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ABSTRACT

This quasi-experimental study, using a pretest-treatment-posttest-delayed posttest design, 
investigated the effects of two comprehensive corrective feedback strategies: direct corrective 
feedback (DCF), and metalinguistic explanation (ME) on L2 learners’ written syntactic accuracy. 
The participants were 90 Turkish EFL learners. After ensuring their homogeneity in terms of L2 
proficiency using Oxford Quick Placement Test, they were assigned to three groups: DCF, ME, 
and No Feedback (NF). The treatment/control period lasted for five weeks, during which the 
experimental groups wrote an argumentative essay in class, received the unfocused feedback, 
and revised their corrected text. The participants in the NF group were provided with feedback 
only on content, orthography, and organization, but not on grammatical errors. Results of the 
posttests and delayed-posttests (after a two-week interval) revealed that both experimental 
groups significantly outperformed the NF group; however, no statistically significant difference 
was found between the DCF and ME groups. Pedagogical implications are discussed in the 
paper. 

INTRODUCTION

Output production is a valuable source for the acquisition of 
second language (L2) forms because it can promote noticing, 
which is an essential condition for L2 acquisition (Schmidt, 
1990, 1993); through producing output, learners reflect on 
their metalinguistic knowledge and test hypotheses about 
their L2 grammar (Swain, 1985, 1995). Nevertheless, Swain 
(1991), Han (2002), and Havranek (2002) noted that for L2 
linguistic development, output production needs to be accom-
panied by corrective feedback (CF). As a matter of fact, adult 
L2 learning requires some degree of negative input (VanPat-
ten, 2015) in the form of CF (Ellis & Shintani, 2014) to guide 
learners to notice the gap between the ideal and their exist-
ing knowledge, recognize what is lacking or wrong in their 
production and modify their interlanguage (Gass & Varonis, 
2004; Schmidt, 1995, 2001), possibly as a result of the estab-
lished explicit knowledge (DeKeyser, 2015). 

Despite the mentioned point, Truscott (1996) argued CF 
is not only ineffective but harmful; thus, providing it must 
be stopped. His argument yielded several counter responses 
from a number of researchers (Bruton, 2009a, 2010; Fer-
ris, 1999, 2004, 2006; Lyster, Lightbown, & Spada, 1999). 
Whereas some of the early studies, which explored the 
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usefulness of Written Corrective Feedback (WCF) versus 
no feedback indicated no significant advantage for feedback 
(see e.g., Kepner, 1991; Polio, Fleck, & Leder, 1998; Semke, 
1984), a large number of the studies which explored differ-
ent types of feedback concluded that their explored type of 
WCF was beneficial (see e.g., Benson & DeKeyser, 2019; 
Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener, East, & Cartner, 2010; Bitch-
ener & Knoch, 2008, 2009, 2010a; Bitchener, Young, & 
Cameron, 2005; Bonilla López, Van Steendam, Speelman, 
& Buyse, 2018; Chandler, 2003; Ellis, Sheen, Murakami, & 
Takashima, 2008; Frear & Chiu, 2015; Sheen, 2007, 2010a; 
Sheen, Wright, & Moldawa, 2009; Van Beuningen, De Jong, 
& Kuiken, 2008, 2012). However, recently, Karim and Nas-
saji (2018), who explored direct vs. indirect comprehensive 
feedback, reported only the participants’ revisions improved 
significantly, but the students’ accuracy improvements on 
new written text after receiving direct and underlining+meta-
linguistic comprehensive feedback types were not significant.

Although the positive effects of the focused feedback 
have been proved in several studies (see e.g., Bitchener, 
2008; Bitchener et al., 2010; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008, 
2009, 2010a; Bitchener et al., 2005; Sheen, 2007, 2010a; 
Sheen et al., 2009) “evidence on the language learning 
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potential of unfocused CF, which involves comprehensive 
correction of every error in students’ writing, is scarce” (Van 
Beuningen et al., 2012, p. 5). To date, the studies, which 
explored the effect of comprehensive/unfocused CF on L2 
students’ written accuracy, found different and controversial 
results.

