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Abstract

This study examines the relationship between teacher form -focused feedback and the development of EFL learners' accuracy in composition. Basically, it addresses one main research question: what is the effect of the teacher form–focused feedback on EFL learners' accuracy in using the simple past tense in composition writing?   

The study adopts a combination of methods (descriptive, experimental and comparative) and multiple research instruments (pupils' written data, pre-and post questionnaires and pre and post grammar tests). We used ten secondary school pupils as experimental and control subjects and examined their performance in three narrative essays and the revisions they made as a result of teacher’s form-focused feedback and unfocused feedback over four weeks. In addition, we examined the extent to which learners made use of teacher correction and the effect of grammar correction on the development of the experimental subjects’ accurate use of the simple past tense (the focused form in teacher correction). The results obtained from the experimental group were compared to those of the control group who received unfocused correction. 
The study also investigates the relative delayed effects (two weeks after the experiment) of form-focused feedback on learners’ accuracy in the focused structures by examining and comparing subjects’ use of the simple past in the first and second term essays, on one hand, and their scores in the pre and post grammar tests on the other hand. 
The present study's findings seem to lend support to the effective positive role of the form-focused feedback in improving learners’ accurate use of the focused forms in writing in the short term. As for the relative delayed effect, the type of feedback under scrutiny was found to be more effective in improving learners’ accuracy in the focused forms in grammar oriented- tasks than in composition writing.                                  
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According to the subjects’ responses to the post questionnaire, conditions such as students’ need to develop their writing accuracy, a positive attitude towards correction and motivation to repair their errors, teacher’s form-focused feedback and the ample time learners need to write and revise their writings were found to be helpful for learners to make more beneficial use of teacher feedback.
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Introduction 
Introduction

 
The role of teacher error correction in target language learning has long been controversial in second language acquisition research and so have answers to questions about how to treat learners’ errors in writing and which language aspect (form or content) should be focused in teacher written feedback. Indeed, the debate over the value of error correction is rooted in the traditional debate over the utility of formal language instruction. Researchers such as Krashen (1981, 1982, 2004) and Truscott (1999), who question formal instruction on the ground that it is an unnecessary interference in the natural language acquisition process, hold that correction is not of great significance to learners’ development as long as language acquisition follows its natural path. Moreover, Truscott (ibid) denies any learning gains out of teacher's correction. 

However, proponents of the benefits of formal instruction, who believe that learners should be aware of the target language system, argue that teacher's correction could help in raising learners' awareness of grammar and accuracy and in accelerating language learning (Long (1983), Sharewood Smith (1988), White (1991) and Nunan (1998)). Evidence of this claim comes from the studies carried out by Lightbown and Spada (1990), Lightbown (1991), and Carroll and Swain (1993). 

One important area for research in L2 writing is whether correcting learners’ grammar errors has any significant effect on their writing. Indeed, the controversy over the most effective corrective strategy (grammar feedback vs. content feedback) is related to the debate about teacher’s focus on learner's final product (composition) or focus on the writing process (Silva, 1988). The articles written by Truscott (1996, 1999) defending the case against grammar correction in second language writing classes and the counter arguments given by Ferris (1999, 2004) in response are a good example of the ongoing debate over the issue.
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Several research studies that examine the effect of teacher corrective feedback on second language/foreign language learners' writing provide evidence that content-focused correction is more conducive to developing learners writing skill than form-focused feedback (Kepner (1991), Ashwell, 2000). Researchers as Truscott (1996, 1999) and Gray (2004) recommend that feedback on grammar errors should be abandoned because it may be harmful for learners' writing skill development. In addition, Loewen’s (1998) research project showed no significant effect for grammar correction.

 Truscott (1996) who reviewed a number of studies on the effect of correction on students’ writing provided some theoretical and practical bases for his arguments on grammar correction ineffectiveness. These arguments were challenged by Ferris (1999) who commented on Truscott's strong opposition of form feedback as being "premature" and "oversimplified". Truscott's claims, indeed, do not stem from field work since he conducted no experiment in this respect. On the contrary, the studies carried out by Rutherford (1987), Ferris (1997) and Hyland (2003) concluded that focusing on learners form errors helped in improving their accuracy in writing and raising their awareness of  the target language grammar system.

The fact that research on the effect of error correction on learners writing development is insufficient to draw a clear relationship between the type of feedback the teacher provides and learners progress in the target language gave us an impulse to contribute in the growing body of research in this matter. Our interest in investigating this topic, indeed, primarily sprung from the importance of writing for students who are struggling to learn the target language and the writing skill at the same time. In addition, the crucial value of providing feedback in the language classroom as a rich source of input for both teachers and learners may well justify why investigating this topic could be interesting. Through feedback, the teacher can diagnose learners’ difficulties and strengths and evaluate their performance level and progress. As for learners, feedback information, as Rinvolucri (1994: 287) demonstrates, offers a ''frame'' that enables them to revise their output and  to formulate and test out new hypotheses on the target language.
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Second, we think it is worth to study the form-focused feedback in writing because little research has been done in this area compared to content feedback and teacher correction in oral discourse as Allwright and Bailey (1991) and Chaudron (1988) acknowledge. Indeed, researchers are not interested in investigating teacher form-focused feedback because, as Leki (1991) explains, research is moving away to feedback on content. My observation, however, as an EFL teacher, informs us that this type of feedback is widely offered by teachers and preferred by learners. It is motivating then to check if any learning gains are possible from the form-focused correction. 

From the studies undertaken on the effect of teacher correction on learners writing performance, we have noticed the absence of some conditions that might facilitate learners’ positive interaction with form feedback, and hence result in error correction effectiveness. These conditions are related to feedback focus on correcting specific grammar structures to draw learners’ attention to language forms, focus on a specific genre writing that requires the persistent use of a given form such as narration which necessitates the use of the simple past, and allowing enough time for the learner to produce in the target language and to revise his output. Thus, we are motivated by the wish to examine the effect of form-focused correction on English foreign language learners’ accuracy development of a specific grammatical item (the simple past tense) in narrative writing under some amenable affective, cognitive and contextual conditions for learners to interact positively with teacher feedback.

Therefore, this study is set on the ground that if grammar correction   is offered in conditions that help the learner to be attentive to teacher’s form feedback , this is likely to improve learners’ writing accuracy. This study does not focus on teacher form feedback as such but rather on its effect on EFL learners' accuracy in writing and whether they use it or not. For this basic concern, we seek to answer the following main research question: "What is the effect of form-focused feedback (as opposed to unfocused feedback) on English foreign language learners' accuracy in using the simple past tense in writing?"  from which we derive three research sub- questions: 
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-To what extent do learners make use of teacher form-focused feedback when revising their first drafts?

-Does teacher form–focused feedback result in any improvement in learners' accurate use of the simple past tense in composition writing?    

-What are the relative delayed effects of teacher's form–focused feedback on learners’ accurate use of the simple past tense in composition writing and in grammar tasks?

To investigate these questions, we adopted an empirical research approach that involves a comprehensive strategy for an experimental study design and depends on collecting subjects’ first and second term essays as well as their experimental essays, administering pre and post-questionnaires (i.e. questionnaires before and after the experimental essays), and designing pre and post grammar tests (i.e. tests before and after the experiment) for data triangulation. The research experiment, which lasted about two months, was carried out in an Algerian secondary school at M'sila (Algeria) with second year literary stream pupils (2e AS Litt.). They were low-intermediate English foreign language learners. We managed to have two matching groups with five subjects in each. 

The experimental group obtained form-focused feedback on three narrative essays over four weeks, while the control subjects received unfocused correction on the three narratives over four weeks. Because there is no reason to think that successful revision will lead to learners’ writing improvement (Truscott, 1996), we compared between the effects of the two types of feedback on learners’ accuracy in their revisions and subsequent essays. Specifically, we checked the immediate and short-term effects of focusing correction on the simple past tense. We also intended to examine the difference this type of feedback may make in learners’ accuracy level in further writings and in grammar tasks.
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The whole work is constituted of two parts. The first part is the theoretical one. It includes the critical review of the literature (chapter one) in which we expose the main issues raised about learners errors and the conceptual and theoretical complexities that error correction in second/foreign language research raises. And we discuss the main research findings about the effect of teacher’s form-focused corrective feedback on learners’ writing accuracy development. 

 The second part is the empirical one which concerns the field work that was carried out with the experimental and control subjects and can be found in chapters two, three and four. Chapter two explains the rationale of the methodological design adopted in this study and describes the research instruments, the study design, and the data analysis procedures. Whereas chapter three is devoted to the analysis of the data obtained from subjects’ compositions, the responses to the pre and post- questionnaires, students' performance in the first and second term essays and their scores in the pre and post- tests. In chapter four we interpret the results, discuss the study findings, and compare them with other related research findings. It is worth to note that in the presentation and the analysis of the data and the discussion of the results we follow the chronological order of the experiment. This procedure enables us to notice any possible development in subjects' accuracy in writing and the different variables that contribute to make this change in students' accuracy level.

