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Though corrective feedback (CF) has generally been accepted as an effective means for improving student 
writing, some debate still exists as to whether focused (narrow) or unfocused (broad) CF is more effective in 
improving student writing in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts. A comparative study was under-
taken of two groups of high-proficiency Japanese and international students of English at one private univer-
sity in the Kansai area of Japan. A third control group who did not partake in any corrective feedback were 
also used for comparison. Both groups of students wrote argumentative essays on a subject of their choosing 
over the course of eight weeks. The first group, Treatment Group A, was comprised of seven Japanese and 
non-Japanese university students (n = 7) who were trained in giving meta-linguistic (error coded), computer-
mediated unfocused peer CF. The second group, Treatment Group B, was comprised of seven Japanese uni-
versity students (n = 7) who were trained in giving meta-linguistic, computer-mediated focused feedback on 
five errors identified as being the most common in an initial diagnostic writing sample done in the first week. 
The initial draft, post-peer CF draft, post-teacher CF draft, and final draft were then analyzed. Students’ abi-
lity to correctly resolve errors, and the number of errors per 100 words that emerged in each draft were then 
examined. The results suggest that unfocused peer and teacher CF may be a more effective means of reducing 
student errors in writing, possibly because it provides more overall learning opportunities.
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1. Introduction

Many L2 writing teachers at the tertiary level teach process writing, and process 
writing requires a certain focus on how to produce an effective written product. As a  re-
sult, L2 writing teachers often focus on the organization, rhetorical style, and discourse 
transitions necessary to create an effective composition. These pedagogical approaches to 
teaching process writing have been accepted without much controversy. However, when 
it comes to language and mechanics, there has been much debate as to the efficacy of 
corrective feedback (CF) (Truscott 1996; Truscott & Hsu 2008). Nevertheless, the expec-
tation for and the appeal of written CF on student compositions remains.
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One explanation for the endurance of CF despite opposition to its use is the fact that 
L2 learners, unlike their L1 counterparts, have not fully internalized the grammar rules 
of the language in which they are writing. Therefore, they are unable to recognize mal-
formed grammatical structures (Scovel 1998). This phenomenon compels many L2 writ-
ing teachers to consider form focused instruction in addition to teaching organization and 
other skills that are necessary to create an effective composition. Addressing the linguis-
tic needs of L2 writing learners has been shown to be important to many writing teach-
ers (Hyland 2003), and written corrective feedback is one approach that many teachers 
have used to address the issue. Moreover, L2 learners expect and highly value their 
teachers’ written feedback, and many prefer their teachers to focus on their grammar 
errors (Hyland 2003).

In addition to meeting the needs and expectations of L2 writers, written corrective 
feedback has been shown to increase L2 writers’ awareness of their grammatical errors; 
it promotes pushed output and allows the learner to externalize their language and test 
their hypotheses around certain grammatical structures (Swain 2008). It creates an op-
portunity for learners to notice their errors, and the process of correcting those errors has 
been shown to result in a decrease in the number of that same type of error in subsequent 
drafts (Kwon & Lee 2011; Hosseiny 2014; Jokar & Soyoof 2014; Ghazi & Zamanian 
2016; Seiffedin & El-Sakka 2017). Furthermore, students develop a stronger ability to 
identify their own errors and those of their peers by taking part in this process (Colpitts 
2016). It has also been argued that explicit knowledge of a grammatical structure can 
have an effect on a learner’s implicit knowledge of the structure by making the features 
more salient to the learner (Ellis 2002). When learners engage in meaningful activities 
focusing on the linguistic features of their compositions, they engage in what Swain 
(2005) terms as languaging, and it allows them to make connections between conveying 
a meaningful message and the importance of grammatical accuracy.