As literature presents, from the late 80s to the 2000s, 
some scholars explored the effects of various comprehen-
sive WCF methods, including writing comments and ques-
tions without corrections, providing both positive comments 
and corrections, direct CF, and coded indirect CF (Semke, 
1984), direct CF, coded, uncoded, and marginal feedback 
(Robb, Ross, & Shortreed, 1986) error-corrections vs. 
message-related comments (Kepner, 1991), “discrete item 
attention to form and holistic feedback on meaning” (Shep-
pard, 1992, p. 103) direct vs. indirect CF (Chandler, 2003; 
Van Beuningen et al., 2008) as well as indirect CF (Trus-
cott & Hsu, 2008). Although some of the mentioned studies 
did not find positive effects for comprehensive CF (Kepner, 
1991; Semke, 1984), some of the others indicated promising 
results (Chandler, 2003; Robb et al., 1986; Sheppard, 1992). 
Truscott and Hsu (2008) found that comprehensive CF 
enabled their learners to improve the accuracy of their texts 
during revision, but it did not lead to accuracy gains when 
writing a new text. Van Beuningen et al. (2008) showed that 
both direct and indirect comprehensive CF were effective in 
the short term, but only direct CF was significantly effective 
in the long term.

Due to the fact that the mentioned early studies proved to 
have some shortcomings, their findings cannot be accepted 
as clear evidence for the presence or absence of an effect 
for comprehensive WCF. For instance, Semke’s (1984) 
study suffered from not having a real control group and an 
incentive because one of the groups in that study “worried 
about losing points, while the other three groups probably 
needed to write less for fear of making too many mistakes.” 
(Guénette, 2007, p. 50). The absence of a no-correction con-
trol group can be the shortcoming of Robb et al.’s (1986) and 
Sheppard’s (1992) studies, according to Van Beuningen et al. 
(2012). Though Kepner (1991) did not find positive effects, 
(Ferris, 2003, 2004) suggested that there was at least weak 
evidence of a beneficial effect for written CF because the 
correction group made fewer errors. Moreover, Ferris (2003) 
found a serious problem with the design of Kepner’s study. 
Kepner did not measure the initial accuracy levels of the two 
groups and just compared the sixth set of journal entries. 
Therefore, as Ferris (2003) stated, there is no way of know-
ing whether the two groups of learners had the same initial 
level of accuracy. Further, as Ferris (2003) found, “there 
was no control for the length of the journal entries (which 
were written outside class), a variable that could affect both 
error and proposition counts” Ferris (2003, p. 60). Moreover, 
Bitchener and Ferris (2012) argued that in Kepner’s study, 
the collected students’ journal entries as their writing were 
neither revised nor individually graded which received feed-
back consisted of that. Thus, it is unlikely that the learners in 
Kepner’s study were paying close attention to the received 
feedback and if the students had not paid attention to feed-

back, the findings would not be used as evidence that such 
feedback would be ineffective (Bitchener & Ferris 2012). 
As a result, it is crucial to interpret the results of the study 
with caution because it is not clear evidence of the ineffec-
tiveness of comprehensive WCF. Considering Truscott and 
Hsu’s (2008) study, (Bruton, 2009a) noted that the partic-
ipants in their study had very few errors during the pretest 
in the beginning of the study, so this could have affected the 
findings. As for Van Beuningen et al.’s (2008) investigation, 
Bitchener and Ferris (2012) stated that it is not clear whether 
Van Beuningen et al. (2008) controlled for additional lin-
guistic input between giving feedback and the one-week 
delay in giving the immediate post-test, and whether the 
self-correction group was a real control group given that the 
learners’ attention was focused on accuracy when doing the 
self-correction and given that this occurred before the imme-
diate post-test, one week later.

