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Abstract—This study tried to investigate the possible effects of focused Meta-linguistic highlighted error 

feedback on grammatical accuracy of writing among Iranian intermediate EFL learners. After selecting 60 

homogenous participants among 90 university students attending Ghaemshahr University and randomly 

assigning them to two intact groups of 30 students, the researcher exposed the participants of the experimental 

group to 12 sessions of the intended treatment. During the treatment sessions, the said individuals were 

exposed to focused meta-linguistic feedback upon the submission of the drafts of their essays; in comparison, 

the subjects in the control group, upon the submission of their essays, were corrected using traditional 

approaches. After the completion of the study and performing the due data analysis on the results, a 

significant progress was found among the subjects in the experimental group as compared to the control group. 

 

Index Terms—focused meta-linguistic feedback, written corrective feedback, essay writing 
 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

English language has been valued as one of the most broadly spoken languages. Knowledge of English language has 

become the basic requirement in most areas of all professions. When people want to learn English, they face various 

problems in their communication be it written or spoken. 

Writing is considered as one of the most significant language skills in second or foreign language teaching and 

learning contexts. The ability to write proficiency in an academic context is the most important goal to a considerable 

number of L2 learners. Written texts produced by FL or SL learner contain a whole of array of grammatical and 
rhetorical errors. Usually, learners give a piece of writing in their instructor  to be scored and when the instructor gives 

it back, it is usually put aside and forgotten as the learners begin a new writing. Should teachers provide some sort of 

feedback on the writing assignments of the language learners? And if so how, has been a matter of considerable debate 

in the field of second language acquisition (SLA). Any indication to learners by teachers that their use of the target 

language is incorrect is referred to as “written corrective feedback” (Lightbown & Sapada, 1999).  

Zamel (1983, as cited in Naidu, 2007) looks at the importance of feedback from a different perspective remarking 

that by studying what it is learners do in their writing, teachers can learn what learners still need to be taught”. That is 

one important reason why the teachers‟ feedback is crucial in helping to improve learner writings. The teacher gives 

feedback and the teacher will help the learners see their mistakes and weaknesses and encourage them to overcome the 

problems in order to produce a more proficient text next time. This process is believed to be more effective in 

improving the learners‟ writing proficiency (Muncie, 2000; Myers, 1997). 
The most popular way of feedback has been written comments on the student's final draft, pointing out problems and 

making suggestions for improvement of future papers. More recently, many teachers have started making comments on 

students' initial drafts, offering suggestions for the future development of the final drafts (Naidu, 2007). 

II.  REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Chastain (1988) stated writing is a main communication skill and a unique asset in the process of learning a second 

language. Both of these aspects are necessary in a common language class, and both can serve to improve the other. 

Writing may not be included in the goals of all language courses although it is usually included as one of the four 

language skills taught. In elementary courses, the focus is on writing as a fundamental process in learning the language. 

However, in advanced composition courses, the emphasis is primarily on writing as communication in addition to the 

fact that increased knowledge of language system in one of the by-products of writing to express one‟s ideas (p.244).  

Depending upon the teacher, writing‟s goals may vary. Some teachers focus almost entirely on the language itself, 

some on communication and others on both the forms and the message. Writers should consider the reader, the effect 
they want to achieve, and the relationship they wish to establish with the reader. Furthermore, the creation of meaning, 

and the use of language and the correctness of grammar are to be taken into account. The long-term practical goal must 

be the ability to use the learned materials to communicate a message that a native speaker can understand. This applies 

to any course, with the accuracy requirements rising as the student advance in their study and practice with the language. 
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Short-term goals are the same except that they apply to specific segments of the learning material (Chastain, 1988, 

p.245). 

Considering the works done on the effect of the focused meta-linguistic corrective feedback in relation to writing 

ability we can see different and inconclusive results. According to Some researchers (e.g. Kepner, 1991; Sheppard, 

1992; Truscott, 2007) state grammar correction does not have a positive effect on the improvement of L2 writing 

accuracy. Krashen (1982) and Truscott (2007) claim that corrective feedback (CF) is seen as not only ineffective but 

also potentially harmful. In contrast, other researchers (e.g. Bitchener and Knoch, 2008; Chandler, 2003; Ferris, 2002; 

Sheen, 2007) claim that CF is valuable in promoting greater grammatical accuracy. 

Ellis, Sheen, and Murakami. (2008), for example, addressed the differential effects of focused and unfocused 

feedback on accuracy improvement of English as Foreign Language student writings. Both feedback methods helped 

long-term accuracy of EFL learners more than no feedback method. This indicated that CF is effective in itself, at least 
where English articles are concerned. However difference in the performance of focused and unfocused feedback 

groups was non-significant. 