Although there have been many studies on the efficacy of written CF, there has been 
a lack of clear evidence in favour of one form of written CF over another, the following 
study was designed to address some of the ambiguities in the literature. This is particu-
larly true of the East Asian EFL context. To this end, the present study aimed to answer 
the following questions:

1. Will focused or unfocused peer and teacher CF result in better uptake among Jap-
anese EFL students?

2. What other insights might emerge from conducting a comparative study of these 
two teaching techniques?

2. Review of the literature

Studies that have examined the effect of corrective feedback on student writing feature 
a variety of different approaches, forms, and types of feedback ranging from explicit and 
implicit, to the use of metalinguistic codes, as well as focused and unfocused feedback. 
In addition to the type of feedback, studies have been done to determine L2 learners’ 
perceptions of instructor feedback in contrast to that of peer feedback, and the effect of 
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peer CF on the accuracy of L2 students’ writing. In Fazilatfar et al. (2014), two groups 
of students from an advanced writing course were compared to determine the effect of 
unfocused CF on the syntactic and lexical complexity of their writing on subsequent 
drafts. The results of the study showed that the group that received unfocused CF out-
performed the control group which did not receive any feedback on their drafts. Many 
studies compared different forms of feedback and will be discussed in further detail in 
the next section.

2.1. Studies on comparing types of written corrective feedback

The studies discussed below that compare different types of CF fall into three cate-
gories: those that compare focused and unfocused; those that compare direct and indirect; 
and those that compare metalinguistic feedback with recasts. A common theme among 
these different studies is the apparent effectiveness of focused CF over that of unfocused, 
as well as the efficacy of metalinguistic feedback. A study conducted by Seiffedin 
& El-Sakka (2017) examined the effect of CF on L2 student drafts. The researchers found 
that indirect metalinguistic CF, as well as direct written CF, led to fewer errors on sub-
sequent drafts of students that received indirect metalinguistic CF than those of the con-
trol group which did not receive any feedback. Ellis et al. (2008) examined narratives to 
determine whether or not focused or unfocused CF had an effect on the accurate use of 
definite and indefinite articles. The results showed that focused CF had the greatest effect 
on improving students’ use of articles in narrative writing. 

Frear & Chiu (2015) looked at the effects of focused and unfocused indirect CF on 
the accuracy of the use of past tense in new pieces of writing, and found that focused 
indirect CF was more effective than unfocused CF. Comparing direct and indirect CF, 
Hosseiny (2014) separated participants into three groups, one group received direct CF, 
the other group received indirect CF, while the control group did not receive any feed-
back. Using TOEFL tests to determine whether or not either treatment resulted in im-
proved accuracy in L2 writing, Hosseiny (2014) found that both experimental groups 
outperformed the control group and there was no significant difference between the two 
experimental groups. In a case study of two Iranian English language learners, Jokar 
&  Soyoof (2014) found that the student who received explicit CF demonstrated greater 
retention of the grammatical structures than the student who received implicit CF. Kwon 
& Lee (2011) analyzed a series of text chats in which participants received indirect CF 
in the form of recast, explicit correction, metalinguistic feedback, clarification, translation, 
repetition, and elicitation from both their peers and instructor. During the chat sessions, 
the instructor and a peer would respond to an error either by recast, elicitation, clarifi-
cation, or repetition. Analysis of the data showed that recast was the most frequent form 
of feedback, and metalinguistic feedback had the highest rate of uptake, but it resulted 
in the lowest rate of self-correction. Repetition and elicitation resulted in the most at-
tempts of students to self-correct. The results of the study suggest that indirect CF can 
be effective for uptake, but that direct feedback might be needed for students who do 
not pay attention to form but rather focus on the meaning of text. It should also be 
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noted that the context of this study is that of a text-based synchronous computer medi-
ated communication and therefore is closer to the conditions characteristic of a conver-
sation rather than a composition which has different expectations and may require dif-
ferent cognitive processes. However, the types of feedback, particularly the students’ 
reaction to peer feedback, offers an interesting perspective on CF in a less traditional 
context.

