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Despite teachers' mainstream practices in L2 writing classrooms addressing different dimensions of 

writing over time, much of the research on feedback in recent years has been of relative short 

duration and has mainly focused on accuracy. The current longitudinal study investigated the 

influence of sustained teacher written feedback on accuracy, syntactic complexity, fluency, content, 

and organization in an EFL context. Ninety-two learners were divided into four groups, receiving 

written corrective feedback, feedback on content and organization, multilateral feedback (i.e., on 

grammatical accuracy, content, and organization), and no feedback over a 3½-month period. They 

completed a pre-test, post-test, and delayed post-test and wrote and revised eight interim expository 

compositions on a weekly basis. Results showed that the three treatment groups significantly 

improved in the dimensions on which they received feedback. However, only the groups who received 

feedback on content and organization improved in fluency. Importantly, the multilateral group 

improved in accuracy as well as fluency, content and organization. Theoretically, the findings endorse 

the language learning potentials of sustained writing as long as it is guided by teacher feedback. The 

findings provide empirical support for the influence of sustained feedback on expanding and 

consolidating learners’ explicit knowledge of L2 writing. 
  
Keywords: sustained feedback; CF; feedback on content and organization; multilateral feedback; 
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Introduction 

The impact that teacher feedback has on the writing of second language (L2) learners is a topic 
that has attracted much research interest over the past two decades. However, one of the major 
disparities between the focus of current research on written feedback and teachers’ feedback 
practices in L2 classrooms is aspects of writing on which feedback is provided. Whereas L2 
writing practitioners tend to offer feedback on various aspects of writing including accuracy, 
content and organization, quantitative research has focused predominantly on feedback on 
grammatical accuracy. Studies that have considered the impact of feedback on content and 
accuracy (e.g. Hartshorn, Evans, Merrill, Sudweeks, Strong-Krause & Anderson, 2010; Manchón 
& Roca de Larios, 2011) have not included a control group. As a number of scholars have argued, 
the influence of feedback needs to be assessed not only on new compositions but also by 
comparison to a group that receives no feedback (Ferris, 1999; Truscott, 1996). Many of the more 
recent studies have investigated the influence of corrective feedback (CF), partly due to the 
importance attributed to grammatical accuracy in L2 writing, and partly to the debate in the 
literature on the efficacy of CF, sparked by Truscott (1996) and subsequently countered by many 
others (e.g., Bitchener, 2008; 2012; Ferris, 2010; Hyland, 2003; 2011; Manchón, 2011a).  

This paper investigates the influence of feedback on different aspects of writing, using a range of 
quantitative measures. It also investigates whether feedback on grammatical accuracy, feedback on 
content and organization, and a combination of feedback on accuracy, content and organization 
lead to improved complexity, accuracy and fluency (CAF) in writing. We pinpoint that L2 written 
feedback studies need to encompass sustained engagement in writing, where students produce a 
number of written texts (DeKeyser, 1997) and receive frequent feedback treatments because L2 
writing tends to take time to develop. Such a research design bears a closer resemblance to what 
L2 writing practitioners often do in L2 writing classrooms, which is likely to improve the external 
validity of the findings. 

 

Literature review 

The growing interest in written CF has produced over the past 20 years or so a very large body of 
research as well as some meta-analyses (e.g. Kao & Wible, 2014; Kang & Han, 2015; Russell & 
Spada, 2006). Our literature review deals with two strands that are of most relevance to our study. 
First, it begins with a review of studies investigating the impact of feedback on writing, where 
feedback was provided to L2 learners on content and/or grammatical accuracy. It then reviews 
research where feedback was provided on language use only and the impact of CF on grammatical 
accuracy. 

Feedback on content along with/without CF 

A number of studies have investigated the influence of content-related feedback in L2 writing. 
Some early longitudinal studies compared the impact of feedback on content and accuracy. 
Typically in these studies one group received either text-specific or generic feedback on content 
(Kepner, 1991; Sheppard, 1992) or combined feedback on content and CF (Semke, 1984). In 
these studies, feedback on content refers to comments and questions in response to content 
(Semke, 1984), general requests for clarification (Sheppard, 1992), and a summary of the students' 
main points, followed by comments addressing extending the topic (Kepner, 1991). None 
reported that the CF or feedback on other dimensions had an impact on accuracy, whereas all 
reported positive effects of content-related feedback on ideational quality and critical thinking 
(Kepner, 1991), syntactic complexity (Sheppard, 1992), and fluency (Semke, 1984). In Manchón 
and Roca de Larios' (2011) study, in which learners received feedback on all aspects of writing, 
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similar results were reported. Holistic analyses showed that the learners improved in 
communication, organization and argumentation, but not significantly in accuracy. However, 
none of these studies had a control group to ensure that their findings were guided by feedback 
and not by engagement in writing (Truscott, 1996).  Furthermore, in a number of these studies 
(e.g. Kepner, 1991; Semke, 1984) students were not asked to revise their drafts. Students are less 
likely to pay attention to teacher feedback unless they are required to revise their compositions in 
response to feedback (Shintani, Ellis & Suzuki, 2014). 

A study that attempted to address some of these shortcomings is by Hartshorn et al. (2010). This 
longitudinal study compared the impact of dynamic written CF and feedback on content and 
organization. While one group wrote and rewrote daily 10-minute compositions and received only 
CF, the other group was taught process writing and wrote four multi-draft papers while receiving 
CF and feedback on relevance, organization and coherence, and development of idea. The study 
reported that the CF-only group significantly improved in accuracy, without reduction in syntactic 
complexity and fluency. However, this study did not report the outcome of content- and 
organization-related feedback on students’ writing.  