The study ends up with a conclusion that summarises the experiment findings, suggests some pedagogical implications for second language teaching and highlights the study contributions and limitations before making some further research suggestions.   
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Chapter one

An examination of teacher feedback on learners' errors

Chapter 1: An examination of teacher feedback on learners’ errors
1.1 Introduction 

In this chapter we highlight some conceptual and theoretical matters in relation to learners' errors and the debate raised about error description and explanation methods. We also try to examine some conceptual and theoretical complexities that teacher corrective feedback holds and discuss the issues raised in relation to the focus and impact of teacher corrective feedback and the influential factors that intervene in teacher decision about learners’ errors. To know about the empirical evidence provided on the effect of form-focused correction and learners' writing improvement, we critically examine a number of studies conducted in these areas of research.
1.2 Errors and mistakes in Corder’s conceptualization

The distinction between "errors" and "mistakes" originated in Corder's (1967) work, perhaps the earliest study in the area of language learners errors. Corder emphasizes the systematic nature of L2 learners’ internal rules (what he labels as "transitional dialect" in 1974). Corder (1974: 131) suggests three steps according to which learners errors evolve and prove their systematic nature. At the pre-systematic learning stage errors are "random", and the learner is unaware of the concepts of language rule and system and therefore cannot correct his errors. But as he discovers these notions he tries some hypotheses about the target language, and consequently makes systematic errors. Still at this stage, the learner is unable to correct himself. At the post-systematic stage, the learner acquires the correct rule (which is stabilized in his IL), but sometimes and for some reasons as short memory or lack of attention he cannot perform the rule correctly (Corder, 1974).                                        
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From this perspective, Corder (1967, 1971, and 1974) draws a distinction between systematic and non-systematic errors. Factors as tiredness, slips of the tongue, and inattention are assumed to cause the learner's deviations in using some rules he is aware of ("mistakes"), which reflect the superficially ill-performed utterances and can be self-corrected. In contrast, systematic deviations ("errors"), which exclusively occur in the non-native speakers utterances, are evidence of learners` incomplete or faulty inner rule about the target language form in question and indicate that the learner is still building his own language system. Errors are traced back to the learner underlying competence and cannot be self-corrected. 

1.3 Distinguishing between errors and mistakes in learners' output: a complex matter                                                          
Making a distinction between errors and mistakes, which is quite useful for researchers to analyse learners' language precisely and for teachers to make relevant decisions about learners language deviations, is a complex task. Nevertheless, from the discrepancies described so far, we can infer at least two distinctive criteria: the native- speaker's language norm and the learner's self-correction criterion.  

Definitions given to L2 learners ' errors constantly make reference to adult native speakers’ language as a norm against which their deviations are classified as errors or mistakes. Allwright and Bailey (1991) consider this norm as narrow and inadequate for L2 context. Moreover, they question the validity of using it in a context where participants (teachers and learners) are, most of the time, non-native speakers. Convincingly, they argue that the language model1 to which L2 learners are exposed in the classroom may itself deviate from "the native speaker's norm". Yet, they suggest no useful alternative for this criterion.




Corder (1971, 1974), James (1998), Hedge (2000) and others propose the criterion of learners’ self-correction. That is, the deviations that can be corrected by the learner are mistakes and the ones that he fails to repair are errors. But this criterion tends to generate little data only as it is highly conditioned by learner’s provision of self correction, which may not always occur. 
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According to Brown (2000), identifying errors and mistakes primarily depends on teacher's or researcher's assumption, which is not free from the risk of "subjectivity". Tsui (1995), for instance, observes  that in classroom practice an error is what the teacher rejects for being "wrong", "inappropriate" or simply for not confirming his expected answer (Ibid:43). The fact that learner's answer does not satisfy the teacher's expected response does not necessarily mean that this answer is a faulty one. Rather, it may be a manifestation of his correct understanding of a given point in the lesson, or a desire for confirmation.

1.4 The study of learners errors: Evolving approaches and methods 
Over several years learners’ errors have been studied from different perspectives and under the influence of different linguistic theories and pedagogical approaches. This fact brought about some linguistic and psycholinguistic methods that tried to identify, describe and explain learners' errors. This matter was the focus of a considerable amount of research in the 1970s and under different headings.

1.4.1 Contrastive analysis and the L1 transfer factor
The first attempt to examine learners' errors was made by means of contrastive analysis (CA), which rests on the comparison between the linguistic data obtained from learners' L1 system and the target language system and on the assumption that L2 learners make errors as a result of their L1 acquired "habits" interfering in the target language acquisition process. This view was inspired from the behaviorist theory of language learning, which held that learning a language means acquiring a set of mechanical habits. Differences between learners' L1 and the L2 system were believed to cause difficulties in the process of L2 learning, while similarities were assumed to facilitate learning (Schachter, 1974; Dulay et al., 1982). 

Just as the behaviorists failed to account for the dynamic creative nature of language learning processes, CA failed to provide a comprehensive explanation of errors as it attributed them to one source -L1 interference- without trying to examine how the learner interacts with the target language system. Long and Sato (1984) make the point that CA "ignored the languages in the process of creation (ILs)2 and their speakers, second language learners" (ibid: 5). This exclusion of learner’s internal active language acquisition mechanism is explained by the fact that the theory underlying CA does not treat the learner as an active agent in target language acquisition.                                
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As a matter of fact, CA methodological shortcomings are cited by a number of researchers as Svartvik (1973), Nickel (1973), Schatcher (1974) Dulay et al. (1982), Long and Sato (1984) and many others. Factors as learner's past learning experiences, psychological affective state and motivation that can be influential in learners' errors production seem to be beyond the restrictive scope of CA. Interestingly, Svartvik (1973: 7) explains that CA study "was felt to be aloof from the classroom situation" because it was not based on the language corpus of learners real performance. In addition, comprehension errors learners make when faced with difficulties in understanding the written or spoken language were also out of CA focus (Schachter, 1974: 213).
Although convinced by its failure, Van Buren (1974) declares that CA contribution enriches teachers' and researchers' knowledge of the language structure and the relationship between different languages. This argument, however, seems to fit a linguistic descriptive model or a comparative philology study more than a method of error analysis. Nevertheless, Van Buren (1974: 278) states that CA efforts to describe and classify learners’ errors pave the way for an "explanatory hypothesis" for errors.

1.4.2 Error analysis and the learner factor                                                                                       

Chomsky's principle of language competence in the 1950s, which enlightened what was previously abandoned by the behaviorists such as the role of learner's cognition and potential faculties in acquiring the target language, along with Corder`s argument for the significance of learners errors, provided the fundamental theoretical conditions for the reorientation of research proposals about the language learning process. The first reorientation in L2 research appeared with the development of interlanguage (IL) theory by Selinker (1972). This new view succeeded to bring to light two important aspects of language learning: the creative nature of the language acquisition process and the active role of the learner's internal processes in forming target language rules.

Therefore, error analysis (EA) appeared as a promising method of analysis that was intended to respond to this new paradigm in SLA theory, and also to account for the errors CA failed to explain. Research within the scope of EA was conducted to explain learners' errors in terms of their type, source, and cause of occurrence by means of observation, textual analysis and classification (Brown, 2000: 118). Stendbal (1973) argues that researchers were required to make some inventories of learners’ errors and to explain them in order to remedy teaching materials and procedures. EA method, however, was not without critiques, which, indeed, targeted the same areas of strength, i.e., EA methodological and conceptual advents. 
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EA was not efficient enough to help teachers who informally used to employ some procedures in their classes that were similar to those suggested by EA method. For instance, teachers used error description to assess students' learning and to diagnose their difficulties (Ellis, 1990). As regards methodology, Hammarberg (1973) and Brown (2000) warned that by applying EA method to the language classroom, the teacher's full attention would be devoted to errors while correct output might pass unnoticed. This is likely to deprive the learner from the valuable praise and reinforcement he was to get from the teacher as positive feedback on his correct performance. 
Dulay et al. (1982) have examined some conceptual limitations in the areas of error description and explanation which, in their view, are confused by EA approach. In their conceptualization, the former is concerned with the description of the language acquisition product, and the latter refers to the language acquisition process, which is believed to be the same process that underlies learner's errors. In addition, Olsson (1973), Enkvist (1973) and Corder (1974) admitted that EA focused on the language code when explaining errors and ignored learner’s content deficiencies. In Enkvist's words, EA study tends to "teach pupils to avoid errors" and provides no chance for them to "open up and communicate" (ibid: 18).

1.4.3 Descriptive models of learners errors

Many attempts have been made to provide a comprehensive description and explanation of learners’ errors for teachers to offer adequate corrective feedback. The models developed by L2 researchers in the 1970s provided valuable information for the development of learners’ strategies in acquiring target language skills such as “writing”, which is focused in the present study. Dulay, Burt and Krashen’s (1982) descriptive model, for instance, involves four categories for error classification/ taxonomy: the linguistic category, the surface category, the comparative analysis category, and the communicative effect category (ibid: 164). 
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The communicative effect category was suggested by Dulay et al. (1982) to count for errors that affect the meaning of the utterance and result in misunderstanding on the part of the listener. This category had been worked out earlier by Burt and Kiparsky (1972) who conducted a study to find out about those error types that prevented foreign language learners’ utterances from being understood and those that did not. The collected data from different EFL learners’ oral and written output were judged by native speakers as being either comprehensible or incomprehensible. They found that errors that affected the overall structure of the sentence caused miscomprehension, while errors that were made in some sentence parts did not. Therefore, the first type was referred to as "global errors" and the second type as "local errors".                                                             

1.4.4 Explanatory models of learners errors 
Explaining language errors means answering the following questions: What causes errors? How does the learner produce errors? And from where are these errors originated? Answers to these questions are particularly relevant to a foreign language teacher to provide appropriate error treatment. Common error sources that researchers refer to are those related to learners’ native language system, hypothesis formation process, the L2 system, and classroom instruction. Richards (1971) considers L1 negative transfer as a common source of L2 learners’ errors. Dealing appropriately with transfer errors, however, requires rich knowledge about the learners L1 system on the part of the teacher (Brown, 2000: 224). Such knowledge enables the teacher to attribute learner's deviation to its source and to provide the right feedback.  
Transfer in the target language system itself is another possible source for errors. It takes place when the learner applies an incomplete knowledge of the target language rule which results in intralingual errors (overgeneralization errors) (Richards, 1971). A common example of this type of errors is the use of the simple past regular verbs rule in formulating irregular verbs, and the resulting errors, for example, are "goed" and "taked" for "went" and "took". Besides, errors can be caused by the learner’s internal process of hypothesis testing. Faulty hypotheses would yield developmental errors (Richards, 1971), which are regarded as an "inevitable stage" in the target language learning process.
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Corder (1974), Vigil and Oller (1976) and Brown (2000) hint to classroom instruction as another possible source for learners’ errors. The incorrect language model presented through teacher’s input or instructional materials such as textbooks can lead to incorrect target language internalization and production by the learner. Vigil and Oller’s (1976) study of teacher feedback types reveals that providing the learner with inaccurate information about his erroneous output may lead to fossilization. In a comprehensive discussion of the different accounts of “fossilization” and implications for L2 research, Nakuma (1998) states that it denotes what appears to be a state of permanent failure on the part of an L2 learner to acquire a given feature of the target language. Brown’s (2000: 233) definition of fossilization is compatible with the one provided by Nakuma, but he stresses that it should not be viewed as a “terminal illness”. Errors can also be associated with the strategies learners employ when communicating in the target language (Lengo, 1995).