2.2. Studies on peer written corrective feedback

The merits of peer corrective feedback have been demonstrated in a number of stud-
ies. In the aforementioned study by Kwon & Lee (2011), peer CF yielded different results 
and took on a different form than the instructor CF. The type of correction also seemed 
to differ from that of the instructor, and in some cases, the learners invented a different 
method of correction when offering explicit correction. Participants also expressed a pos-
itive attitude toward receiving peer feedback regardless of their attitude toward their own 
grammatical competence (Kwon & Lee 2011). This positive attitude toward receiving 
peer CF was also found in Kazemipour (2014), in which the effects of two types of CF 
on students’ final exams on the performance of students in the subsequent semester were 
examined. The results of the study found that the learners valued their peers’ feedback 
over the instructor’s feedback. This might be because unlike many studies comparing 
instructor and peer CF, the participants in this study did not provide feedback on each 
other’s exams. Instead, they worked in groups to correct the errors found by the instruc-
tor. Similar to the sentiment of the students in the Kazemipour (2014) study, the partic-
ipants in a study examining the perceptions of two different forms of feedback (instruc-
tor and peer) demonstrated a preference for giving feedback especially with regards to 
noticing grammatical errors in their own writing (Colpitts 2016). However, when receiv-
ing feedback, the students preferred their instructor’s feedback. 

In a study on the effect of peer CF, self-CF, and instructor CF on the accurate use of 
lexical errors and pronoun agreement in student essays, the origin of CF seemed to in-
fluence the number of lexical errors and errors with pronoun agreement in the different 
experimental groups (Diab 2016). Interestingly, there was no significant difference be-
tween the peer CF and the instructor CF, but those students who engaged in self-CF had 
a greater decrease in errors than those who received peer or instructor feedback (Diab 
2016). Peer feedback when paired with instructor feedback and in Diab’s study self-CF 
lends a deeper dimension to the process of CF. Peers offer new perspectives on how to 
correct errors, and it provides an opportunity for learners to think critically about their 
grammatical accuracy, and increases their ability to notice their errors more readily.

3. Methodology

This study was conducted over the course of eight weeks during the spring semester 
of 2017. The participants were two classes of high-proficiency, EFL learners in the same 



A comparison of focused and unfocused corrective feedback in Japanese…LP LX (1) 11

advanced academic writing course. Treatment Group A was initially comprised of nine 
students, two males and seven females. Both male students failed to complete the writing 
composition (and thus the course), leaving a sample of seven students (n = 7). Five of 
the students were native-Japanese speakers, one was a Chinese exchange student to Japan, 
and one was a Japanese student who had grown up in Mexico with one Mexican parent, 
whose first language was Spanish. Treatment Group B was initially comprised of nine 
students, but two of the students were unable to complete the peer review phase of the 
treatment, so the compositions of only seven students (n = 7) were considered. All sev-
en of the students were native-Japanese speakers, five were females and two were males. 
To determine the effect of each of the treatments and the origins of feedback, data from 
a control group was also used. In terms of proficiency levels and age, the control group 
was similar to the two treatment groups, and it was comprised of four males and three 
females (n = 7). Two of the females were non-native Japanese speakers, one was from 
Taiwan, and the other was from Finland. 

The students in the treatment groups were assigned a short, 250 or more word com-
position project in their first class on one of five topics from which they could choose. 
These compositions aimed to establish a clearer picture of the students’ initial writing 
proficiency, and provide a basis for the instructor of Treatment Group B to choose items 
for focused corrective feedback.

Both classes underwent a period of peer corrective feedback training. They were 
given a list of codes to provide one another with metacognitive peer CF, and engaged in 
some cooperative peer CF activities in class to develop their capacity in this regard. 
Treatment Group A, which formed the unfocused peer CF treatment group, was provid-
ed with a set of nine codes to identify mistakes in their classmates’ writing: SP (spelling), 
V (vocabulary), T (tense), G (grammar), WO (word order), ME (meaning), PF (punctu-
ation/formatting), ^ (missing word), and ? (another mistake). Treatment Group B was 
given a list of five codes: SV (subject verb agreement), # (singular/plural), T (verb tense 
mistake), P (pronoun agreement), and ^ (missing word; usually an article). The control 
group did not receive any corrective feedback regarding lexical or grammatical errors.

The efficacy of both treatments was compared first using a model proposed by Storch 
& Wigglesworth (2010). Using this framework, student uptake was examined; that is, 
their ability to correctly resolve the errors identified by their peers and instructors. In this 
study, uptake refers to any action taken by the student in subsequent drafts to change the 
error identified by the peer or instructor. This concept originated from Lyster & Ranta 
(1997: 49), in which the learner’s reaction to the teacher’s feedback on an error is defined 
as uptake. In the case of this study, the uptake is indicated by reformulations of the 
error in subsequent drafts. Any reformulation, deletion, or reordering of words or phras-
es that occurred in response to peer or teacher corrective feedback was considered a sin-
gle reformulation. The total number of feedback items was calculated, and the number 
of correct and incorrect reformulations, as well as items that went unchanged were also 
counted. 