A cluster of studies, known as revision studies, (e.g., Ashwell, 2000; Ferris, 1997) investigated the 
impact of offering feedback on form and content across two or three drafts of a single 
composition. Ashwell (2000) found that his treatment groups, who received three feedback types 
– content then form; form then content; and mixed – outperformed the no-feedback group in 
accuracy, whereas Ferris (1997) found that the students – all in one group – successfully 
incorporated the direct text-specific, content-related feedback in their subsequent drafts. 
Although the feedback approach in the revision studies resembled those in most authentic L2 
writing classrooms, i.e., feedback was offered on both form and content, the feedback effect was 
only gauged in the revised drafts. Truscott (1996), who was particularly critical of the value of CF, 
argued that improvement in revised versions of a single composition does not signify L2 writing 
development or acquisition of new syntactic or morphological forms, and, that instead, effects of 
CF should be assessed on new pieces of writing. A number of researchers thus set out to 
investigate the impact of CF on new pieces of writing. 

Feedback on grammatical accuracy 

Studies on the impact of CF on L2 writing have tended to investigate whether targeting a 
restricted number of errors or providing direct versus indirect feedback may be best for 
improving L2 writing accuracy. One group of studies – focused CF studies – have investigated the 
impact of CF only on one or two grammatical structures. In these studies, the learners received 
direct feedback (correct forms provided) – with or without oral/written metalinguistic 
explanations – on the use of the targeted structures. Some findings show that, after receiving one-
off treatments, the treatment groups outperformed control groups in the correct use of the 
targeted structures such as English indefinite article (e.g., Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 
2010; Sheen, 2007), simple past (Rummel & Bitchener, 2015), past perfect (Suzuki, Nassaji & 
Sato, 2019)  and the hypothetical conditional (Shintani et al., 2014). Nevertheless, other studies 
show that the treatment groups did not outperform the control group in the correct use of articles 
(Pashazadeh, 2017; Shintani & Ellis, 2013; Shintani, et al., 2014; Suzuki, et al., 2019) and the 
infinitive and the hypothetical conditional (Pashazadeh, 2017). Although some scholars (e.g., Lee, 
2019) argue for the greater benefits of adopting a focused approach for both students and 
teachers, Xu (2009) maintains that exclusive attention to a minimal number of grammatical 
structures can result in conscious attention of experimental groups to the target structure(s) in the 
post-tests, hence the lower generalizability of these findings (See also Bruton, 2009a; Storch, 
2010).  
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Some studies (e.g., Ellis, Sheen, Murakami, & Takashima, 2008; Frear & Chiu, 2015; Sheen, 
Wright, & Moldawa, 2009) compared the effects of focused and unfocused CF on accuracy. The 
findings of these studies tend to support the efficacy of focused over unfocused feedback, with 
treatment groups outperforming control groups. However, there were some variations in these 
studies in terms of how many types of errors constitute unfocused feedback (e.g., see Sheen et al., 
2009). Another limitation of these studies was the limited number of compositions the 
participants wrote without redrafting, which does not allow for deep engagement with feedback 
provided. 

Other written CF studies explored the effects of unfocused written CF in one-off treatments (e.g., 
Truscott & Hsu, 2008; Van Beuningen, De Jong, & Kuiken, 2012). Van Beuningen et al. (2012) 
carefully designed study investigated the effects of direct and indirect CF on written accuracy, 
complexity and lexical diversity. The findings demonstrated the efficacy of both direct and 
indirect CF for accuracy improvement, without detriment to complexity and lexical diversity. 
However, one of the shortcomings of this study was the short duration of the treatment. 

Expecting L2 writers to notice their errors in numerous structures and generalize their knowledge 
following limited treatments runs counter to SLA theories (e.g., DeKeyser, 1997; Gass, 2003). 
Some longitudinal studies compared the influence of unfocused direct and indirect CF on 
accuracy (e.g., Chandler, 2003) or the influence of unfocused CF on accuracy (e.g., Ferris, 2006; 
Riazantseva, 2012). These studies, too, produced mixed results partly due to their design 
differences. None included a no-feedback group, and few required (all) their groups to rewrite 
their compositions.  

Soleimani, Modirkhamene and Sadeghi (2017), however, investigated differences in grammatical 
accuracy, complexity and fluency between compositions written by collaborative and individual 
writers of intermediate and advanced proficiency level and found that both intermediate and 
advanced collaborative groups outperformed the individual writers in accuracy (error-free T-units 
and clauses) and fluency (average number of words, T-units and clauses per composition) across 
drafts after students rewrote their compositions guided by teacher CF, but not in complexity, 
predictably due to the feedback focus on grammatical accuracy. 

In sum, the findings in most written feedback studies suggest that content-related feedback, 
whether offered exclusively or in tandem with CF, can lead to improvement in aspects of 
meaning, fluency or complexity, but not overall accuracy. Studies that investigated the efficacy of 
CF only, were more carefully designed, but did not yield conclusive findings concerning the 
efficacy of CF, particularly when adopting an unfocused approach. 

