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Flimsy Yet Fundamental Roles Played by Corrective
Feedback in Second Language Teaching

Jun Harada

Introduction

At a company’s afterwork inhouse English course in Tokyo, an American instructor, Frank, is at a
loss. The eight students in his class all ask him to correct whatever errors they make. They say they
are required by the company to get scores over 600 on the upcoming TOEIC and that grammatical
accuracy is the area they need to develop. Despite his 10-year teaching career, however, Frank does
not feel comfortable about grammar instruction. He is not familiar with such terms as gerunds or
relative pronouns, but he has firmly believed that engaging students in free communication is the
best approach. After all, that's the way he learned to speak English as a native speaker. He could
detect grammatical problems in students’ English but he would rather keep the flow of conversation
going. In fact, today’s class activity to develop a dream itinerary was supposed to be fun but he had
to interrupt every time there was an error in a student’s utterance. When asked what was wrong,
he could just say “That does not sound right,” and the students did not seem satisfied with his
instruction. It is unlikely that he can renew his contract with the company next month.

When Frank lets out a long sigh on his way home, a young Japanese English teacher at a junior
high school, Tadashi, is exhausted working alone in the teacher’s room. Swamped with 200 pieces
of students’ writing to correct, he is getting a headache. The amount of red ink outweighs the
original text written in pencil and his work seems to take forever. As a conscientious teacher, he feels
obliged to work hard, while his coworkers have already gone home after merely putting a check
mark on each piece without reading it. To his frustration, in the previous test, Tadashi's students
did not necessarily outperform those taught by his coworkers. No matter how many times he makes
corrections, his students keep dropping the third person singular ‘s’. No matter how hard he works,
they do not seem to know the difference between “he” and “his”. Fatigue and lack of sleep have made
Tadashi unhealthy and he was told by the doctor to go easy with work. His wife is also unhappy
about her husband coming home late every night. He can't help wondering if his work of correcting
every single mistake is worth it.

This paper attempts to offer some food for thought for Frank and Tadashi's quandaries based
on findings of second language acquisition (SLA) research. A learner engaged in second language
speaking or writing sometimes has their errors pointed out like oral correction or in red ink revision.
These are called corrective feedback (CF). Ellis (2008) defines CF as “information given to learners
which they can use to revise interlanguage” (p.958).

CF is known to naturally occur in a language classroom with or without the teacher’s intention.

(1)



Brown’s (2016) meta-analysis revealed most cases of classroom CF are focused on morphosyntax,
followed by lexicon then by phonetics. Yet, these frequencies are largely affected by teaching
contexts. For example, EFL teachers are more likely to correct errors in morphosyntax while ESL
teachers are more concerned about pronunciation (Kim, 2018). Native teachers tend to be more
tolerant than nonnative teachers about local errors that do not affect communication (Ellis, 2008) as

we have seen in different approaches by Frank and Tadashi.

Theoretical Perspectives

CF-Unnecessary Views

While most teachers naturally provide CF, whether it is necessary has been a big question in
SLA. As far as first language (L1) acquisition is concerned, most children need little CF. In fact, CF in
L1 often seems fruitless as a child’s main focus is not on form but on meaning of language as in the

dialogue below.

Child: Me want cookie.
Mother: No. “I want a cookie”.
Child: Me want two.

Despite their inattentiveness to CF, almost all infants can successfully pick up their L1s without
being taught grammar. What is more amazing is that they can create L1 sentences they have never
heard before (Chomsky, 1959). While the reason for this phenomenon remains controversial, there is
strong evidence that humans are born with universal yet very abstract knowledge of language (Pinker,
1994). According to this L1 acquisition model, all they need is a limited amount of language input
to set parameters of linguistic rules that are specific to the L1. For example, humans already know
any language on Earth has a verb to construct a sentence but they need L1 input to learn whether
a subject is mandatory as in English or optional as in Japanese. They also need to know the direct
object follows the verb as in English or precedes it as in Japanese. Infants, regardless of their L1, have
an amazing ability to subconsciously figure out these rules by merely receiving input without being
explicitly taught.