More recently, in the 2010s, some scholars also investi-
gated and compared the effects of different comprehensive 
WCF methods on improving the accuracy of L2 learners’ writ-
ten texts, including direct vs. indirect CF (Karim & Nassaji, 
2018; Van Beuningen et al., 2012) as well as DCF and met-
alinguistic codes, both for grammatical and non-grammati-
cal errors (Bonilla López et al., 2018). Van Beuningen et al. 
(2012) revealed that both direct and indirect comprehensive 
CF improved the written accuracy. Nevertheless, as for the 
effect of feedback types on types of errors, it was found that 
only DCF led to grammatical accuracy improvements in 
new writing, whereas indirect CF was advantageous for the 
non-grammatical accuracy gains. Bonilla López et al. (2018) 
indicated that DCF and codes were beneficial for improving 
learners’ grammatical and non-grammatical accuracy during 
text revision; however, a long-term advantage (i.e., 4 weeks 
after feedback provision) was only found for direct correc-
tions. Finally, Karim and Nassaji (2018) who explored the 
short-term and delayed effects (after a two-week interval) 
of comprehensive direct CF and two types of indirect CF, 
involving underlining only and the other underlining+met-
alinguistic cues on L2 learners’ revision accuracy and writ-
ing text found that all the three feedback types significantly 
improved the revised texts. However, the accuracy improve-
ments on new writing text, which was found for DCF and 
underlining+metalinguistic feedback types were non-signif-
icant.

As Bitchener and Ferris (2012) stated “the role of writ-
ten CF in L2 development is an exciting and dynamic area 
of investigation, and, as such, is likely to continue engaging 
the energy and insights of established and emerging schol-
ars.” (p. 27). Given the scarcity of research on unfocused 
CF (Van Beuningen et al., 2012, p. 5) and the controversial 
findings of the previous studies, this study investigated the 
effects of two unfocused WCF strategies: direct corrective 
feedback (DCF), and metalinguistic explanation (ME) on L2 
learners’ written syntactic accuracy (i.e., producing syntactic 
error-free texts) in the short and long term. DCF consists of 
an indication of the error and provision of the corresponding 
correct L2 form (Ellis, 2009); however, via ME, “the teacher 
numbers errors in text and writes a grammatical description 
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for each numbered error at the bottom of the text” (Ellis 
2009, p. 98) or on a separate paper, which are attached to the 
student’s text.

This study selected unfocused feedback on accuracy 
because it is the most widely used type of feedback by teach-
ers (Ferris, 2006; Guénette, 2012; Lee, 2004, 2008; Van 
Beuningen, 2010); thus, it is more ecologically valid than 
the focused feedback (Ferris, 2010). The unfocused/com-
prehensive feedback is also concerned with the writing as 
a whole instead of the writing as a way to practice gram-
mar (Bruton, 2009b; Van Beuningen, 2010), which was the 
aim in this study. Therefore, the comprehensive/unfocused 
feedback serves the need for more authentic CF methodolo-
gies, focusing “on the accurate production of all aspects of 
writing, simultaneously” (Hartshorn et al., 2010). Further, 
when learners commit a range of written errors, “a limited 
CF focus does not address the need to individualize feedback 
according to students’ different strengths and weaknesses” 
(Ferris, 2010, p. 192). Moreover, studies on the unfocused 
WCF have been scarce (Van Beuningen et al., 2012) and the 
results available about the effectiveness of providing learn-
ers with unfocused WCF are conflicting more evidence is 
“required on the relative benefits of unfocused feedback” 
(Bitchener & Ferris, 2012, p. 57). Further, as the participants 
in this study were the upper-intermediate ones, unfocused 
WCF could be useful for them (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012).

Among the WCF strategies, particularly DCF and ME 
were selected to be compared with each other as well as with 
‘no feedback’ condition because via DCF, the learners are 
provided with adequate information to fix complex linguistic 
errors, such as the syntactic ones, thereby the learners will 
be able to instantly internalize the correct form (Chandler, 
2003). Additionally, DCF is more likely to facilitate learn-
ing in case the learners’ level of (meta)linguistic competence 
is not high to be able to self-correct their errors (Shintani 
& Ellis, 2013). DCF also reduces the cognitive load of the 
learners and require less mental effort (Bonilla López et al., 
2018). Consequently, because in this study, the unfocused/
comprehensive feedback was selected and all the learners’ 
syntactic errors were corrected, the DCF was used to maxi-
mize the potential effect of the CF.

Regarding the ME, although the comprehensive/unfo-
cused feedback was provided and also the learners were not 
provided with the correct form, they were provided with 
explicit comments on their errors by provision of the gram-
matical description (Ellis, 2009) as it is argued that the ME 
causes the students to engage in deeper level of processing 
due to the fact that they need to use the ME to correct their 
own errors (Shintani & Ellis, 2013). Because the participants 
in the present study were the upper-intermediate ones, it was 
assumed that they were able to use the ME to identify and 
self-correct their own errors.