The current study thus set out to investigate the impact of feedback on grammatical accuracy, 
content and organization. Our study was longitudinal, offering learners opportunities to receive 
sustained feedback, notice the feedback and engage with it by redrafting. These key elements 
accord with cognitive theories/hypotheses of second language acquisition, specifically the 
noticing hypothesis (Schmidt, 1990) and the skill acquisition theory (DeKeyser, 1997). The role of 
the two theories in L2 development was best noted by the weak interface theory of second 
language instruction (Ellis, 2011) proposing that explicit processing of knowledge plays a role in 
SLA through noticing the gap and guided output practice. 

Schmidt’s (1990) noticing hypothesis holds that language needs to be consciously noticed for 
learning to take place. Feedback may bring the salience of linguistic gaps to L2 learners’ attention 
(Bitchener, 2012; Storch, 2010). Further, Schmidt (1990) argues that L2 learning goes beyond 
noticing the gap to the “generalization from instances, hypothesis formation, or the induction of 
linguistic rules”, which “requires insight and understanding” (p. 145). It is conceivable that 
responding to feedback on a number of occasions may therefore encourage L2 learners to 
extrapolate patterns and rules. Furthermore, according to DeKeyser’s (1997) skill acquisition 
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theory, learners need repeated practice to consolidate newly learnt knowledge. Before the new 
knowledge is consolidated, the learner’s performance is characterized by noticeable error rate, 
long reaction time, and variability in use. The reciprocal role of noticing and prolonged 
engagement in L2 development was underscored by SLA scholars (N. Ellis, 1994; 2011; R. Ellis, 
1994; 2009). They argued that explicit processing of knowledge plays a part in SLA by facilitating 
noticing the gap and guided output practice, and that sustained conscious output practice guided 
by teacher’s explicit feedback may then have a role in promoting implicit knowledge and 
proceduralization (N. Ellis, 2011). DeKeyser (2007), however, admits that much of the research 
on practice has focused on the development of oral skills. Thus, we sought to investigate the role 
of sustained practice in writing, guided by teacher feedback, in writing development. Our notion 
of writing development includes evidence of greater ability to compose texts that contain relevant 
and well-supported ideas (content), as well as well-structured paragraphs and a more cohesive and 
coherent text (organization), and language that is not only more accurate but also more fluent and 
complex. The current study explored whether sustained feedback on grammar, content and 
organization versus mere engagement in sustained writing practice led to improvement in 
grammatical accuracy, syntactic complexity, fluency, content, and organization in compositions 
written by intermediate students in an EFL context. This multifaceted aim was operationalized as 
five research questions. 

RQ1. Does sustained teacher written feedback facilitate the development of accuracy in L2 
writing? 

RQ2. Does sustained teacher written feedback facilitate the development of syntactic 
complexity and fluency in L2 writing? 

RQ3. Does sustained teacher written feedback facilitate the development of content in L2 
writing? 

RQ4. Does sustained teacher written feedback facilitate the development of organization in 
L2 writing? 

RQ5. To what extent does providing sustained multilateral feedback facilitate balanced L2 
writing development? 

[ 

Method 

Context and participants 

The current study was undertaken in a language institute in Shahrood, Iran, over three 
consecutive terms. The course book taught at the time focused mainly on developing speaking 
and listening skills. In the first week of the institute calendar, the first researcher attended target 
classes – Levels 8-13 selected from Level 1-16 classes – to introduce the study and invite students 
to participate in the writing study. (Level 1 and 16 represent low elementary and high 
intermediate, respectively, with respect to students' proficiency in English.) The participants were 
required to attend a writing session on a weekly basis to write a composition. 

Of all volunteers, 92 students (63 females and 29 males) participated in all 11 sessions. Over 50% 
of the participants were high school students. Others were university students and graduates, 
ranging in age from late teens to early 30s. All participants were Persian speakers who had 
received up to seven years of formal English instruction at school. Based on the institutes’ 
placement test, these learners were deemed low-intermediate to mid-intermediate. The 
participants were then randomly allocated to one of four groups (see details below). In doing so, 
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we attempted to ensure that the groups were similar in terms of age, gender and proficiency 
distribution.  

Tasks and tests 

Nine expository writing prompts adapted from TOEFL PBT writing topics were used. The same 
topic was used for the pre-test (Session 1), post-test (Session 10), and delayed post-test (Session 
11) compositions: “Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? Face-to-face 
communication is better than other types of communication, such as letters, email, or telephone 
calls. Use specific reasons and examples to support your opinion.” Eight other prompts – e.g., the 
influence of watching TV on kids, living in the countryside, eating home-made and restaurant 
meals, watching advertisements, and so forth – were used for interim sessions 2 to 9.  

Group assignment 

Following Week 1, each class was randomly assigned to one of the four groups. During Weeks 2 
to 9, the three treatment groups received sustained feedback from the first researcher on their 
compositions, while the control group engaged in writing on the same topics without receiving 
feedback.  

Group 1 received direct written CF (WCF). Direct CF incorporated insertions of correct forms 
where they were omitted or above erroneous forms that were crossed out. Excerpt 1 shows a 
sample of the CF given to the WCF group. 

 

Excerpt 1. Sample feedback given to the WCF group 

Group 2 received feedback on content and organization (COR), which addressed relevance, 
consistency in developing ideas, reasoning, sufficient support, and clarity as well as paragraphing, 
presence of topic sentences, grouping ideas, and conciseness. Comments incorporated criticism, 
suggestions, and occasionally praise written as imperatives, clarification requests, and (mitigated) 
interrogatives. Excerpt 2 shows a sample of feedback on content and organization. 