1.5 Research on the role of learners’ errors in target language learning

Since Corder's pioneering work on error significance, there has been awareness that learner's errors have the potential to be an insightful source of information about learner’s internal language systems. Recent L2 classroom research has further provided evidence that errors could be a source for good learning opportunities (Good and Brophy, 1997).

Convincingly, Corder's (1967) argues that errors provide the teacher with valuable information about the language that the learner has internalized and assist researchers in investigating the processes and strategies learners use to acquire the language. As far as learners are concerned, Corder (ibid) maintains that errors are a means by which they discover the target language system. In his words: 
            ...we can regard the making of errors as a device the learner uses in order to learn. It is a way the learner has of testing his hypotheses about the nature of the language he is learning. The making of errors then is a strategy employed both by children acquiring their   mother- tongue and by those learning a second language. (p. 167)
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Among the studies that gave evidence that learners’ errors are a necessary part in language learning was Seliger's (1983). Although it was intended to investigate the relationship between learners' participation and progress in the target language, Seliger's study reflected the relative importance of learners’ errors. He found out that learners who produced more errors were those who participated more in class ( Seliger called them "high-input generators" (HIGs) as apposed to "low-input generators" (LIGs)3. He concluded that HIGs, who made more errors, had more opportunities to test their hypotheses than cautious LIGs. This study shows that making errors does not always reflect poor learning and low achievement in the target language.                                                                                                   

L2 researchers, who never lost sight of the negative affective effect errors might  have on learners resulting in anxiety and feeling of inferiority, do not consider errors as an inhibiting factor for learning. They suggest that teacher careful treatment that takes into account learner’s affective conditions can release any possible threat of errors and further help learners to perceive errors as a step in their long journey of language learning as will be demonstrated in the section of the factors teachers need to consider when treating learners' errors (see p. 21).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
1.6 Teacher feedback and conceptual discrepancies: error treatment, error correction and corrective feedback
Researchers have used different "signifiants" to refer to the same "signifie" - teacher feedback, to borrow De Saussure`s terminology. They have suggested different labels to describe the same phenomenon, i.e. teacher's responses to learners' errors such as repair, correction, error treatment and corrective feedback. In the literature, the word “feedback” is used as an inclusive term. Ur (1996) provides a useful definition for the concept of teacher feedback by stating that it refers to the information the learner receives on his/her performance in a learning task. It may function either as an evaluation of learners output (evaluative feedback) or as a corrective feedback, which is the one targeted by this study.
Relating the notion of teacher corrective feedback effect to learner’s error eradication, Allwright and Bailey (1991) differentiate between "treatment" and "cure". Similarly, Chaudron (1988) distinguishes between "correction" and "true correction". Both "treatment" and "correction" refer to the information the teacher gives in response to learner's errors to inform about the fact of error (Chaudron, 1988) and they do not necessarily lead to learner progress. "Cure" and "true correction", however, refer to a more specific sense of successful correction that elicits accurate utterances from the learner and results in correct forms internalization (Allwright and Bailey, 1991 and Chaudron, 1988). If we accept this distinction, the question that is worth to investigate then is how much of teacher feedback is cure/true correction.
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Indeed, it is not clear how Chaudron's "true correction" and Allwright and Bailey's "cure" lead to learner's assimilation of the correct language forms. Chaudron and Allwright and Bailey themselves maintain that there is no such cause-effect relationship between the correction the teacher provides and the language the learner acquires. For the purpose of this study, the terminological differences explained so far will not be stressed and we shall use feedback, feedback information, corrective feedback, correction and error treatment interchangeably.
1.7 Teacher feedback and SLA theory
 

        

As an instructional pattern, teacher feedback has long been influenced by SLA research findings and the recent trends in language teaching. Indeed, the perspectives through which different language learning theories and teaching approaches view the nature of teacher error correction and its function seem to be  closely related to theorists' and educationalists' attitudes towards learners errors. It follows that the shift in the status of learners' errors, from a sign of  poor learning to an inevitable part of the learning process and an evidence of learner's progress, results in a change in the functions and objectives of  teacher feedback.
It is assumed that the behaviorists were the first to recognize the motivational value of teacher correction. They emphasized teacher reinforcement of correct responses believing that it would have a positive effect on learning (Littlewood, 1984; Chaudron, 1988; Williams and Burden, 1997). Within the audio-lingual framework, the teacher was required to respond to learners (erroneous) end product by providing the correct target language model for learners to follow with some explanation of the grammar rule. Therefore, the ultimate aim of the correction process was to avoid bad habits (errors) in language learning.
The inadequacy of the behaviorists’ narrow perspective on teacher feedback and on learners’ errors gave way to a more cognitive process-oriented approach, which could account for learners internal processes and the critical role teacher correction plays in raising the learner's awareness about errors and helping him to progress in the target language.
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With the development of interlanguage (IL) theory and hypothesis testing models, the learner was believed to work on the information available in the teacher's corrective feedback, instead of rehearsing the correct model provided by the teacher. Consequently, teacher feedback exceeded the borders of ''reinforcement'' to provide valuable information for learners to refine their hypotheses about the target language system. Meanwhile, some crucial questions were raised in L2 classroom research about what makes teacher corrective feedback more helpful for learners and what errors should feedback focus on.
1.7.1 Form-focused feedback vs. Content-focused feedback

The fluency vs. accuracy focus of teacher feedback is the starting point for the historical debate over the recurrent question of what is most important for L2 learners: the development of grammatical competence or communicative competence? 

Form-focused feedback, which is implemented in the experimental part of this study, is an important component in form-focused instruction, which is adopted by Long (1991). The strong version of this type of instruction, however, follows the structuralists’ tradition of grammar-based instruction. It is labeled by Long as "focus on forms" and described as being counter productive. It exposes learners to isolated language forms and test grammar discrete points one at a time.
Fotos (1998) who questions the value of focusing on grammar teaching points out that L2 instruction has always been form-focused without necessarily resulting in learners command over the L2 system. She states that ''grammar instruction is not what learners need because their problem is the lack of opportunities for communicative language use'' (ibid: 301). But the model of form-focused teaching advocated by Long (1991) seems to cope with learners' both communicative and linguistic needs. It is a kind of integrating grammar correction in language communication and "alternating in some principled way between a focus on meaning and a focus on form" (ibid.). According to this model the teacher focuses on the errors learners make during communicative activities that are related to the language structures addressed in the lesson. 
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The strongest position against form-focused feedback is taken by Truscott (1996) in his article "The case against grammar correction in L2 writing classes" calling for the abundance of this type of feedback. However, Truscott’s arguments on the ineffectiveness of grammar correction were examined by Ferris (1999) who criticized him for overlooking some positive evidence on the effect of form-focused correction. Other critique suggests that limiting teacher feedback to the form of learners’ production means that what matters for target language teaching is developing learner’s knowledge of the language system while communicative competence will take care of itself. Cullen (1998: 182) argues that form-focused feedback is "a non- communicative feature of teacher talk". It has also been claimed that a focus on learners' grammar errors is not appropriate for a supportive language learning atmosphere. 
Critiques made about teacher form-focused feedback suggest an alternative orientation in teacher error correction focus based on the attractiveness of the communicative language teaching principles, which oppose the strong version of form-focused instruction discussed above (see p.15).  Content- focused feedback was one of the suggested communicative teaching procedures intended to raise the opportunities of meaning negotiation in the classroom (Thornbury, 1996). This type of feedback is praised as being less threatening for learners than grammar correction.    

Content-focused feedback, however, is opposed by researchers who believe that focus on meaning is not sufficient for learners to master the target language. Allen et al. (1990: 76), for instance, point out that "the strong focus on meaning may result in unsystematic random feedback to learners' errors". Nevertheless, we can state that this type of feedback has great support among teachers and researchers who encourage communicative language classrooms, but its feasibility in SL and FL learning contexts is still debatable and a challenge for most teachers. From a practical perspective, form-focused feedback is less debatable because, although it received a great deal of criticism from researchers, it is getting more and more support from teachers. They may think it is safer to focus on the language form to develop accuracy in SL and FL contexts where most of the time exposure to target language is poor and students are assessed on their command over the language system.
1.7.2 The effect of the inconsistency of teacher’s corrective feedback on its effectiveness 
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Research in the characteristics of effective corrective feedback yielded criteria such as specification, clarity, comprehensiveness and consistency. These criteria are used, in fact, as parameters against which teacher's feedback effectiveness is measured. Lightbown’s (1991) study reports that consistent feedback positively affects learners’ attainment of the correct language. She observed and compared a teacher who provided consistent feedback on learners erroneous use of an introductory form ("you have" instead of  "there is") and another teacher who offered no correction to the same error. She found out that students who received consistent correction stopped making the error and carried on using the correct form months later. This was not the case for students in the class where the same error was ignored.

Inconsistency, however, is considered as one of the most prevailing criterion in teacher corrective feedback. It is worth here to quote Ellis's description of teachers' inconsistent feedback in practice. He states that sometimes teachers ''…respond positively even when the learners continue to make the error. They correct an error in one part of the lesson but ignore it in another. They may give up on the task of correction if learners do not seem able to cope'' (p. 586). The explanations provided about inconsistent corrective feedback reveal two types of inconsistency: The one for which the teacher has some reasons, and the type which does not seem to have a rationale. The effects of these types on the target language learner, however, are relatively the same.