If the second language (L2) learners go through the same process as L1 acquisition, they should
not need to be taught grammar. In fact, there is SLA evidence that L2 learners can learn very complex
rules without being taught. White and Genesee (1996), for example, showed that advanced learners
of English displayed the correct use of a highly complex rule of subjacency without any formal
instruction. White and Genesee hold this as evidence that the innate language learning faculty is
available in L2 learning as well.

This may lead some to suspect that grammar instruction or CF is unnecessary. Krashen (1982) is

one of the leading SLA researchers in this school of thought. He draws a clear line between ‘learning’

)



and ‘acquisition’, with the former referring to a conscious process of linguistic analysis and the latter
being a subconscious process that is similar to the way infants pick up their L1s. He argues learning
does not lead to true acquisition. According to his SLA model, learners who consciously study L2
grammar may be able to monitor their output if they have ample time to analyze form but they cannot
fluently engage in natural and spontaneous communication. He claims that teachers should rather
help students go through a subconscious process of L2 acquisition by providing ‘comprehensible
input’ just like a mother talks to her baby in L1. The best input, according to Krashen, is what he
calls ‘i+1’, language slightly above the learner’s current level of comprehension. With the teacher’s
support, learners will be able to reach the level of i+1 and this is when language development takes
place. Grammar instruction or CF, Krashen contends, is pointless, at least if acquisition and skills to

engage in natural use of language is the goal.

CF-Necessary Views

Krashen’s model of SLA was questioned by subsequent research. Swain (1985), after investigating
French immersion classes, came to believe that providing comprehensible input is insufficient to
develop accuracy. In these programs, anglophone students are taught such subjects as science or
history in their L2 French. While they receive an ample amount of comprehensible input from subject
teachers on an everyday basis, their output contains a number of errors in terms of vocabulary,
phonology, syntax, morphology or pragmatics. Swain argues that the lack of accuracy results from
the fact that they do not have enough output practice. She claims that output is what promotes
a cognitive development to manipulate L2 because students can notice gaps between the target
language and their interlanguage. They can also notice what they cannot express in L2, which
draws their attention to language (Swain, 1998). Lyster (2017) points out that the input provided
in immersion programs is often limited to teachers’ interactions with students and formal language
in textbooks and that it lacks sociolinguistic variation in real communication outside the classroom.
Therefore, she also argues for more output practice and CF.

Long (1996), while believing in Krashen’s comprehensible input hypothesis, holds that students
should be engaged in negotiation for meaning through interaction to make input comprehensible as

in the dialogue between a native speaker (NS) and a nonnative speaker (NNS) below.

NS: with a small pat of butter on it and above the plate.
NNS: hm hmm what is buvdaplate?

NS: above.

NNS: above the plate.

NS: yeah.

(Ellis, 2008, P255)

Long further claims that what is needed in the development of accuracy is not only the
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knowledge about what is grammatical (positive evidence) but also what is ungrammatical (negative
evidence). For example, in English, the position of an adverb in a sentence is relatively free as it can
come at the beginning or at the end of the sentence or even between the subject and the verb but

cannot between the verb and the direct object.

Slowly he ate lunch. (beginning of sentence)
He ate lunch slowly. (end of sentence)

He slowly ate lunch. (between subject and verb.)
(

AW N

He ate slowly lunch. (Ungrammatical).
On the other hand, in Japanese or in French, putting an adverb between the verb and the direct

object is considered grammatical as below.

Japanese
Kare-wa hirugohan-o yukkuri tabeta.

He lunch slowly ate

French
Il a mangé lentement le déjeuner

He ate slowly lunch

Speakers of these languages, therefore, should be clueless about the ungrammaticality of English.
They need not only comprehensible input or positive evidence to know sentences 1,2, and 3 are
grammatical but also certain types of CF or negative evidence to know sentence 4 is ungrammatical.

The view that CF is necessary for L2 learning is also offered from a sociolinguistic perspective.
Vygotsky (1978), for example, views that learning occurs where a novice learner and an expert are
engaged in a collaborative dialogue. The best outcome can be expected when learners are in what
he calls ‘the zone of proximal development’ (ZDP), the stage where they cannot move up alone but
can with assistance of a collaborator, typically a teacher. This theory is similar to Krashen'’s i+1
theory. However, the difference is that in Krashen’s view, acquisition takes place when input reaches
the innate acquisition faculty, while in Vygotsky view, learning is a social phenomenon through
collaboration that takes place outside the learner’s mind. This is also similar to Long’s interaction
hypothesis; in a sense it takes two people for learning to take place. The difference is that while
Long sees interaction as a cognitive process to offer comprehensible input and negative evidence,
Vygotsky’s social linguistic perspective sees it as a collaborative process to solve a wider range of
problems (Storch, 2017).