 

Excerpt 2. Sample feedback given the COR group 
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Group 3 received multilateral feedback (MUL), operationalized as a combination of written CF 
and feedback on content and organization. Excerpt 3 shows an example of MUL feedback. 

 

Excerpt 3. Sample feedback given to the MUL group 

Group 4 received no feedback (NOF) until the study ended (when they received detailed 
feedback on five of their draft compositions). During the experiment, the participants were asked 
to rewrite their composition trying to improve it on their own, as shown in Excerpt 4. 

 

Excerpt 4. Reminder to the NOF group to rewrite 

Procedures 

In Week 1, following an introduction and ethics clearance, the pre-test was administered. The 
participants were allotted 45 minutes to write a composition on the given topic. The pre-test 
scripts were collected and were not returned to them. The eight classes were then randomly 
assigned to one of the four groups. From Week 2 to 9, during the writing sessions, the 
participants wrote eight different compositions. Each time, the scripts were collected, scanned 
and returned to the participants one or two days later with the relevant feedback (or no feedback 
in the case of the control group). Each treatment group received only the feedback which they 
were planned to receive. CF was given to the WCF and MUL groups. CF was mainly unfocused 
ranging from tenses, verb forms, voice, subject-verb agreement, word forms (e.g., 
success/succeed), plural vs. singular nouns, articles, prepositions, pronouns, possessive adjectives, 
and so forth. Errors in the use of more complex structures (e.g., relative pronouns), though, 
which had not been practiced were left uncorrected. Feedback on content and organization was 
given only to the MUL and COR groups. 
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The treatment groups were required to revise their compositions incorporating the comments or 
corrections, whereas the control group needed to revise their compositions making any changes 
which they believed would improve their first drafts. Each week, the participants submitted 
revisions prior to writing subsequent classroom compositions. In Week 10 the participants 
completed the post-test, without feedback, and in Week 14, the delayed post-test, both on the 
same topic as the pre-test. 

Data coding procedure  

In total, 92 students produced 19 scripts each (N = 1748): one at the pre-test (Script 1), one at the 
post-test (Script 10), one at the delayed post-test (Script 11), and eight interim compositions, 
which were also rewritten (Scripts 2 – 9). All test scripts at the pre-tests, post-tests, and delayed 
post-test (N = 276) (henceforth, Times 1, 2, 3) were assessed, with scores given to grammatical 
accuracy, complexity, fluency, content, and organization. 

To measure accuracy, we calculated the number of errors per 100 words (EP100W), the number 
of errors divided by the total number of words multiplied by100 (see also Chandler, 2003 and Van 
Beuningen et al., 2012). We then coded the texts for clauses (see the definition in Polio, 1997). 
Following Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki and Kim (1998), we calculated the percentage of error free 
clauses (EFC) by dividing the number of EFC by the total number of clauses multiplied by 100. 
To measure syntactic complexity, we used mean length of clause (Wolfe-Quintero et al., 1998), 
i.e., the number of words divided by the total number of clauses in each script. We measured 
fluency in terms of total words, as in Hartshorn et al.’s (2010) study.  

To assess content and organization, two independent scales with four-level descriptors were 
developed. The scales were partially informed by the work of Jacobs, Zinkgraf, Wormuth, 
Hartfiel, and Hughey (1981); Brown and Bailey’s (1984) scales; IELTS Task 2 writing band 
descriptors; and feedback from a panel of L2 testing experts. Content was operationalized with 
respect to five constructs: writer’s position, relevance, reasoning, adequacy, and clarity. 
Organization was operationalized with respect to four constructs: structure of paragraphs, logical 
flow of ideas, cohesion, and paragraphing. A score between 1 and 4 was given to each of these 
constructs in content and organization scales on each script. The ultimate score ranged between 5 
and 20 for content and between 4 and 16 for organization. 

Inter-rater reliability and statistical analyses 

Ten percent of all test scripts were randomly selected and double-coded by a trained coder to 
calculate inter-rater reliability. The Pearson Product Moment Correlation (r) was .99 for the 
number of clauses, 1.00 for the number of words, .92 for the number of errors, .97 for the 
number of EFC, .86 for the percentage of EFC, .83 for content, and .96 for organization. 

In preparation for the statistical analyses, the equality of variance and normality of distribution 
were checked. Homogeneity of variances was verified through a non-significant Levene’s test 
(Table 1). Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests as well as visual inspection of histograms, 
normal Q-Q plots and boxplots showed that some variables were not normally distributed, and 
therefore p-values for the ANOVAs were obtained using non-parametric/distribution-free 
permutation tests with 4999 random permutations for all data (Efron & Tibshirani, 1998). The 
standard, parametric F-tests associated with ANOVAs assume that the ‘errors’ are independent 
and normally distributed with constant variance. For most variables, the permutation and 
parametric tests yielded very similar p-values. 
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Table 1  
Levene’s Test Showing the Homogeneity of Variances 
 

Variable   Levene Statistic  df1 df2 Sig. 
 

EFC   .413   3 88 .744 
EP100W   .343   3 88 .794 
Syntactic Complexity .093   3 88 .964 
Fluency   .399   3 88 .754 
Content   .622   3 88 .603 
Organization   .609   3 88 .611 

 

The data formed a three-by-four (time x group) factorial design. Comparisons of relevant pairs of 
means were made based on Tukey’s post-hoc tests. In what follows below, the Tukey’s tests are 
reported as this procedure corrects for multiple comparisons. In addition, Cohen’s d was 
computed to estimate effect sizes. Cohen’s d represents the mean difference standardized by 
standard deviations. Following Cohen (1988), the effect sizes were interpreted as follows: small = 
.2, medium = .5, and large = .8. 