In short, the study addressed the following research 
questions:
1) Is there any significant difference between the effects 

of comprehensive DCF and NF (i.e., no feedback) on 
developing learners’ syntactic accuracy in the short and 
long term?

2) Is there any significant difference between the effects 
of comprehensive ME and NF on developing learners’ 
syntactic accuracy in the short and long term?

3) Is there any significant difference between the effects 
of comprehensive DCF and ME on developing learners’ 
syntactic accuracy in the short and long term?

METHOD

Participants

The participants were 90 Turkish EFL learners between the 
ages of 18 to 23, who were selected among 127 students 
based on the results of their Quick Placement Test (QPT). 
They were assigned to three 30-participant groups (50 
female and 40 male). The participants took Essay Writing 
courses at Antalya International University in Antalya, Tur-
key. They all had passed the elementary and intermediate 
writing courses, and enrolled in upper-intermediate writing 
courses.

Design

The present study used a pretest-treatment/control-posttest-de-
layed posttest design to determine the gains in syntactic 
accuracy. The dependent variable in the study is the gain in 
syntactic accuracy. The independent variable was the com-
prehensive WCF type, (DCF and ME, in comparison to no 
feedback on syntactic errors). Additionally, the participants’ 
English proficiency level was also considered as the control 
variable.

In this study, the non-random convenience sampling 
method was used, so it is a quasi-experimental one. As rec-
ommended by Storch (2010) the study was done in real class-
rooms, so the feedback was provided in the “context of an 
instructional program, with ecologically valid writing tasks” 
(Storch 2010, p. 43). Moreover, “when comparing different 
types of feedback, every other design parameter must remain 
constant” (Guénette, 2007, p. 48); therefore, the groups in 
this study had the same teacher; the activities, courses, and 
writing topics were similar as well.

It should be noted that because 127 students had enrolled 
in upper-intermediate writing courses, it was unlikely to 
exclude them from the classes, so the researcher decided to 
work with all the learners, but for the purpose of the research, 
the scores (pretest, posttest and delayed-posttest) of the stu-
dents who had the necessary criterion (i.e., they were homo-
geneous) were considered. In other words, the students who 
were not homogeneous in terms of L2 proficiency and L2 
writing skills were discarded from the research although 
they were present in classes.

Instruments

To conduct the study, the following instruments were uti-
lized: Student biodata information questionnaire, Quick 
Placement Test (QPT), class writing tasks, pretest, posttest, 
and delayed posttest. Further, in order to assess the syntac-
tic accuracy, and to control for the differences in text length 
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written by the participants, the following formula, which had 
also been used by Chandler (2003), Truscott and Hsu (2008), 
as well as Soltanpour and Valizadeh (2018) was used: [total 
number of syntactic errors/total number of words] × 100 to 
calculate a measure of errors per 100 words.

The reasons for adopting topics of the Writing Task 2 
from the General Module of IELTS are as follows:

To establish the content validity, face validity, and test 
comparability, first, the learners’ background knowledge 
of the writing topics was considered. The researcher man-
aged to find writing topics with which the participants were 
familiar. Additionally, for the pretest to be comparable in 
difficulty to the posttest and delayed-posttest, as argued by 
Mackey and Gass (2005), the exam topics in three utilized 
tests and the writing tasks were of argumentative type. The 
participants had already learned how to write argumentative 
essays, so they knew about the format of the essay. Finally, 
as for the criterion-related validity of the test, the samples 
from the writing tasks of the General Module of IELTS were 
used, so that the utilized tests and tasks can be comparable to 
a standardized writing test. 

Data Collection Procedure
At the outset, all the participants completed a questionnaire 
concerning their personal information. They were ensured 
that their anonymity would be guaranteed.

