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This research is taken from a classroom-based study on how the indirect approach in 

written corrective feedback (CF) differs from the direct approach in facilitating the 

learning of grammatical features in L2 writing. Eleven university students from a 

writing class were divided into three groups based on TOEIC scores. After writing 

narrative assignments, they were given three different types of feedback: direct, 

indirect, and metalinguistic. The participants were asked to revise their writings after 

receiving indirect CF and metalinguistic CF. Immediately after revising, they were 

also asked to answer an open-ended questionnaire on the feedback type. Their 

revisions and corrections were analyzed according to use of indefinite articles, and 

different feedback types showed slightly different reactions and attitudes. The high-

level students were not influenced much by the feedback type, while the mid- and 

low-level students favored the indirect approach for their thinking processes, and 

benefited from metalinguistic CF in the revision sessions. The indirect approach 

appeared to be more effective, if implemented appropriately, increasing working 

memory for self-regulated L2 writing processes.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

In second language (L2) writing instruction, teacher feedback on student writing is a 

major concern, both for students and teachers. Feedback is always informative, whether 

it is positive or negative. Indeed, a teacher’s job is to encourage learners’ attempts and 

provide optimal feedback to students from different learning backgrounds. Eager 

students tend to want more feedback from teachers, while many low-level students tend 
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to be anxious about receiving feedback from their teachers. Other students might dislike 

receiving feedback, especially if it is negative, and yet others might appreciate feedback 

from consultation with teachers.  

Providing feedback on students’ work in progress involves many factors such as 

relevant timing, amount, and affective aspects. Regarding feedback valence, Brookhart 

(2008) states that “feedback should be positive” in the sense that “being positive” 

indicates describing how students’ writing follows the criteria for good work and 

explains how they are developing. Good feedback is more than pointing out what is 

wrong without suggestions; it provides constructive suggestions as it criticizes students’ 

written production. Wallace and Baumeister (2002) conducted a self-regulation study in 

which participants performed a self-regulatory task or a control task. Interestingly, the 

results showed that receiving positive performance feedback increased their self-efficacy.  

Several studies on writing instruction have been conducted to determine if different 

types of feedback have different effects on learner development in terms of “the level of 

explicitness” or “directness” (e.g., Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994; Carroll & Swain, 1993; 

Lalande, 1982; Nassaji & Swain, 2000). In particular, Lalande (1982) reported that 

indirect CF with metalinguistic codes was more effective than direct CF in an 

experiment with students learning German in the U.S. Moreover, Carroll and Swain 

(1993) compared the effects of explicit CF with implicit CF on 100 ESL students whose 

native language was Spanish, and reported that implicit guidance could be beneficial. In 

the same vein, Ferris (2006) claimed that indirect CF would function as engagement with 

the learning process with an “intuitive appeal.” Storch and Wiggleworth (2010) 

compared direct CF (reformulation) with indirect CF (editing symbols) on student 

writing and found that indirect CF led to more engagement in the feedback process, 

contributing to high levels of uptake in revision and retention in subsequent writing. 

More recently, Shintani and Ellis (2013) investigated the difference between direct CF 

and metalinguistic CF in the use of indefinite articles among ESL students. Surprisingly, 

they showed that direct CF had no effect on accuracy.  

I too have observed a number of times that students did not show much improvement 

when they were provided direct CF on their writing. They had the answers to the errors; 

why did they continue to make the same mistakes? This triggered the current research on 

how students react and respond to different types of feedback. As Ferris (2006) argues 

for the superiority of indirect CF, this study questions whether it enhances learner 

endeavor as a part of self-regulated learning and how metalinguistic CF differs from 

indirect CF. This study attempts to explore the following five research questions: 

  

1. In a revision session with indirect CF, how much do the students correct their 

errors?  
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2. Compared with direct CF, how do they feel toward indirect CF? 

3. In a revision session with metalinguistic CF, how much do the students correct 

their errors?  

4. Is metalinguistic explanation more beneficial than simply underlining (indirect) 

for understanding grammatical errors?  