According to Ellis (2008), there are some theories which offer that focused CF is more successful than other types of 

feedback since learners are more likely to pay attention to those corrections which focus on specific error types. 

Sheen (2007), for example, examined the differential effects of two approaches (direct and meta-linguistic) to 

focused feedback on the accurate use of English definite and indefinite articles in ESL student writings. This study 

showed that focused written CF helped improve ESL learners' accuracy, especially when meta-linguistic feedback was 

provided. 

Sheen (2007) investigated the differential effects of the provision of direct focused written CF accompanied by oral 

meta-linguistic negotiation and mere direct written CF on the accuracy of EFL writing. The erroneous use of the forms 

in focus for the experimental group was negotiated in addition to CF provided, the erroneous use of the forms in focus 
was corrected through CF for the contrast group, and some comments on the quality of writings were provided for the 

control group. Both the experimental and the contrast groups showed improvement over time. The study showed that 

complementation of direct written CF and meta-linguistic discussion induced positive effects on writing accuracy, and 

that direct written CF with meta-linguistic discussion was superior to direct CF without such discussion. 

III.  THE PRESENT STUDY 

A.  Statement of Problem 

Having worked as an English instructor for years, the researchers have noticed that in comparison to the other 

language skills, writing is most neglected by both students and teachers. It is also observed that a considerable number 

of teachers are not familiar with appropriate techniques to help their students improve their writing ability. In addition, 

majority of students, including those at higher levels of L2 learning, fail to use accurate grammar needed for acceptable 

writing. The nature of the procedures adopted by the teachers in grammar correction and giving feedback has constantly 

been an issue of great concern to the researcher. 

According to Allwright (1995), Claudron (1977), and Long (1977) (as cited in Tatawy, 2002), several problems such 

as inconsistency, ambiguity and ineffectiveness of teachers‟ correction have been identified by the researchers. They put 

the lack of the effectiveness of corrective feedback down to the ambiguous and unsystematic approaches adopted by the 

majority of teachers. 

According to Zamel (1985) (as cited in Tatawy, 2002), teachers provide students with contradictory comments on 
their written work and make arbitrary corrections. Moreover, it is not known to what extent the corrective feedback on 

linguistic errors determine accurate performance in writing. The most common method for providing corrective 

feedback on L2 writing in Iranian universities and language institutes is still traditional; language learners are assigned 

to write a paragraph or an essay on a particular topic. Their writings are then corrected by underlining and circling the 

errors and writing the correct form above or under the errors. And then they are given back to the learners. We call this 

kind of error correction direct error correction. What happens when the students receive their written work? Do they 

make sure that they understand the teacher‟s comments and objections? Not always. The researcher in this study seeks 

to explore the most efficient techniques for giving proper feedback to a written product made by L2 learners so as to 

introduce to the teachers of the most efficient ways of improving the accurate use of linguistic forms and structures in 

writing. 

B.  Purpose and Research Question 

This study seeks to investigate whether focused Meta-linguistic corrective feedback can contribute to reaching the 

most appropriate ways of giving feedback in writing and to indicate that written corrective feedback can play a role in 

improving grammatical accuracy of Iranian learner‟s writing. The researchers correct the correction directed at selected 

grammatical points ( focused feedback), extra forms of focused feedback may include written meta-linguistic 

explanation (the provision of grammar rules and the example at the end of the student‟s script with a reference back to 

places in the text  where the error has occurred) and spoken meta-linguistic explanation (e.g., a mini-lesson through 
which rules and examples are presented, practiced and discussed; conferences between teacher and small groups of 

students). 
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The findings of this study can help instructors to provide their students with the most useful type of feedback to 

ensure their improvement in using accurate grammatical forms in writing. Moreover, these findings may lead to the 

increase in learner‟s self-awareness of their own improvement in writing. Therefore, this study aims to shed light on the 

answer to the following research question: 

Does focused Meta-linguistic written corrective feedback have any significant effect on the accuracy in the 

production of specific grammatical forms in writing? 

C.  Participants 

Total number of the participants was 47, selected from among two classes of essay writing who were then studying in 

Qaemshahr University. Of course, all the participants were majoring in English Translation. They were in two classes 

randomly assigned as experimental and control groups. 22 participants were chosen for the experimental group and 25 

students for the control group. In order to increase the validity and reliability of findings, the study was conducted with 

the same teacher for both the control and experimental classes. 

D.  Instruments 

In order to have reliable and valid results in this research, these instruments were implemented. 