In conclusion, it seems that most SLA researchers, despite their theoretical differences, agree

that CF has a certain role to play in L2. Even Krashen, who denies grammar instruction helps L2



acquisition, admits CF can be beneficial if the goal is learning not acquisition. In the next section I will

provide an overview of empirical studies investigating the effects of CF in SLA.

Empirical Evidence

CF in Speaking

The theoretical views in the previous section offer good reason to believe that providing CF is
certainly better than no CF. In fact, SLA research has found an ample amount of empirical evidence
that this is in fact the case. Loewen and Nabei (2007) compared university students in Japan
who received CF on the use of English articles to those who did not. The CF groups significantly
outperformed the non-CF group in the posttest and their significant superiority remained in a delayed
posttest, too. Rose (2005) investigated CF on pragmatics and showed the CF group learned to use L2
more appropriately in various social contexts and its effects were shown to be evident in a delayed
posttest.

The next question is how effective CF is in developing accuracy. Most L2 teachers experience
frustration that their hard work to correct students’ errors hardly leads to good results. Some learners
react to CF just like the infant in P2, which leads us to suspect grammar correction is sometimes
fruitless. Below is a dialogue I had with an ESL student who was angry with me.

S: Harada! Harada! You bad.

T: Say you ARE bad.

S: No You!

This may be due to the lack of attention on the part of students. Or maybe it was because they
were not developmentally ready to acquire new grammatical rules. Some researchers point out that
there are cases of fossilization where students progress in accuracy comes to a halt no matter what
grammar instruction is provided (Han, 2004).

Before jumping to a conclusion, it is important to be aware that CF is not a single entity. Instead,
there are various types and the question to raise is what types of CF work in what way. Learners
usually receive them more frequently than they are aware because some CF is implicit. Below is a
succinct list of CF types offered by Nabei (2015).

1. Recast:

Provision of correct form after a learner’s error without disturbing the flow of conversation.
S: 1 go to Osaka yesterday.
T: Oh, you WENT to Osaka yesterday.

2. Explicit Correction

Explicitly pointing out that the learner made an error and offering the correct form.
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S: T go to Osaka yesterday.
T: You made a mistake. You should say, ‘I WENT to Osaka yesterday.”

3. Metalinguistic Feedback:
Explicitly pointing out what linguistic rule the learner breaks, expecting him to self-correct.
S:1go to Osaka yesterday.

T: No, not “go.” It's past tense.

4. Request for clarification:
An attempt to make the learner to self-correct just by indicating his message was not clearly
conveyed.

S:1go to Osaka.

T: Pardon? Say it again?

5. Elicitation:

Repeating the learner’s utterance and pausing at the point of the error to prompt him to self-correct
S: 1 go to Osaka yesterday.
T: Yesterday you?

6. Repetition

Repeating a learner’s error with a rising intonation to draw his attention.
S: 1 go to Osaka yesterday.
T: You Go to Osaka yesterday?

These six types can be categorized in two groups. The first one is CF that provides the correct form
(Types 1 and 2) and the other is CF that expects the learner to self-correct without offering the
correct form (Types 3, 4, 5, and 6). The first group is referred to as ‘reformulation’ the second group
as '‘prompt’.

There are a number of empirical studies that compared the effects of these types of CF. Lyster
and Ranta (1997) is one of the most cited studies. They offer a clear model of how CF works, which
serves as a frame of reference for subsequent research investigations. According to this model,
CF can result in either the learner’s attempt to reformulate his utterance (Uptake) or continuation
of conversation (No uptake). Uptake can be either correct form (Repair) or incorrect form (Needs

Repair).
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Lyster & Ranta (1997) P44.