The second type of inconsistency mentioned above may result from teacher’s inability to detect the error, ignorance of the target language rule (Ellis, 1994), or uncertainty about whether to accept or reject the utterances that cause confusion and ambiguity (Allwright and Bailey, 1991). Indeed, this is very common for non-native teachers in SL/FL contexts, especially when dealing with learners’ content errors. Inconsistency may also result from a teaching strategy when the teacher, for instance, chooses to deal only with errors that pertain to the lesson objectives and to delay the treatment of the errors that are not compatible with the learner's current IL stage of development, or that learners are not ready to eliminate 4(Ellis, 1994).  
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Researchers have accounted for the effect of inconsistent error treatment as being inconducive to the learner's attainment of the correct target language rules. Teacher feedback, which is one of the primary sources of information for L2 learners, could lead to learners' internalization of incorrect forms if he does not explicitly provide a rationale for his inconsistent feedback. Allwright and Bailey (1991: 102) further state that it may cause learners to change their “existing correct hypotheses” in order to confirm with the new (erroneous) rule they draw out of teacher's ignorance of  the error. Indeed, Cohen and Robbins’s (1976) study has shown that the corrective procedures they implemented had no effect on learners' error revision namely because of the inconsistency of the teacher’s corrections.
In spite of the negative effects inconsistent corrective feedback has on learners’ understanding of teacher’s correction, Allwright (1975) states that it is "inevitable" and sometimes "desirable". The argument he provides is centered on teachers’ use of inconsistent feedback as a teaching strategy. Teachers who want to be responsive to their students' learning rhythm generally use inconsistent feedback to cope with learners' differences in terms of their attitudes towards error correction, readiness for correction, characteristics, learning style and strategies, levels of proficiency and needs. 

1.​7.3 The cognitive and affective impacts of teacher corrective feedback

Vigil and Oller’s (1976) study accounts for the nature of the information the teacher provides for learners output and its impact on their cognition and affection. They maintain that the teacher has to consider two aspects whenever a feedback move is required, the cognitive and affective aspects. The cognitive aspect of feedback refers to the information the teacher provides to inform the learner about some facts in his output. Other researchers define the cognitive aspect as the difference teacher feedback is intended to make in learner's linguistic behavior. The learner uses feedback information to repair his utterance by repeatedly trying some alternative hypotheses until his output confirms the correct language rule. This process is not linear, but the limited scope of the present study does not permit for a further discussion of the problems that might result from teacher's ambiguous feedback and learners possible misinterpretations.
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The impact of cognitive feedback information on learners’ affective conditions such as motivation, anxiety and self confidence (learners affective filter)5 is called "affective feedback". Tsui (1995: 4) states that teacher's encouragement to learners contributions creates a "warn social climate in the classroom". But Vigil and Oller (1976) suggest that too much encouragement is likely to make the learner believe he is performing well and no further learning efforts are required on his part. Likewise, poor achievers may misinterpret teacher's encouragement as an "acceptance" rather than a "tolerance" of their errors, and this may debilitate them to revise their output. Yet, "constant negative feedback" is not recommended because, as Tsui (1995) argues, learners can easily be "frustrated" when they are subject to constant correction. Thus, a balance between the cognitive and affective content of teacher feedback is necessary.

1.7.4 Teacher corrective feedback and hypothesis testing process
Corrective feedback can be a useful means for teachers to address lessons’ objectives and to present different language uses. Wajnryb (1992: 42), who considers feedback as one of the meta-language features6of teacher talk, argues that the language the teacher uses when offering feedback is "genuinely contextualized, purposeful and communicative, and therefore a potentially rich source of input ".

The most active role teacher feedback may play in the classroom is confirming or disconfirming learners' hypotheses about the target language (Faerch and Kasper, 1980; Schachter, 1991 and Rinvolucri, 1994). A model for the use of teacher feedback in language hypothesis formation, based on Faerch and Kasper's explanation of the process, is charted in figure 1 bellow. It reveals that the learner derives information about the target language from "teacher’s input" and builds his "hypothesis" on this information. As the learner tests out the hypothesis through "output", he receives either "positive feedback" when the hypothesis confirms the target rule, or "negative feedback" in case of error. In the first case, the learner internalizes the form he has used successfully as "stabilized correct rule". In the second case, however, negative feedback requires the learner to draw new hypotheses (through revision) until he gets teacher's approval.  
Significantly, figure1 shows that errors could be assimilated as "intake"7 by the learner who makes the error as well as by other learners if it is not appropriately treated by the teacher or if the learner fails to understand teacher’s feedback. This may be one of the sources of fossilization that leads to the integration of incorrect rules/fossilized rules into the learner’s IL.
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Figure 1: Teacher corrective feedback use in hypothesis testing process.

1.7.5 Research on the factors affecting teacher decision about learners’ errors
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To handle errors as part of learners’ complex linguistic system, which is in "a constant state of flux as new information flows in and, through the process of subsumption causes existing structures to be revised" (Brown, 2000: 220), the teacher needs "a careful policy" (Hedge, 2000) to make the appropriate decisions. Consciously or subconsciously teachers' decisions are assumed to be under the influence of a number of factors. Chief among these are teacher's assumptions and beliefs about language and the language learning process (Nunan and Lomb, 1996; Brown, 2000), attitudes towards learners' errors, and teacher's characteristics and teaching style (Brown, 2000). Other influential variables which the teacher consciously considers can be classified as factors relating to the error being made, those linked with learner's affective state and IL stage of development, and other factors related to the learning context and the pedagogical focus.          

As far as the error factor is concerned, researchers insist that the decision about what errors to be treated is highly governed by the description and explanation the teacher provides about error type, source, degree of seriousness, and the effect it has on meaning. The teacher is also required to take into account learners’ affective conditions. Littlewood (1981: 93) argues that "since the development process occurs, inside the learner, a crucial factor in helping or hindering then is the learner’s psychological state". An adequate understanding of this factor requires the teacher to count for learners individual differences including their readiness for learning, motivation, and interaction with teacher’s input. Considering these differences implies "individualizing" teacher’s feedback to fit the need of each learner (Littlewood, 1981). This seems difficult in a foreign classroom context, but researchers think it is a crucial factor for learners to approach the target language and error correction positively.

Anxiety is another common factor for the teacher to consider as it could be easily generated by teacher’s corrections (Hedge, 2000), and may further lead to learner’s demotivation. It has been assumed that coordination between teacher’s correction and learners' needs and preferences is important, but it is not all that a teacher needs to make his decision about errors (Chaudron, 1988; Brookfield, 1991).                        
Lightbown (2000:435) argues that teacher corrective feedback can be influential in changing learner’s linguistic behavior if it is sustained over a period of time and “focused” on what the learner is able to learn. This means, teacher correction should match the learner's stage of development and allow enough time for him to digest feedback information. The same suggestion, however, is made by Chaudron (1988), Allwright and Bailey (1991), Tsui (1995) and Brown (2000). 
In addition, the teacher needs to take into account the pedagogical focus of the lesson (or task) whether it is intended to develop accuracy or fluency in the target language. Other contextual factors as the type of interaction that takes place in class (individual or group work) and time constraints turn to be, to some extent, influential in treating learners’ errors too.
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Most of the above factors are charted in Brown’s (2000) conceptual model for classroom speech error treatment (figure 2). It is a useful practical model for correcting errors involving ten influential factors, but it counts only for the decisions made at the pre-feedback stage and feedback stage, while no possibilities have been suggested for the teacher at the “post-feedback” stage about the response he may offer on learners’ revisions and the procedures he may use to verify the effectiveness of his correction. Nevertheless, Brown’s model significantly shows the overlap between feedback influential factors, which interfere at any level of decision making.
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Figure 2: Factors governing teacher decision about learners’ errors (adapted from Brown's model, 2000: 204).

1.8 Teacher's dilemma in deciding about learners’ errors 

The range of decisions the teacher makes about learners linguistic deviations is typically made at three levels: the pre-feedback stage where the teacher decides about whether or not to treat the error; the feedback stage, where questions about “what errors deserve treatment”, “how to treat them” and “when to provide the treatment” are answered; and at last, the post-feedback stage where the teacher checks the effectiveness of his correction. These questions, in fact, are repeatedly raised in L2 research since Hendrickson’s (1978) study of teacher feedback first initiated them. 

Kelly (2006) explains that these questions still remain because of the "lack of consensus" among researchers over the issues they bring about. The safest answer most researchers provide on such questions would be "it depends". It is true to a great extent that this answer is a reliable one as no final statements are required in the field of L2 research for the complexity of language learning itself.

1.8.1 When to correct learners’ errors?
Deciding about the appropriate time to offer feedback apparently seems a simple task, but it has proved to be a controversial matter. For those who adopt a communicative philosophy, an immediate correction is not recommended as it is believed to interrupt the learner’s flow of ideas. Long’s (1977) finding seems to weaken this claim. He found out that the more teachers' correction is delayed, the less effective it becomes. The same attitude is held by Chaudron (1977, 1988), who highlights teacher’s dilemma stating that he has to decide whether to provide correction when errors are made for the sake of accuracy, but at the expense of the communication flow, or to delay treatment so that interaction goes on, but at the cost of target language correctness (Chaudron, 1988: 134). 
1.8.2 What errors should be corrected?
Views abound about what errors should be treated in L2 classrooms. In answering this question, researchers make a reference to the pedagogical focus of the lesson and to the effect of the error on communication more than learners' preferences. Research studies and recent learning theories emphasize that the learner uses feedback information to check his hypotheses about the target language. And for this information to be beneficial for the process of hypothesis testing, it is suggested that it has to be “within the grasp of the learner” (Allwright and Bailey, 1991: 102). That is, teacher correction should correspond to the learner’s current stage of development in the target language learning continuum in order to avoid any possible confusion. 