1- A Nelson test (general proficiency test) was used in order to determine the participants‟ level of proficiency and 

place the test takers in a single level of proficiency and selecting two nearly homogeneous groups. Experimental and 

control groups. 

2- Since this research involved the writing skill, a writing test was necessarily used as a pre-test, and after the 

treatment sessions, the same test was used as a post-test. For this part of writing test from Interchange/Passages 

Placement and Evaluation Package test by Tay Lesely with Christa Hanson and Jean Zokowski/Faust (Cambridge 

University Press , Third Edition, 2005) was used. 

E.  Procedure 

In order to collect data for this study several steps were taken. At first, the researchers needed to be sure that all the 

participants were at the intermediate level and the two groups had to be parallel regarding their level of proficiency, so a 

general proficiency test was administered. In order to choose students, the researcher used Nelson test for 65 students of 

Qaemshahr University. The research ranged students „scores from highest to the lowest score and from among all the 

scores 47 students whose scores were in the middle of the whole range were selected. And the rest remained in classes 

without knowing that their final or post-test papers will not be included in the statistical procedures of the study. They 
were in two intact classes randomly assigned as experimental and control group.22 participants were chosen for the 

experimental group and 25 students for the control group. 

On the first session in both classes, the writing section B (appendix 2) of the interchange placement test was 

administered as the pretest to assess the participants writing ability in order to make sure that there was no statistically 

significant difference in the essay writing ability of the participants. And then to compare the results of the posttest to 

see how much progress each group had made. The essay written by the learners were scored by the three raters. And 

afterward the inter-rater reliability of the scores was calculated in order to determine the consistency of rating. After that, 

the researcher has twelve sessions between the pre-test and the post-test were divided into four parts. Each four sessions, 

one specific area of grammar was focused on and the students were given feedback only on that area. Three parts of 

linguistic errors were selected to be focused on within each four sessions. The researcher chose to be targeted in the 

research based on the frequency of their occurrence during the first writing task (the pre-test). The instructor chose a 
topic and participants had 30 minutes to write an essay about the topic, that specific error types were corrected by the 

teacher and who focused on particular structural errors and then explained the rule to participants. Next, the teacher 

asked them to produce another text with the same topic as before. He required them to submit their papers in order to 

receive feedback on their performance based on the specific error types which were targeted. This procedure took place 

within each four sessions with a different topic of writing and a specific error type to be corrected. On the last session in 

two classes, the writing section C (appendix 3) of the interchange placement test was administered as the posttest of the 

learners writing ability in order to see how much progress each group had made. The essay written by the learners were 

scored by the same three raters. And afterward the inter-rater reliability of the scores was calculated in order to 

determine the consistency of rating. Then the means of the scores of the control and experimental groups were 

compared through implementing the paired-sample T-test for determining the statistical significance of the difference 

between the means on the two sets of scores. 

IV.  RESULTS 

Initially to make sure participants were homogenized, the Nelson proficiency test was given to all of the participants 

of two classes which were selected for the purpose of this study. The results of this proficiency test are given in the 

table below. 
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TABLE 1 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTIC FOR HOMOGENIZING TEST 

Statistics

32 33

1 0

33.2500 29.9394

1.51205 1.77948

35.0000 31.0000

35.00 33.00

8.55344 10.22234

73.161 104.496

-.007 -.039

.414 .409

-.649 -.743

.809 .798

33.00 39.00

17.00 11.00

50.00 50.00

1064.00 988.00

Valid

Missing

N

Mean

Std. Error of Mean

Median

Mode

Std. Deviation

Variance

Skewness

Std. Error of Skewness

Kurtosis

Std. Error of Kurtosis

Range

Minimum

Maximum

Sum

first group second group

 
 

As indicated in table 1, the mean score of first group was 33.25 and the mean score of second group was 29.93. 

Descriptive statistics for the two groups in pre-test are displayed in table 2. 
 

TABLE 2 

 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTIC PRE-TEST OF WRITING BY GROUPS 
Groups N Mean Std.Deviation Std.Error Mean 

Pretest Exp 22 14.18 3.59 .44 

Con 25 14.88 3.53 .40 

 

The mean score achieved by participants of the experimental group on the pre-test was 14.18, while their 

counterparts in the control group achieved a mean score of 14.88. 

And in order to see whether the two groups were also homogenous regarding their essay writing ability or not. The 

means between the pre-tests obtained from the two groups were compared using the paired-samples t-test. 
 