As this left some ambiguity as to the efficacy of the treatments, a second comparison 
was undertaken using the model put forth by Chandler (2003: 273), which involves di-
viding the total number of errors by the total number of words and multiplying the re-
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sulting amount by 100. This was done to measure which treatment resulted in more 
accurate writing. Using the formula provided by Chandler (2003), the same instructor/
researcher scanned the first and final drafts of the control group as well as the two treat-
ment groups for the total number of errors. The errors were marked according to the 
error types delineated in the focused and unfocused corrective feedback procedures. They 
were as follows: singular-plural, vocabulary, spelling, meaning, subject-verb agreement, 
missing word, tense, grammar, word order, and pronoun agreement. The results were then 
tallied, and the number of errors per 100 words of text was determined. The data from 
the treatment groups were digital, so the total number of words was determined by the 
“Word Count” tool provided by Microsoft Word and Google Docs. The word count for 
the control group, however, was determined by an estimation of 250 words per page 
multiplied by the number of pages. The results of both processes are examined in great-
er detail below.

4. Results

4.1. Students ability to correctly resolve errors

Using the aforementioned model proposed by Storch & Wigglesworth (2010), the 
total number of errors identified by both treatment groups was tallied and of those we 
calculated the number of errors which were correctly or incorrectly resolved, or left 
unresolved. Each category was also calculated as a percentage of the total number of 
errors identified rounded to the nearest first decimal. The results of this analysis can be 
found in Table 1. 

Table 1: Comparison of uptake between treatment groups

Peer Corrective Feedback

Identified Correctly Resolved Incorrectly Resolved Unresolved

Treatment Group A 
(Unfocused)

126 (100%) 88 (69.8%) 16 (12.7%) 23 (18.3%)

Treatment Group 
B (Focused)

35 (100%) 29 (82.9%) 0 (0%) 6 (12.7%)

Instructor Corrective Feedback

Identified Correctly Resolved Incorrectly Resolved Unresolved

Treatment Group A 
(Unfocused)

250 (100%) 189 (75.6%) 47 (18.8%) 14 (5.6%)

Treatment Group 
B (Focused)

152 (100%) 100 (65.8%) 10 (6.6%) 42 (27.6%)
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In the case of peer CF, there appeared to be a significantly higher success rate among 
the focused group, though they identified far fewer errors at 35, as compared to 126 
among the unfocused treatment. Of the 35 errors identified by the focused group, 
29  (82.9%) were correctly resolved, six (17.1%) were unresolved, and none were incor-
rectly resolved. In the unfocused group, on the other hand, of the 126 errors identified, 
88 (69.8%) were correctly resolved, 16 (12.7%) were incorrectly resolved, and 23 (18.3%) 
were left unresolved. As students had fewer overall errors to resolve, and less variety of 
error types, these results could be expected.

With instructor corrective feedback however, the numbers offered a more convoluted 
answer. As with peer CF, the unfocused treatment provided more opportunity for error 
identification in type, thus the total number of errors was considerably higher at 250  er-
rors, than with the focused group at 152. While there were again fewer incorrectly re-
solved errors at 6.6% as compared to 18.8% among the unfocused group, there was 
a much higher number of unresolved errors at 27.6% as compared to the focused CF group 
at 5.6%. This means on the whole, the unfocused group had more success at correctly 
resolving the errors identified by their instructor at 75.6% than the focused group at 
65.8%. This occurred despite the greater total number of errors identified, and a  wider 
variety of error types.

4.2. Errors per 100 words

The results of the Chandler (2003) measure of errors per 100 words are detailed in 
Table 2 in both the first and final drafts in the control group, while Tables 3 and 4 il-
lustrate those of treatment groups A and B. To maintain their anonymity, each individu-
al student is represented by a number followed by the letter that corresponds to the type 
of group; for example, the first student in the control group is labeled as 1C, and the 
first student in treatment group A is labeled 1A etc. 