5. Which one is preferable among the three kinds of CF? 

 

 

2. RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

 

2.1. Working Memory and Revision in L2 Writing Process 

 

In writing research, a paradigm shift from product to process occurred during the 

1970s. The new process-oriented paradigm triggered a host of studies; among these was 

the original Hayes and Flower’s (1980) writing model, which conceptualized writing as 

a process (Connor, 2001). Hayes (2000, 2006) revised the model by adding a working 

memory (WM) segment because he recognized that WM played a central role in writing, 

assuming that WM involves all of the writing processes. In other words, as Berninger 

and Winn (2009) explain, the new model facilitated many studies from new perspectives 

which viewed writing processes as “conscious access to the unconscious thinking 

processes” of the writer (p. 20). That is, writing makes thought visible and then 

externalizes that cognition on paper. Therefore, like speaking, writing can be directed not 

only at the self to regulate thinking but also toward others for communication. 

 As developed within the psychological framework, WM is defined as “a capacity 

limited system” for processing information in human cognition (Morrison & Chein, 

2011). Hofmann, Gschwendner, Friese, Wiers, and Schmitt (2008) state that WM 

capacity refers to the “ability to control and maintain information in an active, quickly 

retrievable state” (p. 963), thus indicating “executive attention” rather than memory 

ability itself. They also describe WM capacity as a kind of “fluid intelligence.” Initially, 

in 1974, Baddeley and Hitch proposed a three-component WM model that consisted of 

the central executive (for several functions including attentional control) and two storage 

systems: the phonological loop (for auditory information) and the visuo-spatial loop (for 

visual information). Later, Baddeley added a fourth component, the episodic buffer, 

which is known for the function of communicating while accessing long-term memory, 

therefore, placing more emphasis on attention in the model (Baddeley, 2000; Ellis, 2012; 

Kormos, 2012). In the same vein, Ellis (2001) explains that “the essence of WM is 

perceiving and representing, both temporarily and in the long term, visual and auditory 

information, along with a limited resource attentional system” (p. 35). Furthermore, on 
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the interface of implicit and explicit knowledge in L2 learning, Ellis (2011) describes the 

interface as “dynamic, situated, and contextualized,” occurring transiently during 

conscious processing. In this sense, it is possible that conscious output practices make 

explicit knowledge implicit knowledge in WM, thus eventually resulting in unconscious 

and automatized skills in long-term memory.  

 

FIGURE 1 

Not-so-simple View of a Functional Writing System (Berninger & Winn, 2006) 

 
 

In line with this, Berninger and Winn (2006) formulated the not-so-simple view of a 

functional writing system (Figure 1), which was developed from the simple view of a 

functional writing system by Berninger and Amtmann in 2003. As shown in this figure, 

WM facilitates long-term and short-term memory in the writing process and consists of 

orthographic, phonological, and morphological storage units. Attention has an effect on 

the processing of written words, both in the input stage of reading and in the output stage 

of writing. In addition, executive functions, which are sometimes called WM, supervise 

almost all the processes related to writing such as handwriting, spelling, and text 

generation. Researchers claim that individual differences in WM capacities have an 

effect on individual writing development (Berninger, Garcia, & Abbott, 2009).  

Although little is known about the relationship between WM and L2 writing processes, 

Kormos (2012) argues that every stage of L2 writing processes is related to an individual 

learner’s WM capacity. Through his revised model (2000), Hayes notes that the writing 

process demands “an appropriate combination of cognitive, affective, social, and 

physical conditions if it is to happen at all” (p. 11). However, above all, he explains the 

revision process from the cognitive process as a “controlling function” when writers 

produce their writings. Thus, he proposed a revision model (Figure 2) by conceptualizing 
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the control structure. As displayed in the first level in Figure 2, task schema indicates “a 

package of knowledge, acquired through practice” (p. 26), which might be utilized in 

information retrieval and perception in the fundamental revising processes. Then in the 

second level, the three activities of reflection, text processing and text production 

mutually interact with the ongoing WM and the long-term memory resources. Research 

has shown, based on the control structure hypothesis, that unskilled writers’ revising 

abilities might be inadequate because they may lack sufficient WM to deal with the basic 

revision processes. In this regard, McCutchen (2006) supports the claim that more 

effective instruction helps novice writers lessen resource demands by employing 

instructional prompts.  