Lyster and Ranta (1997) observed six French immersion classes at Canadian elementary schools
and investigated what types of CF occurred and what rate of each type resulted in uptake and repair.
The results show that recasts are the most frequently offered by all teachers but only 31% resulted in
learners’ uptake, only 60% of which (18% of the whole) resulted in repair. This is probably because
recasts are implicit and often perceived by learners as affirmation from the teacher. Elicitations and
metalinguistic feedback resulted in much higher rate of repair (46% and 45%, respectively). These
results led the researchers to conclude that prompts are a better means of error correction because it

involves deeper cognitive process on the part of learners.



Repair Needs Repair No Uptake

Recast (n = 375) 66 49 260
(18%) (13%) (69%)

Elicitation (n = 94) 43 51 0
(46%) (54%)

Clarification request (n =73) 20 44 9
(28%) (60%) (12%)

Metalinguistic feedback (n =58) 26 24 8
(45%) (41%) (14%)

Explicit correction (n =50) 18 7 25
(36%) (14%) (50%)

Repetition (n = 36) 11 17 8
(31%) (47%) (22%)

Lyster & Ranta (1997) P.54

Loewen and Nabei (2007) investigated the effects of CF at a Japanese university and compared
the groups that received 1) recasts, 2) clarification requests, 3) metalinguistic feedback and 4) no CF.
After 30 minutes of instruction, the groups 1), 2) and 3) equally performed significantly better than
group 4) in a grammatical judgment test. Their further analysis revealed, however, that the number
of CF instances in the 30-minute instruction was 18 times in groups 1) and 2) but only six in group
3). These results seem to suggest explicit CF such as metalinguistic feedback has a greater effect than
implicit CF like recasts and clarification requests if the amount is controlled.

On the other hand, there is some evidence that recasts are more effective than prompts. Profozic's
(2013) investigation of French classes at high schools in New Zealand showed students receiving
recasts outperformed those who received clarification requests. According to Profozic, this was
probably because the grammatical features investigated in her study (passé composé and imparfait)
were hard to learn without correct input. She also speculates that participants were developmentally
ready to acquire these grammatical rules with input.

Following these conflicting results, it is reasonable to conclude that the effects of CF vary
depending on various factors such as grammatical features to learn and the developmental stages of
learners. Prompts are unlikely to work with students with no linguistic knowledge in the first place.
For example, learners need to know that the past tense of ‘go’ is ‘went’ in order to self-correct the
error ‘I go to Osaka yesterday.” Otherwise they would need CF with clear input. Prompts should be
effective when learners are at a stage where they have explicit knowledge but have not internalized
it yet. In this case, what they need may be some cognitive stretch to retrieve such knowledge in
real communication. Another factor that needs to be taken into consideration is working memory
capacity. In order for a learner to deal with recasts, he needs to compare his own output with the
input, but he needs to store the phonological information in working memory to notice the gap while
his focus remains on meaning (Kim, 2017).

Different types of CF can have different effects. Li's (2010) review of 17 CF studies revealed

that there is a tendency for explicit CF to have short-term effects while effects of implicit CF remain
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longer. This may be because explicit instruction only leads to explicit learning but its effects fade out
in the long run, especially when learners need to deal with many grammatical rules they have stored
in explicit knowledge. Implicit CF, on the other hand, seems to slowly develop implicit knowledge

which may help in real communication (Loewen, 2014).

CF in Writing

In the previous section, I discussed to what extent CF works in developing oral skills. In a
secondary school context where a teacher has to deal with a large number of students at a time,
however, it is not reasonable to expect to have them engaged in oral communication and provide
CF to every error made by each student. A better place to offer CF would be in writing as it is
possible to collect students’ writing and correct errors after school. This is where teachers show
different attitudes as I indicated in the Introduction. Some teachers are meticulous and make a huge
commitment to giving CF while others do not bother. Just as in oral instruction, students are often
inattentive to written CF, which makes teachers question if their hard work really pays off.

Researchers as well have different views on CF in writing. Truscott (1996) stirred up controversy
by arguing that correcting students’ errors in writing is not effective. He says that error correction
may result in temporal accuracy, but students can hardly transfer what they have learned to a new
piece of writing. He even goes on to say that correcting errors can be counterproductive as students
will be discouraged by the embarrassment of having their mistakes pointed out and will not dare to
try new expressions, afraid to see more red ink. Ferris (1999) rebutted Truscott’s findings by saying
that it is the quality of CF that matters and there should be an effective way to provide CF in writing.