Anker (2000), who conducted an action research over four years on the attitudes of 802 teachers and 143 students towards error correction, found out that the percentage of teachers who think that they should not correct every error (75%) has been almost the same as the percentage of learners who think the teacher has to correct all errors (76%). 
1.8.3 How to correct errors?
The teacher is also required to make up his mind about which corrective procedure best serves in treating learners’ errors. This introduces us to the complex issue of what characterizes effective corrective feedback? The research studies that were carried out by Allwright (1975), Chaudron (1977), and Long (1977, 1983) came out with different proposals about feedback techniques that were employed by teachers in classrooms. The fact that differences inside the L2 classroom always exist makes research about models of effective feedback procedures an ongoing one. Teacher’s skill in selecting what works for his class, in addition to his ability to combine between the different options he makes at different levels (Karra, 2004) are important for appropriate and useful feedback on learners' errors.

1.9 Research studies on the effect of teacher form- focused feedback on learners writing
The question of the effect of teacher’s correction on L2 learners is at the core of L2 research. The criteria researchers use to examine this effect address two aspects: learners’ development in the target language (producing more error-free language) and learners’ successful revision of the errors that have been corrected by the teacher. They follow a "straightforward logic", as Truscott (1996: 329) explains, comparing between the effects of grammar correction and that of no-correction or examining the effects of different feedback forms. The controversy on this topic, however, has been over the most effective corrective strategy to deal with learners errors, and the inherent question has been whether correcting learners’ form errors/surface level errors has any significant effect on their writing skill. 
Krashen (2004) expresses an extreme view towards error correction; he accepts correction only in the sense that it helps us in adjusting "our consciously learned grammar rules". He maintains that error correction has an immediate positive effect on learners' performance only when they are engaged in contexts that necessitate the high activation of the "monitor" such as "grammar tests".  Similarly, Hendrickson (1978), Kepner (1991) and Truscott (1996, 1999) argue that form feedback is ineffective in developing learners writing skill. Yet, there is no clear evidence that proves that this type of feedback is ineffective or harmful for learners writing improvement. On the contrary, Ferris (1997) found out that teacher form–focused feedback is particularly effective in academic learning contexts as it improves learners' accuracy in writing. Interestingly, the same findings were reported by Hyland (2003). But such studies that demonstrate grammar correction effectiveness are described by Truscott (1996) as being faulty and inconclusive. 

	
	No. of errors: before
	No. of errors: after
	improvement
	% of correction

	Full correction
	                     10.1
	1.1
	9
	89%

	Underline/describe
	    10.1         
	3.1              
	7          
	69%            

	Describe
	10.1         
	   4.9               
	5.2         
	52%            

	Underline only
	10.1         
	4.6
	5.5        
	54%             


1.9.1 Form- focused feedback does not significantly improve learners writing accuracy  
Table1: Percentage of errors corrected after receiving grammar correction (Chandler, 2003).
Evidence on grammar correction ineffectiveness comes from the research studies carried out by Kepner (1991), Loewen (1998), Ashwell (2000) and Chandler (2003). Yet, in the four studies learners errors decreased as a result of obtaining form-focused correction. For instance, Kepner’s (1991) experiment with sixty intermediate Spanish as foreign language students which lasted twelve weeks reported that the difference between the accuracy level of the group who received grammar correction and the group who received message related comments was not significant. Moreover, she noticed that the surface-level error correction group produced less complex sentences (compared to their earlier assignments). But as regards the accuracy criterion, the results of this study, although overlooked by Kepner, clearly revealed that students who received grammar correction produced more accurate texts.
Chandler (2003), for his part, provides advanced ESL students with four different types of corrective feedback: the first type contains full correction and subjects were asked only to rewrite the essay corrected; in the second type the teacher underlines the error and indicates its types; in the third condition, a description of the error is provided but without its location, and the last type offers only the location of the error. Results in table 1above show that students who were exposed to full correction did not significantly outperform those who were offered the location and identification of errors in revising their composition errors. The former were able to correct 89% of their errors while missing 10%, while the latter succeeded to correct 69% of their errors and left about 30% of their errors uncorrected. 

Krashen (2004) commented on these results that even when providing learners with the rule and only requiring them to copy down the corrected forms, they still make errors, which is in his view "hardly a compelling case for correction". That is, the results reported by Chandler reflect the uselessness of error correction and particularly grammar correction. But it is worth to note that Chandler is measuring the effectiveness of form feedback by counting learners’ successful revisions while ignoring the use they made of teacher correction (i.e., the feedback notes given by the teacher and considered by learners when revising their errors). Learners' use of form feedback can be an indication of the effectiveness of grammar correction in raising learners’ awareness of the importance of writing accurately. In addition, Chandler's four feedback procedures described above (see p. 26) miss a crucial condition for correction to work which is focusing solely on grammar errors and ignoring mechanics and spelling errors in order to capture learners’ full attention to the grammatical errors. 

1.9.2 Form- focused feedback is effective in developing learners writing accuracy
L2 researchers base their assumption of the importance of grammar error correction on learners' desire and need to develop their writing accuracy and to produce correct language. In a descriptive classroom-centered study carried out with seventy-four Turkish students in four classes to examine teachers’ oral correction, Musayeva (1998: 148) found out that 92.30% of students want to have their errors treated, and 57.69% of them thought of grammatical errors as a priority for the teacher to treat. Ferris’ (1997) and Hyland’s (2003) studies fall in the same scope of research that stresses the importance of grammar correction in improving learners accurate production and revision of the language forms pointed at by teacher’s written feedback.              
Interestingly, Hyland (2003) took into account learners’ use of teacher feedback notes as an important measure for the effectiveness of error correction. She investigated the effect of teacher feedback focused on verb forms on learners production (and revision) of these forms in essay writing. It was a naturalistic study where the teacher was asked to provide feedback as usual, but the researcher took into account form-focused feedback only and overlooked correction related to learners’ content errors (for the sake of her study focus). After analysing the first and second drafts of different essays written by six EFL university students over fourteen weeks, Hyland found out that form-focused feedback had a positive short term effect on learners' essays. And learners’ accuracy in using the right verb forms increased as a result of having teacher correction focused on this area along ten pieces of writing. 
	Students
	N° of form focused feedback points offered on drafts
	N°. of related revisions on redrafted essays
	% of successful revisions

	Class A 

Maho

Seng Hee

Keith

Class B 

Samom

Liang

Zhang Yue
	20
31
148

187
65
29
	2    (10%)

23 (74%)

121(82%)

152 (81%)

58 (89%)

18 (62%)
	2 (100%)

17 (74%)

91 (75%)

126 (83%)

50 (86%)

16 (88%)


Table2: Learners use of form-focused corrective feedback in revising    errors. (Adapted from Hyland, 2003: 223).
In the study carried out by Fathman and Whalley (1990), seventy two intermediate ESL students were exposed to a sequence of eight pictures and then asked to write about what was happening in the pictures in thirty minutes. The four treatment groups received one of the following procedures: a- no feedback, b- grammar correction only, c- content feedback only, or d- grammar and content feedback together. In the four conditions students’ writing improved, but grammar correction had a greater effect on grammar revision than content feedback had on revisions of content (  Fathman and Whalley, 1990).   

In spite of the valuable insights we may derive from the studies reviewed so far about the effect of teacher feedback on learners’ writing skill, we should be cautious in accepting these findings as being definitely reliable. Chaudron (1988) states that most of the studies carried out on this issue are accused for being limited only to the short term effect of teacher’s corrective feedback. Similarly, other methodological shortcomings could be noted such as the small size of the sample, the short duration of the experiment, and the study context which provides a rich exposure to the target language.

 Ferris (2004: 49) states her thesis that “despite the published debate and several decades of research activity” in the value of error correction in L2 writing, it is “premature” to draw any conclusion about the topic. And we should acknowledge that it is difficult to make any final statement for or against grammar correction from the studies discussed above because they greatly differ in a number of research parameters including the ones mentioned by Ferris (2004) (i.e., subjects characteristics (ESL students vs. EFL students), size of the sample and types of treatment groups, types of feedback given to students, genre writing covered and duration of the study) (ibid: 51-2). So, before adapting any view for or against form feedback, we think it is important to conduct an experimental study in our EFL context so that we can understand the relationship between form-focused feedback and learners’ development in the target language which is, indeed, the objective of the present study.
1.10 Summary and conclusion
There was a shift in errors status from an undesirable feature in learners output to an important stage of development in the language learning process and this fact  resulted in a change in error analysis methodology. Approaches to teacher corrective feedback, however, follow the evolving attitudes towards learners errors. The effect of error correction on learning and the value of grammar correction turn out to be the controversial issues in SLA research.
From the studies we have reviewed, we can conclude that until now there is no final answer that definitely determines the effect of form-focused feedback on learners’ development in the target language. This fact, in addition to the conflicting and sometimes strident claims and findings about the value of grammar correction for learners writing development, encourages us to undertake a research on the effect of grammar focused correction on learners writing accuracy in the Algerian EFL learning context. Indeed, the studies we have reviewed in this chapter provide us with a useful framework for our investigation.   


Endnotes    
1- The “target language model” is defined by Allwright and Bailey (1991:84) as the language model learners are actually studying and “aiming at”, which is not necessarily the native speaker’s language as the instructor could be a non-native speaker.    
2- ILs refers to interlanguage system which was first introduced by Selinker (1972) to denote the language system constructed by S/FL learner who continually tests hypotheses about the target language, revises the existing language rules and internalizes new ones. ILs involves features from the L1 and the target language.
3- Seliger (1983) uses HIGs to refer to learners who interact more in the CR and generate more language input from the teacher. LIGs, however, do not take initiative or risk in their CR. They participate only when the teacher points to them, and this gives them low chances to generate rich input in the target language.

  4- Krashen (1982) would oppose this view. He thinks that providing the learner with language forms that are "a little beyond" his current level of understanding is quite helpful in the target language learning. According to his i+1 hypothesis, understanding a language that has not yet been acquired is possible because learners use more than their linguistic competence (i.e., they use their pragmatic competence, their knowledge of the world and contextual clues).

5- According to Krashen's affective filter hypothesis learners learn better when their affective filter is lowered.