 

FIGURE 2 

A Model of Revision (Hayes, 2000) 

 

 

In the writing process, feedback has assumed great importance due to its roles in 

facilitating accuracy and managing language to discovering meaning through the 

experience and, recently, has been viewed as a key component of “students’ growing 

control over writing skills” (Hyland & Hyland, 2006). To move from other-regulation to 

self-regulation, increasing WM (or executive functions) through training would be 
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necessary. 

 

2.2. Recent Research on Corrective Feedback in L2 Writing 

 

In the L2 writing education arena, Truscott’s (1996) article, “The Case Against 

Grammar Correction in L2 Writing Classes” invited much debate on teacher feedback in 

writing classes regarding grammar and vocabulary (Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Bitchener, 

Young, & Cameron, 2005; Chandler, 2003; Ferris, 2010; Frodesen & Holten, 2003; Jang, 

2012; Kim, 2013; Shintani & Ellis, 2013; Van Beuningen, De Jong, & Kuiken, 2012). 

Contrary to Truscott’s argument, Ferris claimed that teacher feedback on students’ errors 

was important. As a body of research demonstrates, written corrective feedback (CF) is 

helpful for student improvement in writing accuracy (Ferris, 2010; Frodesen & Holten, 

2003). Since then, many educators and practitioners have had concerns about written CF. 

Recent studies on written CF have expressed concerns about “whether written CF 

facilitates long-term acquisition of particular linguistic features, and, if so, how…and 

whether the feedback should be implicit or explicit, and, if explicit, how much 

metalinguistic explanation is necessary” (Ferris, 2010, p. 188).  

Written CF can be categorized into three types: direct, indirect, and metalinguistic CF. 

In direct CF, the teacher provides the student with the correct form, whereas in indirect 

CF, the teacher indicates that an error exists but does not provide the correction. In this 

sense, indirect CF can vary in explicitness such as underlining or coding of errors. 

Metalinguistic CF occurs when the teacher provides some form of metalinguistic clue as 

to the nature of the error (Ellis, 2009). Although more recent studies suggest that CF is 

beneficial (e.g., Bitchener, 2008; Sheen, 2007), no clear consensus exists on whether 

direct or indirect feedback is the most effective. Even though research suggests that 

indirect CF may be more difficult to interpret than direct CF, using indirect oral 

correction is often encouraged in the learning process because it helps students discover 

their own errors. However, it may not be effective with L2 learners who often need more 

explicit instructions to understand how to revise their writing (Baker & Bricker, 2010; 

Ellis, 2009; Van Beuningen, De Jong, & Kuiken, 2012).  

Ferris and Roberts (2001) investigated the different effects of coded (with marks) 

versus uncoded (underlined) feedback in five grammatical categories when 72 university 

ESL students in the States edited their writing. No feedback (control group) was added to 

the two treatment groups for comparison. The results showed significant differences in 

editing between the two feedback groups and the control group. However, they could not 

find any differences between the two treatment groups. From the survey items on the 

most popular feedback technique, respondents mostly wanted teachers to “mark errors 

and label them with a code.” Chandler (2003) tried to find how error correction should 
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be done by providing four different types of feedback to 36 college upper-intermediate 

or advanced students in the States. They were divided into four groups and all given four 

different CF types in different orders: (1) correction, (2) underlining with descriptions, 

(3) descriptions of error type only, or (4) underlining. It was found that direct correction 

was the best and most preferred feedback for revision, even though they could not find 

statistically significant differences between correction and underlining. Correction was 

preferred as the easiest and fastest means and descriptions of error type in the margins 

without indicating the location of errors turned out to be cognitively demanding. 

However, this research concluded that simply underlining and underlining with 

descriptions were more helpful for learner’s long-term learning.  