Their debate sparked interest among L2 writing researchers in the 21st century. The research
review by Kang and Han (2015) indicates that the effects of CF are affected by various factors. For
example, the effects of CF are shown to be larger in ESL settings than in EFL as ESL learners tend to
have more chances outside the classroom to practice grammatical rules they have learned through
CF. In addition, learners at a beginning level are shown not to benefit from CF as much as those
at an advanced level. This is probably because beginning learners do not have enough capacity to
process linguistic information in CF. All things considered, research after 2000 seems to indicate that
CF in writing can have certain benefits and that Truscott (1996) went too far in saying “Grammar
correction has no place in writing classes and should be abandoned (p. 361).”

Just as in oral communication, CF in writing comes in different types. One way to classify it is
direct CF and indirect CF. The former refers to CF with input of the target form while the latter is
a mere indication that there is an error, which corresponds to prompts in oral communication. A
teacher providing indirect CF can put some codes to indicate what type of error is committed (i.e.,
‘T" to indicate a tense error or ‘WO’ to indicate an error in word order.) and expect students to self-
correct. The teacher can pose a greater challenge for learners to figure out how to self-correct. He
can just underline an erroneous part or even just put a number to indicate how many errors he has

found in each paragraph. These sorts of CF expect learners to think deeply about grammar and seem
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to be effective in terms of cognitive development.

According to Bitchener and Ferris (2012), however, most empirical studies comparing the effects
of direct and indirect CF up until today indicate the superiority of the former treatment. This is
probably because students cannot handle indirect CF and self-correct their errors in most cases. A
teacher providing indirect CF must be sensitive to the developmental stage of the learners and figure
out to what extent they can self-correct. Then he has to make sure that the students can understand
the indirect CF and see to it that they rewrite their pieces.

Another way to classify written CF is unfocused and focused. The former refers to the teacher’s
attempt to correct every single mistake he finds. The latter is providing CF only on certain types
of errors (i.e., correcting only errors in past tense while letting go of others). Empirical studies
comparing these types of written CF offer conflicting results. Sheen et al (2008) compared Japanese
university students who had only their article errors corrected (focused group) and those who had
everything corrected (unfocused group). The researchers found no significant difference between
these two groups. Ellis et al (2007) conducted a similar study and found a slight advantage in the
focused group. Bitchener and Ferris (2012) explain that these conflicting results were brought about
by the students’ proficiency. The participants in Ellis et al.’s study were not capable enough to handle
all the CF and they were simply overwhelmed by it. If this is the case, written CF should be limited
to types of errors that appear repeatedly and to those concerned with salient grammatical rules (i.e.,
irregular past tense) or to linguistic features that the students recently studied (Bitchener and Ferris,
2012). Again, it was the students’ proficiency and the grammatical features that played a role in

determining the effects of these two types of CF.

Future Directions

So far I have discussed CF in speaking and writing but there are two areas that are unexplored,
namely: computer mediated communication and natural settings.

Computer mediated communication (CMC) is recently becoming a popular mode of
communication with the widespread use of social media. Now it is not so uncommon for two or more
people in distant places in the world to engage in an online chat. The days are gone when people
had to rely on snail mail or an expensive telephone call mediated by an operator for international
communication.

Now language teaching based on online communication is a fast-growing industry. This is where
an English learner in Japan can take an online lesson with a private teacher overseas, most typically
in the Philippines, and these lessons are being incorporated as part of regular syllabi at many schools.
There are various advantages of CMC. First, unlike a large classroom where students can sleep or
toy with mechanical pencils, they need to stay alert for 20 to 30 minutes speaking English. Second,
these lessons are offered at a very low price. The reason is that the service providers can hire a

large number of English speakers locally and do not need to send them overseas. Some teachers can
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even use their home computers and give lessons in pajamas! Another advantage is that the lessons
are less face-threatening than regular classes. Though 40 students are taking their lessons in the
same classroom at the same time, they are each shut in their private world with their own tablet and
headset, where having a poor pronunciation and making grammatical errors is not known to their
peers.

Last but not the least, CMC provides more CF opportunities (Kim, 2017). Learners engaged in
private talk make more output and more errors and they are likely to receive more CF. A chat box to
exchange text messages can not only help when there is an oral communication breakdown but make
CF more salient. Learners can easily compare their output with the target language. As there is no
turn taking competition, they can have ample time to self-correct their errors. They can have access
to previous boxes to go back to CF given previously and this will help with learners with limited
working memory capacities.