6-Meta-language is used by Wajnryb (1992) to indicate the language a teacher employs to organize his class: giving explanations, answers, instructions, feedback, etc. This language is purposeful and contextualized as it is used in real communicative context.

7- While input is the language data learners are exposed to in and out of class, intake is defined by Chaudron (1985) as "the mediating process between the target language available to learners as input and the learners' internalized set of L2 rules and strategies for second language development" (ibid: 1). 


Chapter two

 The research methodology

Chapter 2: The research methodology

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter includes the purpose of the study, some important considerations about the framework of the study, the rationale of the research method, the study context and the subjects' selection procedure. In addition, it explains the study items and the characteristics of the types of feedback given to the experimental group (form feedback) and to the control group (unfocused feedback). The research instruments used for data collection and the data analysis procedures are also described. 

2.2. The purpose of the study    

The present study is an attempt to examine the effect of teacher form-focused feedback (the independent variable) on learners' accurate use of the simple past tense in writing (the dependent variable). To reach this objective, a comparison is made between two types of corrective feedback, form–focused feedback and unfocused feedback, and the effects they have on learners’ successful revisions and accurate use of the simple past in writing. At this point, it should be clear that in this study the unfocused feedback offered to the control group refers to all teacher's responses to learners' composition errors that "clearly transforms, disapprovingly refers to, or demands improvement" (Chaudron, 1977) on the part of the learner. However, form-focused feedback refers to the type of grammar correction the teacher gives to experimental subjects' errors of the simple past tense (use and form) in composition. Errors are the language deviations learners make that do not confirm English language standard rules and norms. 

This study is first conducted to see whether the implementation of form–focused correction on learners' errors of the simple past makes any difference in their accuracy in revised essays, further writings and in grammar tasks. An equally important objective is learners' perception and use of the teacher's feedback. Almost all studies in this topic used accuracy measures such as the successful revisions students make after having their grammar errors corrected. In this study, we stress the relevance of the use learners make of form-focused feedback as an indication of the effectiveness of this type of correction in raising learners’ awareness of their grammar errors in writing.     

The present study addresses one main research question: what is the effect of form-focused feedback (as opposed to unfocused feedback) on EFL learners' accuracy in using the simple past tense in writing?   And three sub- research questions that we recall here: 

1-To what extent do learners make use of teacher form-focused feedback when revising their first drafts?

2-Does teacher form–focused feedback result in any improvement in learners' accurate use of the simple past tense in composition writing?    

3-What are the relative delayed effects of teacher's form–focused feedback on learners’ accurate use of the simple past tense in composition writing and in grammar tasks?

2.3 The framework of the study

The findings reported by Ferris (1997) and Hyland (2003) on the positive effect of form feedback on learners’ error revision in writing motivated us to undertake this study. However, we notice that some studies on grammar correction effect on writing did not provide the necessary conditions to draw reliable conclusions. For instance, some of these studies (e.g. Loewen’s, 1998) were conducted in settings where the exposure to the target language was rich. This factor might be an interfering variable that affects subjects’ accuracy development positively. In addition, the contextual conditions some researchers provided were not amenable for correction to work and for the learner to produce in the target language and to control his output. Chief among these is the insufficiency of the time allowed for writing and revision tasks. For instance, we note that Fathman and Whalley (1990) offered thirty minutes only for the fulfilment of each task. Other studies were not focused enough as they dealt with different grammar and lexical features (e.g. Chandler, 2003). The short duration of the experiment was another problem that affected the reliability of some studies findings. 

Undoubtedly, the effect of teacher’s feedback should not be limited to learners’ revisions, as Truscott (1996) suggests, because their writing does not necessarily improve when they correctly revise their form errors. For that reason, we think it is worth to examine the effect of form-focused correction on the learners’ revision of their essays and on their accuracy in subsequent essays as well in order to obtain more conclusive results. Thus, in the present study we try to overcome some of the important methodological limitations observed in the previous studies. 
Our strategy consists in implementing the characteristics Yan-Ping (1991) suggests for any empirical study that seeks to investigate the effect of any type of instruction. We think Yan-Ping's conditions are quite relevant to the present study, which investigates teacher corrective feedback, one of the formal instruction components. He (ibid: 256) convincingly argues that the experiment should be done in an acquisition–poor setting where learners have no target language exposure outside the classroom. This is the case for the present study which is conducted in a poor learning environment where English is taught as a second foreign language after French.

Likewise, Yan-Ping's second condition – the experiment should focus on one feature – is fulfilled; we examine the effect of a specific type of feedback, which is the form-focused one, on learners' accuracy in a specific grammar item, which is the simple past tense including its uses and forms in a specific genre writing i.e. narration. That is, we depend on teacher's selective correction to give learners the opportunity to notice their verb form errors. As for the third condition about the importance of a reasonable period of time for any experiment, this study lasted four weeks, a period that permits us to check the effects of grammar correction on learners’ immediate revisions and on their accuracy in further compositions. 
2.3.1   The research method  

As Turney and Robb (1971) have argued, it is the nature of the matter under investigation, the type of data needed, the aim of the study and the sample involved that determine the most appropriate approach to a given research. For our study, which needs both qualitative and quantitative data, we find it useful to adopt a combination of methods. Therefore, the descriptive, experimental and comparative methods are incorporated so that we can get an in-depth understanding of the relationship between the variables examined in this study.

The descriptive method is intended to identify learners' preferences and attitudes towards teacher's written correction by investigating what they want the teacher to focus on and how they receive and interact with teacher feedback while revising their compositions. For the fulfilment of these objectives, we administered a pre- questionnaire for the subjects before the experiment and a post- questionnaire after it. 
The empirical method, however, is implemented to examine the effect of teacher's form-focused feedback on learners' accuracy in using the simple past tense in writing by making a comparison at three levels: 

a- Within each group, we statistically counted and compared between the percentage and mean frequency of errors that subjects made in using the simple past tense in the three essays. In addition, we counted the successful revisions (in the second drafts of the three essays) subjects provided using teacher's correction. The aim is to see if any significant progress in the students' accuracy is gained as a result of the type of feedback they received. 
b- Another comparison is made between the two groups in terms of subjects' correct and incorrect uses of the simple past tense in the essays they wrote during the first term (before the experiment) and the second term (two weeks after the experiment). 
 
c- Finally, we compared between the two groups' scores in the grammar pre and post-tests1. 
In short, we took two measurements of the experimental subjects' use of the simple past in grammar tasks (via the grammar pre-test) and in controlled writing (through the first term essay) before the experiment and after it (through their performance in the grammar post-test and the second term essay). This procedure allows us to ascribe the changes in the subjects' use of the simple past to the treatment introduced during the experiment (form-focused feedback) and also meets the internal validity condition of this study. The external validity condition is fulfilled by comparing the results achieved by the experimental group to those of the control group who received unfocused feedback. 

As Seliger and Shohamy (1989) make clear in their statement, "there is no hard and fast rule for deciding when enough time has elapsed for collecting a valid sample of data or for a treatment to have an effect"(ibid:100-101). Rather, it is the context, the nature of the study and the conditions in which it is conducted that determine the time allotted for data collection, experimental treatment and for measurement to take place. As for the present study, the subjects were effectively engaged in the writing task from 27th January to 27th February 2006 where no instruction was given on the simple past so that any progress in their accuracy would be attributed to teacher's feedback and not to something else. We were pressed by time as the end of the experiment was near to the beginning of the third term where the simple past was to be introduced and for that reason, we decided to administer the post-test twelve days after the experiment while the second term essay was two weeks after the experiment, i.e. during the exam. The following diagram summarizes the main phases of the research experiment.
















2.3. 2 The context of the study 

The study took place in "Elmakari" secondary school in M'sila with second year literary stream pupils. As previously stated in the introduction to this chapter, the context of the study presents a poor learning environment since the classroom is the only opportunity for the pupils to have exposure to English. This factor is believed to make teacher feedback crucial for learners. Additionally, it is likely to increase learners' positive attitudes towards teacher correction as a fertile source of input.        

We investigated the effect of teacher form–focused correction on five experimental subjects' accuracy in writing. We examined their first and second final drafts in three essays over four weeks because we wanted to check the progress of their monitored knowledge of the simple past tense after receiving form-focused feedback. The results obtained from the experimental group were compared to those of the matching control group who received unfocused correction. By "monitored knowledge" we mean the knowledge learners consciously use when engaged in a form-focused task. A composition task does not directly target accuracy, but the teacher's consistent form-focused feedback is supposed to provide an optimal condition for the learner to develop his control over the focused grammatical item. 

2.3. 3 The selection of subjects

From one second year literary class, we selected ten subjects2 (out of thirty one pupils), who enthusiastically accepted to participate in this study. They were selected on two criteria: The winter term exam scores, which represented subjects' general proficiency in English, and the teacher's rankings (i.e. her judgment of the subjects' performance level in class). The ten subjects had been exposed to English formal instruction for no less than three years. They were divided into two matching groups (experimental and control) in terms of sex, number, the formal test scores and their general language proficiency. This matching is labelled by Seliger and Shohamy (1989: 142) as a "static design" and is likely to increase the comparability of the groups. 

   
Each group involved five students: one good achiever, three average achievers and one low achiever. The three levels of achievement (i.e., high, average and low) were selected in order to examine the difference teacher form-focused correction can make in the writing accuracy of the learners at the three proficiency levels. Subjects' scores were ranked according to their teacher's appreciation where high achievers mark ranged from 13/20 to 16/20, average pupils scored between 10/20 and 12/20 and low achievers scored under 09 out of 20.

Table 3 below represents the experimental and control subjects' scores and the mean obtained on the formal test, which took place at the end of winter term while our experiment was just after winter holiday. The first term and the second term exams consisted of a short reading passage and three sections: the reading comprehension section that was scored out of 07 points, the mastery of language section (including English lexis and grammar) that was scored out of 08 points and the last section devoted to essay writing and was scored out of 05 points. The last section is the one we are concerned with (referred to as first and second term essays in this study).  As we can see in table 3 below, there is no significant difference between the two groups general English proficiency level.