Van Beuningen, De Jong, and Kuiken (2012) examined the effects of direct and 

indirect comprehensive (unfocused) CF on L2 learners’ writing accuracy. A total of 268 

multilingual students in a Dutch secondary school participated in the study. Results 

showed that both direct and indirect CF led to improved accuracy over two control 

groups (self-editing without CF and writing practice without CF). Moreover, they 

reported that only direct CF facilitated grammatical accuracy in a new piece of writing 

and that students’ non-grammatical accuracy benefited most from indirect CF. However, 

as the researchers admit, this study has some limitations. The participants had only one 

piece of feedback, and not in a real classroom setting. It can also be argued that they 

were so young (the mean age was fourteen) that they could not meaningfully make use 

of indirect CF.  

Jang (2012) examined the different effects of different types of feedback on English 

articles by providing Korean college students three kinds of feedback: direct, indirect 

and metalinguistic. It was found that the metalinguistic CF group functioned better than 

the control group. The study questioned why metalinguistic CF had facilitated such 

progress and why the direct and indirect groups had experienced similar effects. More 

recently, Shintani and Ellis (2013) examined the comparative effects of direct CF and 

metalinguistic explanation in the use of indefinite article in the development of explicit 

and implicit knowledge among 49 ESL students in the US. The results showed that direct 

CF had no effect on the low-intermediate adult learners, and metalinguistic explanation 

was found to lead to accuracy improvement. However, the researchers concluded that 

metalinguistic explanation contributed to developing L2 explicit knowledge, but that the 

effect was not permanent. Taking these differing results from experimental CF research 

together, this current study attempts to investigate students’ reactions to indirect and 

metalinguistic CF in the revision process to determine how they deal with their errors 

with different types of feedback.  
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3. METHODS 

 

3.1. Context and Participants 

 

Eleven students at a local university participated in this study in the fall 2013 semester. 

In a three-credit course titled English Composition, an elective course open to all students, 

the students studied English language writing in a computer-assisted classroom. As shown 

in Table 1, their majors and English proficiency varied. Four students were English majors, 

and three students had experience studying in English-speaking countries. Thus, the rest of 

the students were born in Korea and had studied English only there. Most of the students 

started learning English in elementary school. Although their English proficiency levels 

were diverse, all the participants were eager to learn English writing. One female student 

asked whether the teacher could provide feedback on the first day.  

 

TABLE 1 

Participants 

Level Age TOEIC score Major Studying abroad 

High 1 22 830 English 4 months 
High 2 23 800 Journalism 2 months 
High 3 21 730 English -- 

Middle 1 25 590 Food science 6 months 
Middle 2 23 570 Business -- 
Middle 3 21 500 English -- 
Middle 4 24 500 Journalism -- 

Low 1 22 450 Counseling -- 
Low 2 21 450 English -- 
Low 3 23 400 Business -- 
Low 4 23 350 Business -- 

 

There were originally eighteen students, but a few were absent during feedback 

sessions such as for answering surveys after revising their written papers and oral 

conferences. Also, a few students did not have TOEIC scores because they had returned 

from military services and from abroad. When they were revising their mistakes and 

errors, I moved around the classroom to observe their behavior and sometimes answered 

their questions.  

They were assigned to one of three groups according to their TOEIC scores. The first 

group (High) was quite confident in English writing, and their performance was relatively 

good. The English proficiency of the second and third groups was not very different in 

writing performance. However, the second group (Middle) was somewhat better at 

understanding grammar than the low group. Overall, the intermediate and the low groups 

were mediocre in their abilities and attitudes, but individual differences were found.  
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3.2. Data Collection and Procedures  

 

3.2.1. Target structure  

 

The indefinite article a/an was chosen as the target structure for this study. Considering 

that the corrective feedback provided was unfocused, meaning that feedback involved all 

types of grammatical errors, it was thought that indefinite articles for countable nouns 

could easily appear in students’ subsequent writings regardless of their proficiency levels 

or topics. In Week 2, students had dictation practice as a consciousness-raising task for 

indefinite articles. The basic concept that indefinite articles are used with countable nouns 

and refer to new information was emphasized.  

 

(e.g.)  I am a university student. / He is an FBI agent. 

I bought an interesting book. This is the book. 