CMC is a recent phenomenon and there has not been sufficient research confirming these
theoretical claims but there is good reason to believe it has a huge potential for teaching and learning
through CF.

CF in Natural Setting.

Another unexplored area is CF outside the classroom. It is true that learner errors often go
uncorrected in real communication. Liming (1990), who speaks English as a second language,
describes her learning odyssey where American friends of hers let her go on talking in conversation
without pointing out her linguistic errors because they did not hinder communication. However,
as there are many types of implicit CF, it is reasonable to assume that even outside the classroom
learners living in a country where the target language is spoken can receive CF quite frequently.
A learner with poor pronunciation is likely to receive a clarification request when there is a
communication breakdown. When a learner’s utterance is ungrammatical, he may receive a recast
even if the interlocutor is not a teacher.

To the best of my knowledge unfortunately, there are no studies investigating the effects of CF
outside the classroom. It would be next to impossible to control the amount of CF in a natural setting
for empirical purposes. However, some case studies of individual learners show some adults can
develop accuracy in natural settings probably because they can utilize CF outside the classroom. Ioup
et al. (1994) described how an American adult woman, Laura, who lived in Cairo, learned to speak
her L2 Arabic which was almost indistinguishable from a native speaker’s. On the other hand, Wes, a
Japanese learner of English, who was documented by Schmidt (1983), displayed his English grammar
far from the target even after spending two years in Hawaii actively using his L2 English every day
with his American peers. Schmidt failed to record in Wes’s speech even a single case of regular past
tense use.

It seems that the difference between these two learners stemmed from the amount of attention.

Schmidt (1995) claims the learner’s noticing of linguistic features is a first step to learning, As Ioup
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et al. described, Laura was such an eager learner that she constantly kept mental notes of whatever
she noticed through interaction with her Egyptian in-laws. Wes, on the other hand, was so easygoing
that he appeared to be satisfied as far as people understood him. He seemed totally inattentive to
CF regarding morphosyntax he probably encountered during his two years in Hawaii. As these two
studies were not focused on CF per se, we need more qualitative studies documenting in detail what
successful and unsuccess learners do to find out what cognitive processes are involved in utilizing CF

outside the classroom.

Pedagogical Implications

Giving CF often seems fruitless as students show little progress despite teachers’ efforts. This may
be due to the lack of students’ attention or misunderstanding especially when implicit CF is involved.
They may not have enough proficiency to self-correct their errors after receiving prompts or indirect
CF. However, research shows providing CF is better than no CF at all in developing both oral and
writing skills.

The next question is what is the best form of CF. This is a highly complicated issue with no single
answer as it is affected by such factors as target linguistic features, learner’s developmental stage and
the amount of attention given to language form. Providing too much CF without careful consideration
can result in hindrance to the flow of conversation, students’ demotivation or most seriously teachers’
burnout. The question to raise in this section is how best CF is given.

First, the teacher should familiarize themselves with various types of CF. In Lyster and Ranta’s
analysis (1996), it was an experienced teacher offering the richest repertoire of CF that led students
to the highest rate of uptake and repair. Teachers need to closely monitor student utterances and
uptakes and figure out what CF works best at a specific moment by diversifying CF in the process of
interaction.

Writing teachers also need various kinds of CF. Indirect CF may not work with students without
metalinguistic knowledge, time, and the motivation to self-correct their mistakes. Giving too much
direct CF on the other hand, can deprive students of a chance to think through language form
and develop their cognitive skills. Teachers may face a dilemma as to whether to give focused or
unfocused CF. Giving unfocused CF and covering a student’s writing with red ink may not be a good
idea as he cannot process so much information at a time. To make things more complicated, however,
most students hope to have all their errors corrected by the teacher.

One good solution may be to follow the approach taken by O’Flaherty (2016), who teaches at
a high school in Japan. He first gives students indirect CF and sees if they can self-correct in their
second drafts. If their errors still remain, he switches to direct CF and offers correct forms. While
he opts for focused CF and only corrects specific types of errors in individual writings, he also
offers whole class instruction and explains a wide range of grammatical issues that were evident in
students’ drafts. This approach is dauntingly time-consuming, but students can get many chances to

pay attention to many aspects of writing. The point is to make sure students rewrite while sticking to
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one piece of writing until students perfect their writing, instead of shifting from one piece to another.