Frodesen and Holten (2003, as cited in Guénette, 2007) 
suggested that comparing the efficacy of different WCF strat-
egies entails controlling students’ English proficiency level; 
therefore, during the first week, to control the participants’ 
L2 proficiency level and to ensure their homogenity, they 
were given the pen-and-paper version of QPT. To decide 
on their language level, Geranpayeh’s (2003) guideline was 
used. Those who got scores ranging from 40 to 47 out of 60 
(i.e., the upper-intermediate level), were assigned to three 
groups: DCF and ME, who received feedback on their gram-
matical errors, as well as a control group, namely NF who 
was provided with feedback only on content, orthography, 
and organization, but not on grammatical errors because as 
Ferris (2004) stated, it seems almost unethical to single out 
a group for no feedback. Afterwards, an IELTS writing task 
2 test was also given to these groups as the pretest to assess 
their initial status of syntactic accuracy in their written texts; 
it was found that the students were also homogeneous in 
their writing ability.

The treatment/control period lasted for four more weeks. 
Every week the participants wrote an argumentative essay 
in class; then they received the specified feedback. Next, 
the students in experimental groups revised their corrected 
text as recommended by Guénette (2012), so they would 
be responsible for their learning. Further, revision of the 
written texts after receiving feedback is perhaps a benefi-
cial and essential step toward the long-term acquisition of a 
specific feature (Ferris, 2004, 2010; Guénette, 2012; Sachs 
& Polio, 2007). Afterwards, on the 1st session of Week 6, 
the posttest was given. No work on writing was done for 
two weeks. Finally, in the 8th week, the delayed posttest was 
implemented. No participant took the required tests twice; 

moreover, although the essay topics were different in the 
tests, they were the same for all three groups.

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Inter-rater Reliability

The Cronbach alpha indices, administered to calculate the 
inter-rater reliability, revealed a range from a high of .97 for 
the delayed posttest in the NF to .92 for the posttest of the 
DCF group.

The Normality Tests

The assumption of normality was examined through both 
the graphic of histogram, and also some numerical ways 
as recommended by Larson-Hall (2010). The histograms 
indicated that the data were normally distributed. Regard-
ing the numerical methods of assessing normality, the val-
ues of skewness and kurtosis statistics were within +/-1, 
based on Phakiti (2010); further, the outcomes of the ratio 
of skewedness and kurtosis over their respective standard 
errors were within the ranges of +/-1.96, based on Field 
(2013); therefore, the numerical tests also revealed that the 
data were normally distributed.

Ensuring the Homogeneity of the Groups

A one-way between-groups analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
was conducted to explore whether the three groups 
(i.e., DCF, ME, NF) were homogeneous with regard to their 
grammatical knowledge, as measured by the QPT. Lev-
ene’s test for homogeneity of variances for QPT indicated 
that the assumption of homogeneity of variance was met 
(Sig. = .87). Then, the ANOVA test revealed that there was 
not a statistically significant difference at the p < .05 level 
in the grammatical knowledge score for the three groups: 
F (2, .87) = .03, p = .97. In conclusion, the participants in 
three groups were homogeneous regarding their grammati-
cal knowledge.

Then, another ANOVA was conducted to explore whether 
the three groups (i.e., DCF, ME, NF) were homogeneous with 
regard to their syntactic accuracy, as measured by the essay 
writing test (i.e. pretest). Levene’s test for homogeneity of 
variances for pretest of syntactic accuracy indicated that the 
significance value (Sig.) for Levene’s Test was greater than 
.05 (Sig. = .38); therefore, the assumption of homogeneity of 
variance was met. Next, the ANOVA for pretest of syntactic 
accuracy indicated that there was not a statistically signifi-
cant difference at the p < .05 level in the syntactic accuracy 
scores for the three groups: F (2, 87) = 1.22, p = .29. In con-
clusion, the participants in three groups were homogeneous 
regarding their syntactic accuracy in their pretests.

The Effect of DCF vs. NF on Developing Learners’ 
Written Syntactic Accuracy

To compare the mean scores of the DCF and NF groups 
on the posttest of syntactic accuracy, an independent t-test 
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was conducted in order to explore the effect of the DCF on 
the improvement of the syntactic accuracy of the students’ 
essays shortly after the administration of the treatment. It 
should be noted that as the formula [total number of syntac-
tic errors/total number of words] × 100 was utilized for scor-
ing the syntactic accuracy of the essays, the fewer errors the 
essays included, the smaller value (mathematical quantity) 
they were given, so the lower values reveal the existence of 
fewer errors.