 

3.2.2. Writing assignment and teacher corrective feedback 

 

Students wrote three narrative writing assignments for this study. Before these, they 

collaboratively wrote with a partner as a consciousness-raising tool, using desktop 

computers in class (Week 2). Then their writings were assigned as take-home 

assignments because there were noticeable level differences, and even higher level 

learners seemed burdened with timed essays. After the group writing, I instructed them 

about plagiarism and developing fluency. The procedures were as follows:  

 

(1) First narrative writing + Direct teacher CF (Week 4): 

  (e.g.) At that time, I thought the experiences of  part time job  so important.  

                                         a           are  

 

(2) Second narrative writing + Indirect teacher CF + Student Revision (Week 6): 

  (e.g.) So far, I have done part time job only once. 

 

(3) Third narrative writing + Metalinguistic teacher CF + Student Revision (Week 8):  

  (e.g.) In fact, I don’t have many experience. I have twice. At that time I need money. 

                                 num                           vt 

         I worked at  pizza take out shop. 

                  art 

 

The first assignment was to write a friendly letter to a friend for which they received 
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direct CF. The second topic was to write on “learning the English language” and indirect 

CF was provided. The third topic was to write about “part-time working experiences” 

and they received metalinguistic CF with symbols and an explanation sheet, which is 

from Scott (1996, Appendix A).  

 

3.2.3. Survey questionnaires 

  

In Week 2, a learner background survey was administered to all class members. After 

students were each given feedback - the indirect CF and the metalinguistic CF, they 

corrected their errors with the CF provided, and an open-ended questionnaire was 

administered for 15 minutes. The first survey asked their opinions about comparing 

direct CF with indirect CF, immediately after they were provided indirect CF (Week 6). 

The second survey asked them their preference among the three feedback types, 

immediately after they were given metalinguistic CF (Week 8). Some students wrote 

their answers to the survey questions in Korean, so their opinions were translated into 

English.  

 

3.2.4. Oral feedback conference 

 

After I gathered their revised texts, individual feedback conferences were held with 

each student. There was a clear proficiency level difference, thus this took a long time. 

When the errors they could not correct were pointed out, they were given another chance 

to think about the errors. It seemed that they looked satisfied when working face to face.  

 

3.3. Data Analysis  

 

I printed out student assignments from an E-Lecture board and marked all the 

grammatical mistakes and errors before providing feedback. The survey questionnaires 

were then collected and carefully read; responses in Korean were translated into English, 

and the number of indefinite articles was counted. For inter-rater reliability, a native 

speaker from the States who has been teaching college students in Korea for over six years 

checked the student assignments. As showed in Table 2, the results were quite reliable.  

 

TABLE 2 

Inter-rater Reliability 

Type of feedback Cronbach’s alpha

Direct CF .974
Indirect CF .911

Metalinguistic CF .981
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4. FINDINGS 

 

After the students completed their second narrative writing, indirect CF was provided 

with only underlining. Then they were asked to correct all the mistakes and errors. 

Likewise, two weeks later, they were asked to revise their third narrative writing 

assignment with metalinguistic symbols and explanations. Table 3 shows the error 

frequencies in the students’ writings, the number of revisions, and percentages of error 

correction. Overall, they developed their proficiency over time. For this reason, the low 

and the intermediate groups produced more errors in the third writing, compared to the 

first writing.  

 

TABLE 3 

Students’ Errors and Revision Concerning Indefinite Article 

 Direct 
CF 

Indirect
CF

Metalinguistic 
CF

 Errors Errors Revision Correction
(%)

Errors Revision Correction 
(%) 

High 11 7 6 85.7 9 8 88.9 

Middle 11 6 2 33.3 36 21 58.3 

Low 12 13 1 7.7 15 6 40 

 

 

4.1. Difference Between Direct CF and Indirect CF 

 

RQ1: In a revision session with indirect CF, how much do the students correct their 

errors?  

 

The high-level group made eleven errors in the first writing task, and after receiving 

direct CF, reduced their errors in the second writing assignment. After revision based on 

indirect CF, the percentage of correct expressions reached 85.7%. In their first writing 

task, the middle and low groups made a similar numbers of errors. However, while the 

middle group only made six errors in the second writing task, the low group produced 

similar numbers of errors as the first. When the semester started, the performance of the 

middle group was not much better than the low group. This could be interpreted to mean 

that students in the middle group were better in some aspects of grammatical knowledge. 