If teachers believe in the power of students’ self-correction, they may as well delve into the
possibility of peer correction. It is true that there are many problems here as students are not always
competent enough to correct grammatical errors. They may be also reluctant to point out their peer’s
errors for the fear of appearing high-handed. Nevertheless, in the process of group talk, students
naturally exchange implicit CF by requesting clarification like “Pardon?” or “What do you mean?” Sato
& Bellinger (2012) report that they succeeded in stimulating peer feedback after engaging students
in role play practice.

Writing teachers can also expect students to peer-edit their writing. It's true that most students
are not competent grammarians. Nevertheless, as Bitchener and Ferris (2013) point out, their
grammatical feedback is rarely off the mark. While it is rare for them to explicitly correct their peers’
errors, they can give comments like “What do you mean here?” or they can simply put a question
mark where the meaning is not clear. This can prompt the writer to rewrite the original text, and by
so doing, they can experience output modification. While they may ignore the teacher’s red ink, they
are more likely to respond to such feedback exchanged in small groups. Another reason to encourage
peer-editing is to increase the number of readers. Dizon (2015) reports that the use of social media
to share writing among all students helped motivate them better than a traditional setting where
the teacher was the sole reader. Lastly, peer editing will reduce the burden on teachers. Teachers
today are considered to be notoriously overworked. According to government statistics, surprisingly
57% of junior high school teachers work above the level of karoshi, or death from overwork (Sankei
Shimbun, 2017). Over 5,000 teachers nationwide today are on sick leave for mental reasons (MEXT,
2018). As there seems no stop to this trend, many young people these days shy away from choosing
teaching for their careers. If peer editing promotes students’ learning and reduces teachers’ burden, it
is a win-win solution.

[ also suggest teachers make comments regarding the content of a student’s writing like “Your
description of food makes me very hungry” or ‘I know how you feel.” Comments like these can make
writing more communicative and students will be content to know their pieces are appreciated by the
teacher. Teachers also devise comments to encourage further writing like ‘I'm curious to know what
this building looks like”, “Would you elaborate on your second reason for your argument?” or “What
do you mean by---." These comments can serve as clarification requests which prompt the students to
do further research and modify their writing in more detail for the next drafts. Sano (2015) compared
students who had their errors corrected by the teacher with those who merely received comments
regarding contents and found the latter group showed a greater improvement. Even Truscott (1996),

who argues against error correction through writing, encourages teachers’ comments on content.

Conclusion

Regarding the question as to whether CF is necessary, infants may need little CF for their L1

acquisition, but there is good theoretical reason and empirical evidence to support that CF in L2
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acquisition is better than no CF at all. L2 acquisition is clearly different from L1 although there are
some features in common. To the frustration of many language teachers, however, the power of CF
is not as strong as they would like it to be. This seems to be due to the lack of attention or the low
developmental stage of learners. This is why it requires a lot of patience and careful observation on
teachers’ part.

As there are many types of CF in speaking and writing, the next question to raise is what type
of CF works best. Unfortunately, there is no clear-cut answer to this question as it depends on such
factors as the purpose and the context of teaching or the developmental stage or the level attention
of learners. The best advice that could be offered to teachers would be to enrich their repertoire of
CF. They should try providing CF with and without input, sometimes encouraging learners to self-
correct their errors. The power of peer feedback is also worth tapping into. Although they may not
be grammar experts, students are in no doubt capable of providing implicit CF. Peer CF can benefit
both students and teachers. It can promote communication among learners and make them aware of
language while reducing teachers’ workload.

Figuring out how best to give CF is like finding a way out of a maze, with many areas left
unexplored. The best way to get out of it is to keep trying alternative routes until discovering a way
out. This is probably what Frank and Tadashi should do. Instead of getting deeper and deeper in a
gutter of despair or struggling to break a stone wall in frustration, they may as well look around and
change directions, or ‘try the opposite’ as Fanselow (2012) puts it. This process may be endless but it

should not be a source of stress but entertainment.
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