 

Results 

In the following sections, the descriptive and inferential statistics of the impact of the three 
feedback types and of no feedback on the dependent variables of the study are presented. 

Impact of feedback on accuracy 

Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics including mean scores and standard deviations of 
accuracy measured by the percentage of EFC and number of EP100W over the three main 
writing occasions, Time 1, Time 2 and Time 3 for the four groups receiving, (1) written corrective 
feedback (WCF), (2) feedback on content and organization (COR), (3) multilateral feedback 
(MUL), and (4) no feedback (NOF). 

Table 2  
Descriptive Statistics for the Two Accuracy Measures 
 
                            Accuracy (Percentage of EFC)                                                      Accuracy (Number of EP100W) 
 
 Group     N        Pre-test            Post-test          Delayed post-test      Pre-test         Post-test         Delayed post-test 
      M       SD         M        SD        M       SD                 M       SD      M        SD       M       SD 
 
1. WCF.   25       35.25   16.05     52.27   19.51     48.16   17.88        13.51   4.79     9.12     4.15      10.18   5.08 
2. COR.   19       37.79   13.80     35.12   16.07     33.50   18.64                             14.36   6.86     13.90   5.40      12.50   5.05 
3. MUL    26       38.73   13.93     45.87   16.94     49.12   15.49         13.97   6.66      9.92     4.70      9.86    5.76 
4. NOF.   22       39.00   15.55     39.44   16.72     41.05   15.82            14.10   6.54     13.46   5.41      13.12   6.66 
 

A series of one-way ANOVA tests with groups as a between-subject variable performed with 
regard to the two accuracy measures showed no statistically significant differences amongst the 
groups at the time of the pre-test when the percentage of EFC was considered [F(3,88) = 0.322, p 
= 0.809], and when the number of EP100W was considered [F(3,88) = 0.075, p = 0.973]. To 
establish whether there were significant differences in accuracy levels across the feedback groups 
over time, a series of two-way repeated measures ANOVA were performed with p-values 
obtained from the permutation tests (Table 3). As can be seen, there were significant interaction 
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effects between Time and Group when accuracy was measured by the percentage of EFC (p 
<.001) and by the number of EP100W (p = .006), indicating that the four groups developed 
differentially over time. 

Table 3  
Repeated Measures ANOVA of Accuracy Analysis across Groups over Time 
 
Source   df  F   p Partial Eta Sq. 
 
Percentage of EFC 
Between subjects  
Group   3  2.112  .035       .067  
Within subject   
Time   2  9.756  <.001       .100  
Time x Group  6  6.217                            <.001              .175 
 
Number of EP100W 
Between subjects 
Group   3  46.931                  .090                 
Within subject   
Time   2  28.815                         <.001               .247  
Time x Group  6  4.398                           .006                  .130 

More detailed analyses of the Tukey’s post-hoc test showed that the WCF group improved 
significantly in accuracy measured by the percentage of EFC with a large or medium effect size 
from Time 1 to both Time 2 (Cohen’s d = 0.95) and Time 3 (Cohen’s d = 0.76). Likewise, with 
regards to the number of EP100W, the WCF group improved significantly from Time 1 to both 
Time 2 (Cohen’s d = 0.98) and Time 3 (Cohen’s d = 0.67). Similarly, accuracy measured by the 
percentage of EFC in the MUL group improved significantly at Times 2 (Cohen’s d = 0.46) and 3 
(Cohen’s d = 0.70). Moreover, the number of EP100W dropped significantly at Time 2 (Cohen’s d 
= 0.70) and Time 3 (Cohen’s d = 0.66).  

By contrast, the percentage of EFC in the COR group continued to decline each time although 
neither decline was significant. Even though the participants in the COR group deteriorated in the 
percentage of EFC, they made a lower number of EP100W over Times 2 and 3. While this gain in 
accuracy was not significant at Time 2, it proved significant at Time 3 (Cohen’s d = 0.31). Finally, 
in the NOF group, the accuracy levels measured by the percentage of EFC did not significantly 
grow from Time 1 to Times 2 and 3. The percentage of EP100W declined, though not 
significantly, from Time 1 to both Times 2 and 3. 

Impact of feedback on syntactic complexity 

Table 4 illustrates the descriptive statistics including mean scores and standard deviations of 
syntactic complexity in the four groups. 

Table 4  
Descriptive Statistics for Syntactic Complexity 
 
                          Syntactic complexity (Average number of words per clause) 
 
 Group  N Pre-test  Post-test  Delayed post-test         
                                           M         SD           M         SD            M        SD           
 
1. WCF  25 8.09     1.50      8.15     1.81      8.68     1.88                   
2. COR  19         8.50     1.30      9.84     1.95        10.00   1.49                   
3. MUL  26        8.18     1.55     9.37     1.40      8.85     1.30                   
4. NOF  22         8.04     1.25                      8.20     1.56     8.27     1.13                   
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A series of one-way ANOVA with groups as a between-subject variable showed no significant 
differences at the time of the pre-test with respect to syntactic complexity [F(3,88) = 0.420, p = 
0.739]. To examine whether the variations were statistically significant across the four groups’ 
scores over time, a series of two-way repeated measures ANOVA were performed with clause 
length as the dependent variable and feedback groups as the independent variable. As Table 5 
shows, the interaction between Time and Group was not significant with respect to syntactic 
complexity. 