The assumption of homogeneity of variances was met 
(Levene’s F = 2.66, p = .10 > .05); then, it was found that, 
the DCF group (M = 11.05) outperformed the NF group 
(M = 12.07). This difference was significant (t (58) = -14.81; 
p = .000, two-tailed); however, the magnitude of the differ-
ences in the means (mean difference = -1.01, 95% CI: -1.15 
to -.88 was below medium based on Cohen’s (1988, as cited 
in Pallant, 2013) (Cohen’s d = 3.88).

Next, to investigate the effect of the DCF on the syntactic 
accuracy of the students’ essays in the long term, another 
independent t-test was administered to compare the mean 
scores of the DCF and NF groups on the delayed-posttest 
of syntactic accuracy. Due to the fact that the assumption of 
homogeneity of variances was violated (Levene’s F = 4.97, 
p = .03 < .05), the second row of independent t-test table, 
labeled “Equal variances not assumed”, was consulted. 
Based on the results, the DCF group (M = 10.97) outper-
formed the NF group (M = 11.96). This difference was sig-
nificant (t (51.28) = -13.24, p = .000, two-tailed); however, 
the magnitude of the differences in the means (mean differ-
ence = -.98, 95% CI: -1.13 to -.83 was below medium based 
on Cohen (1988 as cited in Pallant 2013) (Cohen’s d = 3.69).

The Effect of ME vs. NF on Developing Learners’ 
Written Syntactic Accuracy
An independent t-test was run to compare the mean scores 
of the ME and NF groups on the posttest of syntactic accu-
racy in order to explore the effect of the ME on the syntactic 
accuracy of the essays shortly after the administration of the 
treatment.

The assumption of homogeneity of variances was met 
(Levene’s F = 1.13, p = .29 > .05); then, it was revealed that 
the ME group (M = 10.99) performed significantly better than 
the NF group (M = 12.07). This difference was significant 
(t (58) = -15.09, p = .000, two-tailed); however, the magni-
tude of the differences in the means (mean difference = -1.07, 
95% CI: -1.22 to -.93 was below medium based on Cohen 
(1988 as cited in Pallant 2013) (Cohen’s d = 3.96).

Then, to investigate the effect of the ME on the syntactic 
accuracy of the students’ essays in the long term, another 
independent t-test was conducted to compare the mean scores 
of the ME and NF groups on the delayed-posttest of syntactic 
accuracy. Because the assumption of homogeneity of vari-
ances was violated (Levene’s F = 4.69, p = .03 < .05), the sec-
ond row of independent t-test table, labeled “Equal variances 
not assumed”, was consulted. Based on the results, the ME 
group (M = 11.02) outperformed the NF group (M = 11.96). 
This difference was significant (t (51.53) = -12.65, p = .000, 
two-tailed); however, the magnitude of the differences in the 

means (mean difference = -.94, 95% CI: -1.09 to -.79 was 
below medium based on Cohen’s (1988 as cited in Pallant 
2013) (Cohen’s d = 3.52).

The Effect of DCF vs. ME on Developing Learners’ 
Written Syntactic Accuracy
An independent t-test was done to compare the mean scores 
of the DCF and ME groups on the posttest of syntactic accu-
racy to compare the effect of the two types of treatments on 
the syntactic accuracy of the essays shortly after the admin-
istration of them.

The assumption of homogeneity of variances was met 
(Levene’s F = .41, p = .52 > .05); then, it was found that 
there was not a significant difference between the DCF 
and ME (DCF: M = 11.05; ME: M = 10.99). (t (58) = 1.02, 
p = .31, two-tailed); (Cohen’s d = .26).

Then, to compare the mean scores of the DCF and ME on 
the improvement of the syntactic accuracy of the students’ 
essays in the long term, another independent t-test (delayed-
posttest of syntactic accuracy) was run.

The assumption of homogeneity of variances was met 
(Levene’s F = .000, p = .93 > .05); next, it was revealed that 
there was not a significant difference between the DCF and ME. 
(DCF: M = 10.97; ME: M = 11.02). (t (58) = -.69, p = .49, two-
tailed) = .49 > .05); (Cohen’s d = .18).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Truscott (1996, 1999, 2004, 2007, 2009, 2010) argued that 
CF should not be used in L2 classrooms due to the fact that 
correcting the grammatical mistakes would be more likely to 
prevent than to facilitate accuracy development. However, 
the findings of the present study clearly indicated that unfo-
cused WCF is effective for improving learners’ accuracy; 
therefore, Truscott’s argument that CF has detrimental side 
effects is not supported by this study.