However, this knowledge did not seem to be realized in their written products as implicit 

knowledge. They easily understood the grammatical knowledge during oral conferences, 

but the percentage of correction was merely 33.3%. On the other hand, the low group 

produced more errors in the second writing task, but they correctly revised only one 

indefinite article. They seemed to have difficulty in simply indicating the location of 
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errors in their revision tasks. This could mean that the higher level students easily moved 

beyond the limits of WM capacity and took advantage of resources from long-term 

memory, but lower level students remain within limited WM (McCutchen, 2006).  

 

RQ2: Compared with direct CF, how do they feel toward indirect CF?  

 

Contrary to my expectations, their opinions about direct CF compared to indirect CF 

revealed that indirect CF was somehow more engaging. It was expected that some of the 

students were likely to complain about “the unkind teacher feedback” without correct 

answers. They expressed their feelings on its advantages or disadvantages, as shown in 

Table 4. One student in the high group said, “Indirect CF is helpful in that it can make 

me think again and I can scan the types of errors I made!” Interestingly, four students in 

the middle group showed four different opinions. One student complained about not 

receiving direct and correct answers. The other three requested the teacher’s prompt, 

even though they acknowledged that indirect CF made them engage in thinking 

processes. On the other hand, more surprisingly, all four students in the low group 

seemed to favor indirect CF. Two students mentioned “the possibility of not attending to 

direct answers,” which indicates that direct CF fails to draw students’ attention into 

ongoing tasks.  

As Ferris (2006) claims, indirect CF allows the students to reengage with their writing 

and self-edit with their own errors. However, simply underlining or marking the errors 

did not seem sufficient, especially for lower level learners, in that even though they 

noticed the problems, they sometimes could not correct them by themselves without cues. 

One female student (Low 1) politely suggested that the teacher feedback processes 

require three steps (Appendix B): 

 

(1) Students receive indirect feedback (simply underlined) from teachers. 

(2) Students think about the feedback and revise it. 

(3) Teachers provide students correct expressions.  

 

Since students expect teachers’ response to their writing, feedback processes need to be 

dynamic, as proposed by Hartshorn et al. (2010). In fact, if there is no interaction 

between a teacher and a student in the writing process, feedback provided might be 

impractical. In summary, more implicit CF could invite learners to engage in their 

cognitive processes for problem-solving. However, it is also true that successful learning 

depends on the learner level and their propensity toward the type of feedback.  
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TABLE 4 

Response for Indirect CF 

 Advantages Disadvantages 

High 1  
 

*I like this kind of feedback because I 
can think again about the mistakes or 
errors that I made. It really helps to 
think and not to make the same 
mistakes again. 

High 2  
 

*I prefer underlining Because I can 
remind my mistakes and errors. It’s 
give me chance to think deeply.

High 3  I can check it out, think again, and 
correct the mistakes. And also I know 
what kind of mistakes I often make. 

Middle 1  
 

*Specially, after [you] checked our 
papers and you give comments face to 
face and explain why is it wrong. 

Middle 2  It’s hard to think about and correct 
the errors by myself.

Middle 3  
 

I can have time to think about the 
errors… 

But this time, I think it’s difficult to 
get feedback with no right 
corrections.

Middle 4  *I want to underline. After, teacher 
indicate where the errors [are], each 
other student. The reason is that student 
have thinking time. And student [is 
made] aware of accurate expressions.

Low 1  *If I take the second feedback with 
correct expression[s] It will be perfect.

Low 2  It’s good in that, at first, I try to think 
and correct by myself. 

Low 3  If I get direct feedback, I wouldn’t pay 
attention to it. But I can think about the 
underlined parts and review my 
corrections.  

However, if you provide the right 
answers about mechanics 
(capitalization or punctuation, etc.), 
it will be helpful. 

Low 4  If you just underline the wrong parts, I 
can think about what the problems are. 
However, when I get the corrected 
paper directly, I don’t have time to 
think about why they are wrong. 