Table 5  
Repeated Measures ANOVA of Syntactic Complexity across Groups over Time 
 
Source   df  F  p Partial Eta Sq. 
 
Syntactic complexity 
Between subjects  
Group    3  4.685  .001 .138 
Within subject   
Time   2  11.897  <.001 .119  
Time x Group  6  3.465  .091   

Impact of feedback on written fluency 

Table 6 illustrates the descriptive statistics including mean scores and standard deviations of 
fluency. 

Table 6  
Descriptive Statistics for Fluency 
 
                          Fluency (Average number of words per script) 
 
 Group  N Pre-test    Post-test.                Delayed post-test         

M            SD               M           SD                M            SD           
 
1. WCF  25 216.28     72.95          218.04     61.92          197.12     48.80                   
2. COR  19         206.21     60.76          252.21     44.69          236.84     58.19                  
3. MUL  26        208.96     44.87          232.96     42.25          219.04     48.18                   
4. NOF  22         216.00     46.19          199.86     42.57          193.86     43.34 

 

A series of one-way ANOVA showed no statistically significant differences amongst the four 
groups at the time of the pre-test with respect to fluency [F(3,88) = .171, p = .916]. A series of 
repeated measures ANOVA showed that there were significant interactions between Time and 
Group (p < .01) with respect to fluency, indicating that the four groups developed differentially 
over time (Table 7). 

To examine the differences precisely, post hoc comparisons were made using Tukey’s post-hoc 
tests. The analyses revealed that fluency grew significantly in the COR group (Cohen’s d = 0.86) 
and MUL group (Cohen’s d = 0.55) from Time 1 to 2. While this growth was still significant for 
the COR group at Time 3 (Cohen’s d = 0.51), it was not the case for the MUL group. On the 
other hand, the WCF group showed no significant fluctuation. The NOF group’s fluency showed 
no significant change between Time 1 and 2, but that there was a significant decline from Time 1 
to Time 3 (Cohen’s d = 0.49). 
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Table 7  
Repeated Measures ANOVA of Fluency across Groups over Time 

 
Source   df  F  p Partial Eta Sq. 
 
Fluency 
Between subjects  
Group   3  1.625  .200 
Within subject   
Time   2  5.230  <.001 .056  
Time x Group  6  4.359  .004  .129 

  

Impact of feedback on content 

Table 8 reflects the descriptive statistics including mean scores and standard deviations of 
content. 

Table 8  
Descriptive Statistics for Content 

                         Content (relevance, writer’s position, reasoning, adequacy and clarity) 

 
 Group  N   Pre-test         Post-test           Delayed post-test         
                                             M          SD               M         SD               M           SD           
 
1. WCF  25   10.68   2.04       10.56     2.31           10.80       2.57 
2. COR  19           11.11   2.47       13.84     2.39           13.11       3.21 
3. MUL  26          11.69   2.49       13.08     2.87           12.31       2.54 
4. NOF  22           11.14   2.30       10.73     2.66           10.14       1.98 

A one-way ANOVA showed no statistically significant difference between the four groups 
[F(3,88) = .814, p = .489] in pre-test scores with respect to content. A series of repeated measures 
ANOVA showed that there were significant interactions between Time and Group (p < .001) 
with respect to content, indicating that the four groups developed differentially over time (Table 
9). 

 

Table 9  
Repeated Measures ANOVA of Content across Groups over Time 
 
Source   df  F  p Partial Eta Sq. 
 
Content  
Between subjects  
Group   3  5.899  .001 .167 
Within subject   
Time   2  6.545  .002 .069  
Time x Group  6  4.870  .000  .142 

Tukey’s post-hoc analyses revealed that the performance measured by content grew significantly 
in the COR group (Cohen’s d = 1.12) and MUL group (Cohen’s d = 0.52) from Time 1 to 2. 
While this growth was still significant for the COR group at Time 3 (Cohen’s d = 0.70), it was not 
the case for the MUL group. On the other hand, fluctuations by the WCF and NOF group at 
Times 2 and 3 were not significant. 
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Impact of feedback on organization 

Table 10 shows the descriptive statistics including mean scores and standard deviations of the 
four groups. 

Table 10  
Descriptive statistics for organization 
 
                                      Organization (structure of units of idea, logical flow, cohesion, and paragraphing) 
 
 Group  N Pre-test               Post-test          Delayed post-test         
                                                      M           SD             M           SD           M              SD           
 
1. WCF  25   7.00    2.10       7.20        1.53          7.16          2.06 
2. COR  19           7.84    2.36       11.74           2.86          12.26        2.31 
3. MUL  26          7.54    2.39       12.19           2.12          11.73        2.05 
4. NOF  22           7.05    1.81       7.27        1.24          7.09          1.54 

A one-way ANOVA showed no statistically significant difference between the four groups 
[F(3,88) = .745, p = .528] at the time of the pre-test in terms of organization. Repeated measures 
ANOVA showed that there were significant interactions between Time and Group (p < .001) 
with respect to organization (Table 11). 

Table 11  
Repeated Measures ANOVA of Organization across Groups over Time 

Source   df   F   p Partial Eta Sq. 