Some of the early studies did not show promising results 
for the WCF (e.g., Kepner, 1991; Polio et al., 1998; Semke, 
1984), and recently Karim and Nassaji (2018) found that 
only the participants’ revisions improved significantly after 
applying the comprehensive WCF, but the accuracy improve-
ments on new writing text, which was found for the DCF and 
underlining+metalinguistic comprehensive feedback types 
were non-significant. On the contrary, similar to Robb et al.’s 
(1986), Chandler’s (2003), Van Beuningen et al.’s (2008, 
2012) as well as Bonilla López et al.’s (2018) findings, this 
study indicated that learners who received comprehensive 
or unfocused WCF made significantly fewer errors in newly 
produced texts than students who were not provided with CF 
on their errors.

Considering the goal and scope of the present study, very 
few studies exist to be exactly compared with the results of 
the present one because several previous studies which com-
pared the effects of the DCF and ME on syntactic accuracy 
of the written texts explored the focused/selective type of 
the mentioned WCF types (see e.g., Bitchener, 2008; Bitch-
ener & Knoch, 2008, 2009, 2010a; Diab, 2015; Sheen, 2007; 
Shintani, Ellis, & Suzuki, 2014; Stefanou & Révész, 2015) 
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The majority of the mentioned studies revealed that after 
receiving the WCF, the students’ written accuracy improved 
significantly in the immediate and delayed post-tests, but the 
control group did not experience such improvement; further, 
no significant difference was found between the DCF and 
ME (Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008, 2009, 2010; 
Stefanou & Révész, 2015). However, Sheen (2007) revealed 
that both direct metalinguistic and direct-only correction 
groups were significantly better than the control group on the 
immediate posttests, but the direct metalinguistic group out-
performed “the direct-only correction group in the delayed 
posttests” (p. 255). On the contrary, Shintani et al., (2014), 
who compared the effects of the DCF and ME on univer-
sity students’ accuracy in terms of using indefinite article and 
the hypothetical conditional, found that only the accuracy of 
the hypothetical conditional increased. The DCF was more 
effective than the ME. The results also indicated that the DCF 
was more beneficial than ME with regard to errors relevant to 
complex syntactical structure.

Regarding the present study, it was found that the accu-
racy of students who received the WCF (i.e., DCF and ME) 
outperformed those in the control group both in the imme-
diate and delayed post-test and no significant difference was 
found between the DCF and ME; thus, these found results 
can be similar to the ones found by Bitchener (2008), Bitch-
ener and Knoch (2008, 2009, 2010), Stefanou and Révész 
(2015) as well as Benson and DeKeyser (2019) only in the 
way that these researchers also found that the WCF can 
enhance the accuracy of the students’ written texts. How-
ever, the above-mentioned studies investigated the focused 
type of the DCF and ME, not the unfocused or comprehen-
sive feedback, like the one conducted in this study.

Different cognitive and socio-cognitive theoretical bases 
can also be consulted to explain the results of the present 
study. First, both DCF and ME, in this study, showed pos-
itive results, which is in line with the noticing hypothesis 
(Schmidt, 1990, 2001) as conscious attention to linguistic 
form facilitates or even is a prerequisite for the development 
of interlanguage, so the CF, as a focus-on-form intervention, 
can support the SLA process (DeKeyser, 1994; Han, 2002). 
It can be stated that by increasing learners’ awareness of cer-
tain linguistic features, the WCF could have enabled learners 
to pay attention and be aware of the gaps between their own 
interlanguage production and the foreign language input 
(Hulstijn & Schmidt, 1994; Swain, 1991). Subsequently, 
these noticing operations could have prompted restructuring 
of learners’ developing interlanguage grammar (Gass, 1997; 
Long, 1996). Moreover, when the WCF is provided, learn-
ers have enough time, and therefore cognitive resources, to 
compare their output with the received CF, which raises the 
likelihood that learners notice gaps in their interlanguage 
(Polio et al., 1998; Sheen, 2010b). It can be concluded that 
in the present study, the WCF may have helped the learners 
notice and mentally process the information, and this might 
have contributed to improvement in written syntactic accu-
racy also in line with Gass and Mackey (2015).