Table 2: Total number of errors per 100 words of text for the control group

Student First draft Final draft

1C 3.8 2.1

2C 7.6 6.8

3C 8.1 11.4

4C 18.4 14.1

5C 12.6 9.6

6C 5.6 4.7

7C 10.0 7.2

Average 9.4 8.0
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Table 3: Total number of errors per 100 words of text for the treatment group A

Student First draft Final draft
1A 3.1 1.0
2A 3.4 1.1
3A 3.5 1.1
4A 1.4 1.1
5A 3.6 2.1
6A 3.5 1.4
7A 1.9 2.1

Average 2.9 1.4

Table 4: Total number of errors per 100 words of text for treatment group B

Student First draft Final draft

1B 7.6 5.7

2B 8.0 5.2

3B 6.0 2.7

4B 5.5 5.2

5B 5.6 3.3

6B 7.3 4.3

7B 5.9 2.2

Average 6.6 4.1

It would appear that the unfocused corrective feedback was the most effective treat-
ment, most notable is the decrease in errors per 100 words of text between the first and 
final drafts with an average of 2.9 errors per 100 words to an average of 1.4 errors per 
100 words. Instructor unfocused corrective feedback appears to have resulted in a great-
er decrease in errors per 100 words than peer corrective feedback. Both treatment groups 
outperformed the control group in terms of errors per 100 words on the final drafts. 
However, with the exception of 3C and 7A whose number of errors increased in the 
final draft, all three groups showed a reduction in errors per 100 words on each subse-
quent draft, which would suggest that the process of revising the same paper might have 
raised the students’ awareness of lexical errors in each subsequent draft resulting in 
fewer errors in each draft. At the same time, both focused and unfocused corrective 
feedback appear to yield better results in reducing the number of errors in each draft in 
contrast to the drafts that did not receive any corrective feedback. This could indicate 
that all things being relatively equal among the three groups, unfocused instructor cor-
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rective feedback appears to be the most effective method for improving student writing 
accuracy.

5. Discussion and implications

Revisiting the research questions for this study, it can be determined that for this 
group unfocused CF from the instructor is the most effective method not only for learn-
er uptake, but also for the reduction of number of errors per 100 words of text. Students 
in the focused treatment group saw greater success at correctly resolving peer CF than 
with the unfocused group. It could be theorized that this is because the errors identified 
by peers were simpler, surface-level mistakes. However, the unfocused group’s ability to 
more accurately resolve errors identified by their instructor may indicate that deeper 
learning has taken place through the unfocused treatment, perhaps due to the fact that 
the greater number of errors identified provided more learning opportunities. The com-
parison of errors per 100 words appears to validate this argument, both when comparing 
the efficacy of peer CF on the whole as compared to the control group, and when com-
paring the efficacy of the two CF styles.

This study also contributes to the findings of previous studies (Ellis et al. 2008; Frear 
& Chiu 2015) that have found both focused and unfocused corrective feedback to have 
pedagogical value. This study illustrates how second language writing students have ben-
efited and could continue to benefit from unfocused corrective feedback as well as focused 
corrective feedback to a lesser extent, and that there are merits to implementing or con-
tinuing to utilize these teaching methods. 

6. Limitations

The study discussed in this paper is limited by both a small sample size, and contex-
tual matters related to EFL education in Japan. The students who participated in this 
study were highly motivated and came into their classes with a higher than average 
English proficiency level. Thus, similar results might not be possible in all teaching 
contexts, though a larger-scale study could help in proving or disproving this notion. 
Upon conclusion of the study and gathering of the data, the researchers noted the limi-
tation presented by not having included a qualitative component. Including some form 
of qualitative inquiry may have elicited affective factors that impacted on either treatment 
group, as well as students’ own theories as to the efficacy of the interventions undertak-
en. In previous studies, such as with Chandler (2003), reading fluency or the total amount 
of time spent on revising papers was also addressed. It could be that the greater number 
and variety of errors that appear using unfocused peer and instructor CF simply forced 
students to spend a greater amount of time on their writing, which in turn resulted in 
better compositions. 
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