Organization  
Between subjects  
Group   3  30.679  .000 .511 
Within subject   
Time   2  75.323  .000 .461  
Time x Group  6  22.689  .000  .436 

The Tukey’s post-hoc test showed that the performance measured by organization grew 
significantly, with very large effect sizes, in the COR group (Cohen’s d = 1.49) and MUL group 
(Cohen’s d = 2.06) from Time 1 to 2. The COR group retained its significant level at Time 3 
(Cohen’s d = 1.89), and so did the MUL group (Cohen’s d = 1.88). In contrast, there was little 
change in performance made by the WCF and NOF groups. 

In a nutshell, providing WCF significantly improved grammatical accuracy, but not fluency, 
content and organization. On the other hand, only those writers who received feedback on 
content and organization improved in these two aspects as well as in fluency at least in the post-
test. 

Discussion 

Accuracy gain through CF 

The first research question explored whether sustained teacher feedback on grammar, content and 
organization led to improved accuracy. The findings revealed that only the groups who received 
written CF improved significantly in accuracy. These findings corroborate those in unfocused 
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written CF studies (e.g., Boggs, 2019; Bonilla-Lopez, Steendam, Speelman & Buyse, 2018; 
Chandler, 2003; Ellis et al., 2008; Hartshorn et al., 2010; Van Beuningen et al., 2012). What 
distinguishes our study is that all groups engaged in the same number of (re)writing activities, and 
the results were compared against those of a no-feedback group. The finding contradicts Sheen et 
al.’s (2009) explanation that when the volume of CF extends beyond a limited scope, feedback 
recipients cannot process CF. Importantly, accuracy improved in the group who received 
multilateral feedback, which incorporated CF, without leading to cognitive overload with respect 
to attention to grammatical errors. This finding, therefore, contradicts Ellis et al.’s (2008) 
assumption that “[a] mass of corrections directed at a diverse set of linguistic phenomena (and 
perhaps also at content and organisational issues) is hardly likely to foster the noticing and 
cognizing that may be needed for CF to work for acquisition” (p. 368). 

A comparison of the two measures of accuracy show that the MUL group reduced the number of 
errors and composed more EFCs in the post-test, with a medium and small effect size, 
respectively, whereas the WCF group did so with a large effect size. This can be attributed to 
sheer focus of feedback on grammar in compositions written by the latter group. The delayed 
post-test findings suggest that the CF recipients were able to retrieve and employ the knowledge 
they had consolidated to write more accurately one month later. Bitchener (2012) argues that 
retaining improvement over time verifies “the potential for learners to retrieve the explicit 
knowledge gained from written CF and stored in their long-term memory” (p. 353). These key 
findings provide further evidence for the internalization of knowledge in the students’ long-term 
memory which we suggest was due to the combined attention to CF (Schmidt, 2001) and 
prolonged engagement in writing (DeKeyser, 1997). 

Feedback exclusively targeting ideational and organizational issues did not lead to improved 
grammatical accuracy. We hypothesize that students did not attend to grammatical errors when 
not encouraged to do so by the feedback provided.  Furthermore, providing no CF and mere 
engagement in sustained (re)writing activities, as in the case of the control group in our study, did 
not lead to improved accuracy. The findings of the no-feedback group negate Truscott’s (1996) 
argument for adequacy of student writing practice in improving written accuracy. The findings 
seem to reinforce Bitchener and Ferris’s (2012) standpoint that self-editing requires some 
intervention, such as teacher feedback, and Bruton’s (2009b, p. 604) argument for the necessity of 
teacher feedback: “there can be no new language development from just writing. Language 
development has to be prompted by some kind of further input, corrective or otherwise.”  

Theoretically, the current study endorses the importance of awareness at levels of noticing and 
understanding underlined in the noticing hypothesis (Schmidt, 2001). Sustained CF enabled the 
CF recipients to not only notice feedback on numerous grammatical categories, but also retain 
their knowledge and extrapolate the rules governing those structures when writing new 
compositions even without complementary metalinguistic explanation. The findings help us 
hypothesize that prolonged practice (DeKeyser, 1997) is likely to result in accuracy gain as long as 
it is guided by written CF. It is conceivable that when the scope of target structures extends, CF 
recipients need a larger number of treatments to engage with CF to notice their various errors and 
compose more accurate texts. We cannot however argue about the influence of sustained 
feedback on the development of implicit knowledge and proceduralization (Ellis, 2011). We are 
not confident whether part of the explicit knowledge students gained through sustained CF 
converted into implicit knowledge (Storch, 2010). Rather we argue that the L2 writers expanded 
their explicit knowledge of written accuracy by drawing on the CF which they continued to 
receive, thereby consciously monitoring what they were generating in subsequent writing given 
the time they had during writing (Polio, 2012). Another explanation might be that the participants 
had already attained metalinguistic knowledge of grammar (e.g., tense and verb form) through 
instruction elsewhere (e.g., at school), and the CF only drew their attention to overall accuracy 
[See Shintani et al. (2014) for further discussion]. Importantly, that CF recipients retained their 
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accuracy knowledge suggests that they were able to store part of the explicit knowledge that they 
attained in their long-term memory and retrieve the knowledge after a month. Of note is the 
ability of the recipients of multilateral feedback in this respect. 