The results of the current study are also consistent with 
McLaughlin’s (1990) information processing model and 

Anderson’s (1993) ACT (Adaptive Control of Thought) 
model. These models incorporate the view that information 
can be processed in either a controlled or automatic manner; 
additionally, learning includes a shift from controlled (i.e., 
declarative knowledge) toward automatic processing (i.e., 
automatized procedural knowledge). As a result, it can be 
argued that intentional learning in this study by means of 
providing the CF could have played an important role in the 
controlled phase, and then through ‘practice’ or ‘repeated 
activation’ over time, the language use became automatized. 
This is also corroborated by several other scholars (see e.g., 
Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; DeKeyser, 1997, 2001; Hulstijn, 
1995; Schmidt, 1990, 1994, 1995; Swain, 1985; Swain & 
Lapkin, 1995).

Furthermore, the findings can be supported by the interac-
tion approach to SLA because it is now commonly accepted 
within the SLA literature that there is a strong connection 
between the oral or written interaction and learning (Bitch-
ener & Ferris, 2012; Gass & Mackey, 2015; Mackey, 2012; 
Spada & Lightbown, 2010). It can be explained that in the 
present study, learning occurred through the learner’s expo-
sure to language, production of language and feedback on 
that production. Socio-cultural theory of human mental pro-
cessing, based on Vygotsky also assumes that all cognitive 
development, including language development, takes place 
as a result of social interactions, especially when learners can 
collaborate and interact with more knowledgeable speakers 
of the L2 (e.g., teachers) (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012). Experts 
in this field suggested that L2 learners can reach higher lev-
els of linguistic knowledge when they receive proper scaf-
folding; and learners, with the help of other regulation (e.g., 
provided by teachers) can finally be self-regulated (i.e., able 
to use the L2 autonomously) (Lantolf & Thorne, 2007; Lan-
tolf, Thorne, & Poehner, 2015; Mackey, 2012). These other 
regulators may utilize various strategies; one of which is the 
CF (Lantolf & Thorne, 2007). In short, the WCF types uti-
lized in this study have served the purpose of the research 
well and the learners received proper scaffolding, so their 
written syntactic accuracy improved.

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
The main and foremost implication of the present find-
ings is that both comprehensive DCF and ME are useful 
instruments to be employed to help learners improve their 
written syntactic accuracy. However, the participants in 
this study, who benefited from the unfocused WCF, were at 
upper-intermediate level of English proficiency. Bitchener 
and Ferris (2012) argued that the unfocused WCF would be 
more useful for the learners of upper-intermediate level of 
English proficiency. Additionally, as Ferris (2004), Hyland 
and Hyland (2006), as well as Sheen (2007) stated, the 
learners’ educational level can affect the degree to which 
the learners benefit from the WCF, and the learners’ educa-
tional level can be indicative of their level of metalinguistic 
awareness. That is why learners with lower levels of (meta)
linguistic competence might be less able to correct their own 
errors based on the comprehensive WCF. Consequently, to 
employ the comprehensive feedback, teachers are suggested 
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consider the learners’ both educational and metalinguistic 
competence levels. Moreover, comprehensive WCF can 
be an effective technique in contexts where teachers need 
to focus on communicating content or improvement of the 
overall accuracy of their students’ writing rather than on 
language as an object and learning one or a few specific 
linguistic feature(s) because the unfocused/comprehensive 
feedback is mainly concerned with the writing as a whole 
instead of the writing to practice grammar (Bruton, 2009b; 
Van Beuningen, 2010, 2011).

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
In this study, the participants’ success in revising their texts 
was not measured. Especially because the ME group did not 
receive the exact correct form of their essays, it could be 
useful if the accuracy of the revisions were also measured. 
Therefore, future studies can include this factor. Further-
more, some critics may think a two-week interval for the 
posttest is less likely for comprehensive feedback to yield 
empirically robust findings in the long term and be peda-
gogically effective; thus, another study can be done with a 
longer interval to measure the retention of unfocused/com-
prehensive feedback over a longer period.
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