* indicates students’ writing is in their original form. 

 

4.2. Difference Between Indirect CF and Metalinguistic CF  

 

RQ3: In a revision session with metalinguistic CF, how much do the students correct 

their errors?  

 

In the third writing assignment, the errors increased. The number of errors and 

correction the high group made in the metalinguistic revision session looks similar to 
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that of indirect session. As the students improved in writing fluency, the increase was 

proportional (Table 3). They corrected most errors except one and seemed competent at 

understanding the grammatical feature. Here, the second group changed a great deal; 

they also developed their fluency and produced many more errors than in the second 

writing, increasing six fold. Also, the percentage of correction rose to 58.3%. It seems 

that they became aware of articles, both indefinite and definite articles, in a series of 

writing tasks over time. In particular, for example, one male student used many noun 

expressions, but he did not seem to handle indefinite articles properly. Nevertheless, the 

second group achieved much improvement. In the meantime, the low group continued 

increasing errors, and their corrections in revisions increased up to 40% from 7.7% in the 

indirect CF condition. They could easily notice article problems; however, they still 

appeared to be confused by grammatical features (e.g., the forms of nouns and 

adjectives).  

 

RQ4: Is metalinguistic explanation more beneficial than simply underlining (indirect) 

for understanding grammatical errors? 

 

Immediately after their revision activity with metalinguistic explanation, they were 

asked how they felt toward metalinguistic CF. Two out of eleven students were not in 

favor of metalinguistic CF, even though its use seemed effective. The high group 

expressed their opinions on the advantages of metalinguistic explanation, whereas one 

student majoring in journalism mentioned the unfamiliarity of the shortened grammatical 

information (e.g., “art” for article, ‘vt’ for verb tense). They also seemed quite confident, 

independent of the feedback type. 

The second group also showed positive attitudes toward metalinguistic CF, except for 

one male student (Middle 4), who produced many errors in the third writing task. In fact, 

he said earlier that he preferred indirect CF, but this time he seemed overwhelmed by the 

errors he made and changed his mind due to cognitive load. They were able to correct 

the errors with grammatical clues as far as they understood, retrieving grammatical 

information from their long-term memory.  

Last, without doubt, in the low group all the students favored metalinguistic feedback, 

providing different reasons. As more dependent learners, they said that metalinguistic CF 

was “more concrete than direct CF,” “raising consciousness of repeated mistakes,” and 

“efficient in that they can save time.” They surely seemed to benefit more from the 

metalinguistic clues, although their grammatical knowledge was not sufficient. 
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TABLE 5 

Response for Metalinguistic CF 

Level Preferences Reasons

High 1  MF *It is good to think why the errors were made…

High 2 IF *Clue is more helpful. But symbol is not familiar with me 
yet…

High 3  MF With clues, it is easier to correct. It is possible to notice what 
kind of grammatical mistakes I made. 

Middle 1 MF *I can see wrong things directly and check them easily.  

Middle 2  MF Clues help deal with the errors more correctly and are also 
easier to remember.

Middle 3  MF *I can correct the mistake sentence or word…

Middle 4  DF I can’t guess why I am wrong. I prefer direct answers. 

Low 1  MF *It is more concrete and definite. Getting a clue, I can solve 
problems more flexible…

Low 2  MF Getting clues is more helpful because I know exactly where I 
was wrong

Low 3  MF It is easy to correct and also I could realize that I made 
repeated mistakes 

Low 4  MF It is better because I can understand where I was wrong and I 
save time

* indicates students’ writing is in their original form. 

 

4.3. Preference for Feedback Type 

 

RQ5: Which one is preferable among the three kinds of CF?  

 

As explained earlier, the students in this study chose metalinguistic CF as the most 

efficient method for revising their written texts. In that this finding can be interpreted 

that students prefer an indirect approach, it is consistent with the other previous study 

results that an “indirect approach is preferable for most student writers” (Chandler, 2003; 

Ferris & Roberts, 2001; Lalande, 1982) regardless of the statistical results. 