	
	Subjects' scores (out of 20 points)
	Mean

	Experimental

Subjects
	ES1
	15.5
	11.9

	
	ES2
	12
	

	
	ES3
	11.5
	

	
	ES4
	11
	

	
	ES5
	9.5
	

	   Control  subjects
	CS1
	15
	11.8

	
	CS2
	12.5
	

	
	CS3
	12
	

	
	CS4
	10.5
	

	
	CS5
	09
	


     Table3: Subjects scores in the first term exam (winter term).
2.3.4 The selection of the study items  

It has always been said that grammar knowledge helps learners communicate their ideas in writing. The study conducted by Brumfit (1986), Rutherford and Sharewood (1988) and Crooks and Gass (1993) lend supportive evidence to this claim. The language area we targeted in this investigation is grammar accuracy in writing. And the grammatical structure selected is the simple past tense including its uses with regular and irregular forms. The uses that subjects were supposed to be familiar with include narrating events that happened in the past at a specific time, describing situations that existed for a period of time in the past, and employing this tense with time adverbials as "yesterday", "last month", "last year", and "ago".   

We purposefully chose to focus the experimental correction on the simple past errors because the value of focused correction as opposed to global correction is well documented in the literature (Burt and Kiparsky, 1972; Truscott, 2001). In order to ensure the frequent occurrence of this structure, the subjects were asked to write narratives, which necessarily provide occasions for the use of the simple past tense.  The selection of this item was also determined by a number of factors. First of all, the simple past tense is learned at the very beginning of EFL learning (at middle school) when learners are about thirteen years old. Second, this tense is particularly problematic for our subjects, who are low-intermediate learners and for our study, the simple past was likely to generate rich data from the learners' writing grammar errors and from the teacher's corrective responses. 

Another factor for selecting the simple past is that it includes both rule-governed (regular form) and rule-free (irregular form) properties so that we can check the efficacy of form feedback on learners' accuracy in the two forms. The irregular form, however, can be a challenge for form feedback if we consider Ferris's (1999) claim that the latter is not effective in treating "idiosyncratic errors", to which irregular verbs belong. Yet, the irregular form is a good opportunity for learners to test their hypotheses about the simple past.     

The fact that the simple past is focused in the English language syllabus of the second year literary stream gave us another reason to deal with this tense. A close look at the curriculum and textbook distribution of units reveals that pupils are exposed to the simple past in the first term through the topic of "Describing past places" and in the last term through narrating about someone's life (biography). This indicates how important this tense is for learners at that level. 

Ellis (1994) points out that studies on learners' composition writing have incorporated three criteria for measurement: language accuracy, aspects of fluency and complexity in learners' performance. Truscott (1996) added the quantity of learners writing on which researchers depended when examining the effect of grammar correction on L2 writing. Measurement, then is needed because we are dealing with variables as teacher feedback focus, learners accuracy in composition and any possible cause-effect relationship between them. Therefore, in this study the use of language accuracy as a criterion for measurement is urged by the purpose of the study which looks for a cause-effect relationship, the grammatical nature of the item under focus and the proficiency level of the sample (low-intermediate learners ).  

The adoption of a language accuracy norm, however, does not reflect any assumption that the form-focused correction supplied for the experimental group is responsible for the development of learners' language accuracy. In this study, teacher's form feedback is approached as one of the influential factors in target language learning. However, the extent to which this type of feedback is influential in learners' grammar accuracy in writing is the question we seek to answer.


2.3.5 Description of the types of feedback given to the experimental and control groups
As for the feedback subjects received on their composition errors, we would like to emphasize that we managed to correct only the errors that they were supposed to be ready and able to assimilate their correct forms and we avoided scoring their performances to keep their motivation high and to free them from the threatening nature of error marking. We also implemented some feedback characteristics namely consistency and explicitness that SLA research acknowledges as effective. Another shared feature between form–focused feedback and unfocused feedback is the provision of optimal conditions for the subjects to use their monitor and for correction to be effective. 

These conditions are learners' knowledge of the simple past tense (use and form) rule, the ample time offered for the writing and the revision tasks, and teacher feedback on form errors. Both experimental and control subjects were engaged in composition activities during one hour to produce narratives and for forty minutes to revise their errors in the light of the teacher’s feedback. This condition was believed to increase chances for correction to be influential in the subjects’ revisions and their further use of the simple past tense.
Ancker (2000) makes a significant point when he states that when faced with a grammar task, which requires accuracy, the learner is obliged to depend on the avoidance strategy in order not to make errors. This problem, however, is solved in the present experiment by involving the subjects in a controlled communicative activity where grammar accuracy is indirectly targeted and required owing to the form feedback given by the teacher to the experimental subjects.
The two types of feedback employed in this study differ in terms of the errors each type of feedback addresses. In the experimental form feedback, provided by the researcher, we followed a selective correction approach. Errors made on the simple past tense were consistently focused while other grammar and vocabulary errors were rarely pointed out. The objective was to activate the subjects' monitor so that they can produce this tense accurately. The unfocused feedback given by the teacher to the control group, however, spotted almost all the errors the learner made (local and global/form and content errors). Typically, it was a traditional type of corrective feedback where the teacher pointed to the pupils' errors in mechanics, lexis, grammar, style and organization by means of underlining, identifying and sometimes explaining the error (in final comments). The erroneous sentences that were ambiguous or too complex for the learner to handle were reformulated by the teacher. Two samples of form focused feedback and unfocused feedback are provided respectively in appendices 5 and 6. 
2.4 Data collection: research instruments and procedures

For an adequate data collection, we adopted multiple research instruments. This choice, indeed, was urged by the desire for data source triangulation and by the type of data investigated in this study (qualitative and quantitative data). Thus we depended on two tools: a- Subjects' compositions and revisions and teacher's feedback information. b- Subjects’ responses to the pre-and post questionnaires administered before and after the experiment respectively.           

To analyse the data collected and to answer the research questions set out earlier in this chapter, we compared the simple past errors frequency over the experiment and the test results. That is to say: 1- The frequency of subjects' errors in the simple past over the experiment and the percentage of the successful related revisions3 they made in the second drafts.

2- The subjects' results in the grammar pre and post-tests (see p. 44- 45). 
3- The subjects’ correct and erroneous uses of the simple past in the first and second term essays (see p. 45).

Therefore, the method used in this study to triangulate the data and results relies on more than one research tool (i.e., the pre and post questionnaires, the subjects' compositions written during the experiment, the first and second term essays4 and the grammar pre and post tests). This increases the objectivity of the data collected and hence the results obtained. Now, we present each instrument with a brief description of its aims and procedures starting by the core of this research, i.e. subjects' compositions.
2.4.1 Subjects' compositions    

   
In the present study, we examined subjects’ accuracy development in three essays; for each essay two drafts were written (which gives a total of six essays). These were written in class during the free time of each group in order not to interrupt the natural course of action. 

It is worth to mention that subjects were first reluctant to write essays in English, especially the low achievers. They believed that their limited vocabulary and grammar knowledge would not allow them to write "good" essays. Getting the subjects involved and motivated to write was a pre-requisite. We managed first to release them from the fear of writing in English and making errors by encouraging them to write using whatever materials they thought could be helpful such as English- Arabic and Arabic- English dictionaries, the textbook and their grammar notebooks. Intentionally, the subjects' writings were not scored to avoid the authoritative, threatening nature of teacher scores. The teacher's comments involved evaluative notes such as "this is an interesting story…", and "I appreciate your attempt but try to organize your ideas…" Such comments are encouraging, positive and directive.

The topics about which the subjects were invited to write are as follows:
Essay 1: Recall what you did during the last religious feast. 

Essay 2: A baby wants to sleep but he cannot. Tell him a story that will make him fall into deep sleep.

Essay 3: Tell a story of your own or an interesting event that happened to you or to someone you know. 

  

The corrective procedure employed in treating experimental subjects' writing errors was partially inspired from the error analysis method. Simple past tense form and use errors, for instance, were first located by means of underlining, and then identified by writing the error type just under it to keep the learner's attention focused on the error. The identification and location of the error in the subject's text is considered as one of the teacher's corrective notes. Next, in the final comment a brief explanation (a kind of metalinguistic feedback) was provided either by stating the original rule of the simple past tense or by asking the learner to check the rule himself. The final comment also included some general evaluative notes such as "I know you can write better if you pay more attention to your verb forms", and "It is a very interesting story but you need to be careful about your verbs in the past". The coding system used in this study to correct learners' composition errors was derived from a list of correction codes (abbreviations) suggested by Jordan (1980). For instance, "Sp", "Vb", and "Voc" refer respectively to spelling, verb tense/ form and vocabulary errors, and a symbol as (  ) means that something is missing.

The whole process was obviously carried out in accordance with English grammar norms. For example, an experimental subject who wrote "…we buyed very nice clothes. They are very expensive but we buyed it…." received the following comments:       

   -English irregular verbs like "buy" do not take /ed/ at the end. You can check with your      irregular verbs list.

   -When you talk about an event that is over by now, use the simple past tense. 

Other syntactic errors that affect the structure of the sentence such as wrong choice of tense and lexical errors (incorrect vocabulary selection) are only located and identified and not underscored in the final notes. As for the essay content, one general comment was given at the end of the draft. 
2.4.2 The pre and post- questionnaires: Piloting and administration phases 

   
As for the elicitation of the qualitative data, we constructed two questionnaires, one before the experiment and another one after it. Both questionnaires were first read and explained to the participants to ensure their adequate understanding of the instructions. 

It was important to have some background about the subjects' grammar difficulties and the extent to which these difficulties hindered their writing. Equally important was the exploration of their attitudes towards error correction in writing. Additionally, we sought to elicit information about their interests in, and needs and preferences of the corrective feedback process. These objectives combined to form the rationale of the pre-questionnaire administration. 

