ness of written CF types may impact the level of attention learners pay to the
input, and because the amount of linguistic information included in the input
facilitates the formation of a new hypothesis, a more explicit type of written CF
(e.g., direct CF) is more likely to lead to corrected output.

Empirically, the findings of the current study regarding the high level of
effectiveness of direct CF in comparison to other types of written CF are sup-
ported by the results of earlier studies. Bitchener (2008) reported that providing
only direct CF was more effective than providing direct CF plus metalinguistic
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explanation over two months. He argued that the possible reason was that the
limited details of written ME may have been insufficient to result in a significant
effect. Shintani et al. (2014) also reported that direct CF was more effective than
metalinguistic explanation provided in the form of a handout in the immediate
post-test. The reason was that the direct CF was more explicit and provided par-
ticipants with the correct form of the target structure and thus enabled them to
make a comparison between the input and their own erroneous structure.

In contrast to the present study, in her study of Laotian EFL learners, Rum-
mel (2014) found no difference between the direct error correction group and the
metalinguistic explanation group in treating target structures (simple past tense
and present perfect tense). A possible reason for the difference in findings is that
the metalinguistic explanation in the present study was in the form of a handout
and the errors in the target structure were not identified on the students’ writing.
However, in Rummel’s (2014) study the metalinguistic group received explicit
feedback in the form of identifying the errors and providing explicit explanations
on them. Thus, in the present study, direct CF and metalinguistic explanation feed-
back had a different degree of explicitness, that is, the direct CF was more explicit
than the metalinguistic explanation in the form of a one-page handout. The direct
CF and metalinguistic CF in Rummel’s (2014) study were both explicit CF.

6. Conclusion

This study investigated the efficacy of direct CF and metalinguistic feedback, with
and without revision, on learners’ use of the English passive voice in a text written
immediately after the provision of written CF and in new texts over time (i.e., four
weeks). A unique feature of the present study was that for the first time, the Eng-
lish passive voice was targeted and the revision group had no access to the text
on which they had received feedback. The findings showed that a single episode
of written CF improved accuracy immediately and over time (after two weeks) for
all the experimental groups, but not for the control group. They also revealed that
direct CF led to more improved accuracy compared to the other groups.

The findings of this study validate aspects of Gass’s (1997) cognitive pro-
cessing model for the written context. In other words, Gass’s (1997) framework
identifies how a single episode of explicit input processing may help learners to
develop their explicit knowledge. Accordingly, if noticed and comprehended, ex-
plicit input can subsequently go through central processing (i.e., intake and in-
tegration) and result in output. These findings validate skill acquisition theories
for the written context. These theories posit that declarative knowledge must
be processed with conscious attention (i.e., controlled processing) (McLaughlin,
1987) and that declarative knowledge must be proceduralized (Anderson, 2000).
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Skill acquisition theories (DeKeyser, 2015) maintain that intentional learning (e.g.,
by means of explicit written CF) can play an important role in the controlled stage,
when learners receive explicit input and draw on their procedural knowledge, and
that such learning can ultimately result in more automatic processing of their pro-
cedural knowledge and, ultimately, their automatic knowledge. Thus, skill acqui-
sition theories can be used to explain how learners may improve their L2 devel-
opment of a target structure (e.g., the English passive voice) immediately and
over time. Additionally, the absence of improvement by the control group in this
study suggests that the improved accuracy of the treatment groups was the re-
sult of the explicit written CF provided.

Even though the present study has achieved its aims, a number of limita-
tions and shortcomings are acknowledged. The first limitation concerns the use
of the same type of writing tasks, that is, reconstruction tasks, in the pre-test, im-
mediate post-test and delayed post-test. The nature of the reconstruction tasks
may have created a context for the participants to use the target structure more
accurately than in free writing, as the requirement to reconstruct a text could act
as scaffolding for the learners. Second, the duration of this research may also be
seen as a limitation. The study was conducted over four weeks and the delayed
post-test was conducted two weeks after the immediate post-test. The findings
showed statistically significant improved accuracy for the experimental groups
over four weeks. However, it is unclear whether learners would have been able to
retain this accuracy over a longer period of time. Thus, it is recommended that
delayed post-tests be conducted after a longer time period than the two weeks
that was used in the present study, for example, after 6 months.
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