Furthermore, it might be possible that student preference for feedback type is related 

to individual differences. When I asked two male students why they wanted to have 

direct CF, one student simply said, “I am lazy!” and the other replied, “because I don’t 

know what is right.” Thus, if the second lower level student were to continuously receive 

indirect CF, he might be frustrated with unclear feedback by simply locating the errors 

and metalinguistic symbols. Nevertheless, he preferred metalinguistic CF.  

According to Scott (1996), marking systematically with symbols in student feedback 

allows learners to analyze their errors in a discovery process, making them more 

responsible for their learning. When the students revise their own errors with visual 

symbols and metalinguistic explanation, they appeared to be more serious and engaged 

with the task while abstracting information from their memory resources. In summary, 
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metalinguistic feedback with clues would be helpful regardless of learner level. In 

particular, if the lower level learners are aware of grammatical terms, the metalinguistic 

CF could be more informative and would stimulate their language learning.  

 

 

5. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS  

 

This study attempted to compare the direct CF approach with the indirect CF approach, 

including metalinguistic CF, in terms of error correction in the revision session, and 

examined students’ reactions and attitudes toward different types of feedback. The high 

group was well aware of their mistakes and errors, and seemed relatively consistent in 

utilizing grammatical components, not being influenced much by the feedback type. In 

other words, they might have improved their implicit knowledge through repeated practice 

within their WM capacity. Given that the middle and low groups did not differ much in 

English proficiency, the two lower level students could sense the differences in 

grammatical rules through the indirect CF approach. However, they started to notice and 

correct their errors with more explicit metalinguistic clues, even though they were still 

confused and dependent. Since they said they need time to think about their errors, revision 

tasks with different types of feedback seem meaningful.  

During the feedback conferences, I questioned some students about why they did not 

pay attention to the direct CF. A few responded, “I don’t look at them,” which could 

indicate that the function of direct CF would be simple, not engaging the learners in 

problem-solving processes. Otherwise, although they noticed their problems, lower level 

learners would lack the quality of understanding, which is the higher level of awareness 

(Kim, 2013; Schmidt, 2001). To help learners to develop their grammatical accuracy in 

L2 writing, relevant intervention would be very important. Teachers need to know the 

learners’ levels because different levels of students need different types of feedback. 

Teachers should then utilize effective tasks as an external stimulus for learners to focus 

their attention on important information, allowing them to optimize their memory 

resources.  

For Korean learners who often attribute their poor English ability to insufficient 

grammar knowledge, different CF tasks to think about grammatical components and 

apply their own knowledge to their error correction can be facilitated for independent 

learning. That is, for intermediate learners, indirect CF could serve to pique their 

interests, helping increase their WM use. However, before giving indirect CF, 

explanation is needed for why direct answers are not provided at that time. In fact, in 

giving comprehensive feedback (unfocused) it is true that using one type of feedback is 

limited and is not desirable. Ferris and Roberts (2001) suggest that teachers provide 
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indirect CF for treatable errors (e.g., verb tense, subject-verb agreement) and direct CF 

for untreatable errors (e.g., word order, sentence structure). Furthermore, according to 

differing learner development, teachers should consider whether to include 

metalinguistic cues. Metalinguistic CF could be helpful for the lower-level learners. To 

capitalize on the method more effectively, it is suggested that learners learn the 

metalinguistic symbols and grammatical explanations. This practice might be an 

interesting experience for Korean students who are accustomed to rote memorization. To 

conclude, many researchers emphasize that repeated practice is needed for successful L2 

acquisition. Therefore, teachers’ endeavors will be important for framing a helpful 

environment and for providing learners with effective instruction in L2 writing 

classrooms. 

Though this case study revealed interesting student opinions about different types of 

written CF, the participants were too small to generalize these findings. Also, for learner 

proficiency, TOEIC scores that measure reading and listening skills might not accurately 

reflect students’ grammatical and writing abilities. In line with these data, future empirical 

research that investigates the relationship between WM functions and feedback tasks is 

needed in order to show how WM specifically operates and influences in writing revision 

processes. 
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APPENDIX A 

(Scott, 1996) 
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APPENDIX B 

Learner Questionnaire 
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