Gains in Syntactic Complexity and Fluency 

The findings showed that sustained attention to grammatical errors improved written accuracy, 
without detriment to syntactic complexity and fluency. The post-test findings related to the WCF 
group concur with other written CF studies (e.g., Chandler, 2003; Hartshorn et al., 2010; 
Soleimani, et al. 2017; Van Beuningen et al., 2012). In Soleimani, et al. (2017), the advanced and 
intermediate students who wrote collaboratively even outperformed the individual writers in 
fluency measured by average number of words, clauses and T-units across drafts of the same 
composition. In our study, however, we observed a fall (though not significant) in fluency across 
compositions. The observed fall in fluency for the WCF group may be attributable to a trade-off 
between accuracy and fluency (Skehan, 1998). Moreover, the findings showed that under similar 
circumstances an increase in composition length is an artefact of student response to feedback on 
content and organization. In fact, it is feasible to offer CF to compositions and, unlike the 
debated deterioration, still anticipate improvement with medium or large effect size in fluency, 
providing feedback incorporates comments on content and organization. 

Gains in Content and Organization 

Research question 3 explored the influence of sustained feedback on content. The findings 
demonstrated that only the recipients of sustained feedback on content and organization showed 
significant improvement in content quality in the post-test with medium to large effect sizes. The 
findings corroborate those in Kepner’s (1991) and Paulus’s (1999) studies, which suggest that CF 
alone or no feedback is unlikely to improve the quality of L2 writing. It is likely that writing on 
various topics enables feedback recipients to explore and practice content-governing conventions, 
even when feedback also addresses grammatical accuracy and organization. The findings also 
revealed that sustained feedback on organization – along with feedback on content or altogether 
with CF – is conducive to learning organizational conventions of a composition. Sustained 
practice alone did not lead to improved organization. For example, many non-recipients of such 
feedback still omitted a clear conclusion or introduction. We could not find other L2 written 
feedback studies, where organization was independently and objectively assessed. Some (e.g., 
Hartshorn et al., 2010) assessed it as a construct subsumed under rhetorical competence. They 
found no significant difference in written content between their recipients and non-recipients of 
rhetorical feedback. 

Balanced Development in L2 Writing 

Research question 5 explored the extent of multidimensional writing development through 
sustained multilateral feedback. It appears that providing L2 writers with sustained feedback on 
accuracy, content and organization can result in balanced improvement in all aspects of writing. 
Sustained guided writing can enable L2 writers to not only “learn to write” (Hyland, 2011) to 
convey their message across to an audience, but also “write to learn” (Manchón, 2011a), i.e., to 
consolidate and develop knowledge in L2. “The wider the evidence-base, the more certain we can 
be that a learner has acquired features of the L2” (Bitchener, 2012, p. 349). Pedagogically, this 
finding confirms teachers’ practices of adopting a multilateral approach in L2 writing classes 
(Hyland, 2003).  
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With respect to the findings of multilateral feedback (regardless of instruction), Figure 1 shows a 
procedure which can contribute to L2 writing development. The procedure starts with the L2 
writer composing an exposition, followed by the teacher’s feedback on aspects of language, 
content, and organization, the writer's gap-noticing, and redrafting the composition guided by 
feedback prior to writing a subsequent composition. The repetition of arrows signifies the 
recurrence of this cycle.  

                  L2 writer’s new output                                       L2 teacher’s multilateral feedback  

 

 

              L2 writer’s feedback-based                                   L2 writer’s noticing grammatical &   

                   output (regeneration)                                                       rhetorical gaps   

Figure 1. Recurrence of writing, providing feedback and rewriting 

 

Conclusion 

The participants in this study were EFL learners of low- to mid-intermediate proficiency who 
were asked to participate in a weekly writing session in addition to their daily conversation 
courses. It can be argued that voluntary participants are often highly motivated. This suggests that 
our findings may not be generalizable to classroom contexts where learners may not be as highly 
motivated. The findings of this study endorse the language learning potentials of writing 
(Manchón, 2011b) suggesting that sustained written output practice guided by teacher feedback, 
on which L2 writers consistently act, contributes to L2 writing development. One principal 
pedagogical implication of this study is that L2 teachers should continue to provide written 
feedback on those dimensions of writing which need improvement. Because most high-stakes 
testing systems, practitioners, and L2 learners greatly value accuracy gain, the current study 
recommends the provision of sustained multilateral written feedback, which target rhetorical 
feedback and feedback on linguistic features. 

The study has other pedagogical (and empirical) implications. First, concerning the scope of target 
structures, the study introduced a relatively unfocused approach with an extended number of 
targeted structures. This is a compromise between the focused approach to CF, which is 
pedagogically less viable (Bruton, 2009b; Storch, 2010; Xu, 2009) and the unfocused approach, 
which might be overwhelming to CF recipients (Bitchener, 2012; Ferris, 2010), especially those of 
lower proficiency levels. Moreover, concerning the ethical issue of engagement of the control 
group in sustained (re)writing, feedback was given to this group at the end of the study. Although 
delayed feedback is never as motivating for students as timely feedback (Hartshorn et al., 2010), 
this can be a good compromise to the ethical issue of not providing feedback to learners. We 
suggest that further studies be undertaken to explore the influence of sustained written feedback 
on content, organization and CAF in other settings. Because providing feedback on different 
aspects of L2 writing is often practiced by L2 writing practitioners, future research in this area will 
shed light on whether or not this teacher practice is beneficial. Based on the findings of this study 
we suggest that L2 teachers continue to offer sustained written feedback on L2 compositions. 
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