TABLE 3 

Paired Samples Test

.46970 4.69769 .57825 -.68514 1.62453 .812 65 .420

control group in pre

test - exprimental

group in pre test

Pair

1

Mean Std. Deviation

Std. Error

Mean Lower Upper

95% Confidence

Interval of the

Difference

Paired Differences

t df Sig. (2-tailed)

 
 

The results of the paired-samples t-test shown in table 3 demonstrate that homogeneity of the scores between the two 

groups. The column labeled sig. (2-tailed) is our probability value. If this value is less than .05 (e.g. .04, .01, .001), then 

it can be concluded that there is a significant difference between the two sets of scores (pallant, 2002, p.212). In this 

table, the probability value is .42. This means that the probability value was more than .05 (p=.42>.05) indicating that 

the control and experimental groups „scores were not significantly different from each other. Therefore, it was made 

certain that the groups were actually homogeneous. 
The descriptive statistics for the two groups in post-test are displayed in table 4. 

 

TABLE 4 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS POST-TEST OF WRITING BY GROUPS 
Groups N Mean Std.Deviation Std.Error Mean 

Posttest Exp 22 15.54 3.24 .39 

Con 25 14.40 3.54 .40 

 

This table shows that the mean score achieved by participants of the experimental group on the post-test was 15.54, 

while in the control group achieved a mean score of 14.40. 

Then the means between the post-test obtained from the two groups were compared using the paired-samples t-test in 

order to see which of the two groups had made more progress in writing skill.  
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TABLE 5 

Paired Samples Test

-1.50000 4.42458 .54463 -2.58770 -.41230 -2.754 65 .008
CONTROL GROUP -

EXPRIMENTAL GROUP

Pair

1

Mean Std. Deviation

Std. Error

Mean Lower Upper

95% Confidence

Interval of the

Difference

Paired Differences

t df Sig. (2-tailed)

 
 

The result of comparing the mean performance of the two groups in posttest has been reported. In this table, the 

probability value is .008. This means that the probability value was less than .05 (p=.008<.05) indicating that the mean 

performance of the two sets of scores in post test are significantly different and the focused meta-linguistic feedback 

group has outperformed the traditional-based writing group. 

V.  DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION  

The type of the techniques used by the teachers for grammar correction and giving feedback has been a matter of 

controversy. It is observed that teachers utilize various techniques so as to help their students improve their writing 
ability. One of the most popular methods is to give relevant feedback based on errors made by a learner. 

The aim of this study was to investigate the effect of focused meta-linguistic Written Corrective Feedback on Iranian 

Intermediate EFL Learners‟ Essay Writing Ability. The result of t-test revealed a significant difference between the 

performance of the students in the experimental and control groups. Based on the result, it was inferred that the 

experimental group performed better than the control group due to employing focused meta-linguistic CF as treatment. 

So it can be concluded that focused meta-linguistic CF can be used for not only revising students writing but also for 

instructional purposes. Employing focused meta-linguistic CF improves Iranian EFL learners writing ability. In other 

words, employing focused meta-linguistic feedback led to a significantly fewer errors in writing and helped learners to 

become aware of their own errors and monitor themselves. The student become more independent learners and develops 

autonomy. 

The results of this study showed that the participants considered focused meta- linguistic CF to be a very effective 
method because they could learn English grammar rules from their own errors by applying their grammar knowledge in 

writing, they could become aware of their common mistakes through the teacher‟s constant error feedback and reduce 

those errors, and correcting their own errors in their essays helped them improve their writing skills and accuracy. 

However, the results of this study could not be generalized to all L2 writing contexts because as Ferris (2006) stated, 

students might make use of the feedback they are provided with in different ways. Nevertheless, based on the findings 

of this study, we can conclude that focused meta-linguistic CF would most probably be more efficacious in comparison 

with the traditional based corrective feedback. 

The results of the current study can be used in all educational centers. They have direct or indirect implications for 

and applications to teaching, learning, test development, syllabus design and material development. This study, 

according to the achieved results, may have some hints for English teachers who might, for sure, pay attention to 

teaching writing or any other four major skills: listening, speaking, reading, and writing because focused meta-linguistic 

corrective feedback cannot be limited to any skills or subjects in isolation. 
The main pedagogical implication of corrective feedback in general has addressed the teachers‟ role not only in 

motivating the students to make use of accurate language forms and structures, but also in spotting learners‟ errors and 

providing them with the most appropriate kind of feedback in order to confirm their improvement in writing more 

accurately. 

Therefore, language teachers, institutes, universities, and the Ministry of education take an important part in 

promoting student‟s understanding of focused meta-linguistic corrective feedback and its application in every field of 

study and subject, language learning and teaching, etc. university and institute teachers and professors should help each 

other to enhance and develop focused meta-linguistic corrective feedback for all areas of study. 
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