The questionnaire was first piloted three weeks before the real pre-questionnaire was administered; the piloting was carried out with six pupils from a second year literary class. They were selected to match with the target population in this study in terms of proficiency and achievement levels. The questionnaire was given out both in Arabic and English and pupils were to respond to ten questions in one of the two languages. Only two high achievers responded in English, but they used some words and sentences in Arabic when they failed to respond in English. That is why we found it more practical to administer the questionnaire in the subjects' first language (Arabic), and this is what we did later.
The participants' responses to some questions were ambiguous and sometimes irrelevant. This gave us an indication that some instructions were not clear and specific enough to yield useable data or to serve the objectives set forth. A modification then was made to the questions wording as in question four (appendix 3). Formerly, the instruction to this question was: what are the errors you want the teacher to focus on? Surprisingly, the responses included not only language errors but also disciplinary and behavioural errors. The question then was reformulated into a structured question where categories were suggested and the informant was only asked to rank his choices.       

In other circumstances, informants provided the same answer to several questions, a reason that urged the deletion of some unnecessarily repeated questions and thus the number of questions was diminished to five. Convincingly, the piloting phase of the questionnaire and the modifications brought about raised its validity in terms of format (the number and types of questions) and content (instructions wording and categories division). The final version of the pre-questionnaire was delivered to 05 control and 05 experimental subjects. 

In the first question of the pre-questionnaire the subjects were asked to rate the language aspects that caused great difficulty to them when writing on a scale from 1 to 4; 1 represented "extremely difficult" and 4 was "the least difficult" language aspect. The second and third questions aimed at eliciting information about the subjects’ attitudes towards error correction. As the second question (a Yes/ No question) was too closed to provide useful information, the third question was introduced to confirm (or disconfirm) the responses to the second question.

The fourth question dealt with pupils' preferences of error correction focus. They were required to order their choices on the suggested categories from 1 to 4 according to priority. In question five, subjects were invited to rate categories of teacher corrective procedures from the most helpful (classified as 1) to the least helpful (classified as 4). The complete questionnaire is provided in appendix 3.




The post-questionnaire, which was administered twelve days after the experiment, was meant to confirm (or disconfirm) the results obtained from the analysis of the subjects' compositions and the grammar post-test scores. It was to see how the supplied types of correction were actually perceived and evaluated by the learner. The questionnaire (see appendix 4) was made up of five questions. The first question accounted for subjects’ opinion about the type of feedback they received on their essays over the experiment. Questions two and three covered the role of each type of feedback (form-focused and unfocused) in raising subjects’ awareness of simple past tense errors and accuracy in writing and the extent to which subjects were attentive to the teacher (focused) feedback. Question four checked the subjects' actual use of teacher feedback and question five targeted the affective impact of the teacher  feedback on the subjects.

2.4.3 The grammar pre and post-tests

In order to examine and compare the effect of form-focused feedback and on the subjects’ accurate use of the simple past tense in a controlled form-focused situation (as opposed to free-writing situation), two pre and post grammar tests were designed. As measurement instruments, the two tests were meant to check any progress on the part of subjects in using the simple past tense accurately and any significant difference between the tests results of the two groups. The format and content of both tests were familiar to the subjects who used to have similar structure practice activities in class. So, no explanation was given besides the test instructions.                                    

The pre-test, administered one week before the experiment, was designed to assess the subjects' monitored knowledge of the simple past tense before the experiment. It was a grammar test that required the subjects to supply the right form in brackets in six situations. All sentences were in the affirmative form. The objectivity and validity of this test is justified by the fact that the questions explicitly test one grammar point only and require one possible correct answer. In addition, test validity lies on the fact that all items serve the general objective of the test (see appendix 1).  
For the sake of making a comparison between the subjects' level of accuracy in the simple past before and after the experiment, a grammar post-test was designed too and administered in the same conditions of the pre-test twelve days after the experiment. The results obtained from this test are believed to be highly reliable because the test items tap only one grammar feature and thus fulfil an important criterion of test internal validity. Moreover, the two tests are identical in terms of format and instructions (see appendix 2), which meets test external validity condition. For a comparison between the results of the two tests, the subjects' scores were handled and analysed within the framework demonstrated in the test scoring section (see p. 48-49). 
2.4.4 First term and second term essays


The essays written by the subjects during the first term exam were collected before the experiment while the second term essays were collected two weeks after it (as illustrated in figure 3). The two essays were utilized as delayed measures to determine whether learners’ accurate use of the simple past in narration did develop over time as a result of having this form focused in teacher’s written correction. Since it was an exam situation, no feedback was given to students and no second draft was required of them.
2.5 Data analytic framework 
For an adequate interpretation of the information obtained from the different elicitation devices and for the sake of facilitating the task of analysis, we suggest a number of frames and procedures for organizing, coding and analysing our data.    

2.5.1 Subjects' compositions analytic framework 

The results obtained from the analysis of the subjects' essays written during the experiment are particularly important to answer the research question of this study and to elicit as accurate information as possible on the following target areas:    

a- The use subjects make of teacher feedback in general when revising their errors.

b- The efficacy of teacher's form feedback as opposed to unfocused correction in improving subjects' revision of the simple past errors in the second drafts.    

c- The effect of teacher form feedback on the subjects' accurate use of the simple past tense in subsequent compositions.
A careful strategy is followed to achieve these objectives respectively by means of:1- Quantifying and comparing between the teacher feedback points5 offered on the simple past tense errors in the first drafts and the successful revisions the subjects made in the second drafts using teacher feedback. 

2- Comparing between the successful revisions provided to simple past tense errors by the experimental subjects and those provided by the control subjects. 

3- Comparing between the number of correct and incorrect uses of the simple past tense made by each group in the three essays in the one hand, and comparing between the frequencies of the experimental subjects' correct uses and errors in the simple past and those of the control subjects on the other hand. 
Before carrying out these comparisons, the subjects' essays were chronologically ordered, and some record sheets with statistical tables were kept to count the errors and revisions in each essay along with teacher's corrections. In the process of quantifying the number of errors, the successful revisions, and the teacher feedback points we mainly employed frequency counts and considered the following parameters:

1- Only repairs the subjects made in relation to teacher feedback were considered. That is, any error corrected or any change made in the second drafts and not pointed out by the teacher was not counted. 

2- Any written corrective reaction from the teacher in the form of underlining or notes in the essay that indicated a fact of error was counted as one feedback point.

3- When the simple past error occurred again in the same sentence with the same verb, it was not counted. But it was counted as much as it reappeared in a different context. 

4- The number of errors each group made over the experiment was tallied, and out of this number the percentage of errors was calculated. The same procedure was followed when counting subjects' revisions and teacher form-focused feedback points.

For the sake of practicality and in order to facilitate comparisons, each subject's number of errors and successful revisions do not appear in the corresponding graphs. Only the means of each group's performance are provided and compared.

2.5.2 Questionnaires analytic framework  

As for the description of the pre-and post-questionnaires, they consist of structured questions of different types. The questionnaire data were analysed using two methods (nominal and ordinal scales) according to the question type whether closed, ranking or category questions. For "the closed questions" (question 2 in appendix 3 and 1 in appendix 4), participants responded either with yes or no as in question 2 appendix 3: "Did teacher's correction of your essay help you in revising your errors?". The nominal scale was used to analyse the closed questions where, for coding purpose, number 1 was ascribed when an answer was provided and 0 when no answer was supplied.
   

For "the ranking questions" (as questions 1, 4 and 5 in appendix 3 and 2 and 3 in appendix 4), subjects were exposed to a list of items and they ranked their choices from the highest to the lowest according to priority as in the following example (question 2 in appendix 4): What types of errors do you think are most persistent in your essays? (Order from 1 to 4) 

a- vocabulary                           b-  meaning and ideas
c- verb tense and form           d-  spelling and punctuation 

  

For the analysis of the ranking questions, we used the ordinal scale. Question 3 in appendix 3 and questions 4 and 5 in appendix 4 belong to "the category" questions type where the informants were offered a set of categories out of which they selected only one possible item. The category questions were analysed according to the nominal scale. The following example (question 3 in appendix 3) belongs to "category questions": Do you want your errors to be corrected? (Circle the right answer)   

   a- always                  b- most of the time 

c- sometimes            d-  never
2.5. 3 Test scoring system

  

       Because we sought to examine subjects' monitored knowledge in the simple past tense, through comparing their achievements in the pre and post-tests, an accurate scoring system of subjects' responses in both tests was undertaken by adapting a ternary scale to deal with test data. In the present study we used the ternary scale almost in the same way Yan-Ping (1991) used it to analyse the tests' results in his research on the effect of explicit formal instruction on grammar acquisition.   

	Point (s)
	Explanation
	Example
	Comment

	4
	The subject provides the correct tense and form.
	 My parents were in Mecca.             
	The subject used his correct knowledge of the simple past tense rule.

	3
	The tense is  correct but the verb form does not agree with the subject number
	My parents was in Mecca.             
	The subject failed to match between the verb form and the subject number.

	2
	The tense is correct but the irregular verb is treated as a past regular verb.
	Last night some thieves stealed our neighbour's car.
	The subject knows that the tense required is the simple past and knows the regular past form but probably he is not sure that the verb in question is an irregular one or he ignores the form of this irregular verb, which results in an overgeneralization of the past regular form "ed". 

	2
	The tense is correct but the irregular verb form is incorrect.
	Sami Yucif
sung first at the school festival.

	The subject knows that the verb in 
question is irregular as he supplied no "ed" and that the simple past is the appropriate tense for this sentence but he failed to get the right form.

	1
	The form of the irregular verb is correctly supplied but in the wrong tense. 
	My mother had kept a traditional  jar for five years.
	The learner knows the right form of the irregular verb, but fails to use the appropriate tense.


   Table 4: The scoring procedure of the pre and post-tests.

Using ternary scale the score of each answer ranges from 0 to 4. 0 point was given when the verb was provided by the subject in the wrong tense and form. In the scoring procedure, we distinguished between correct and partially correct answers. The latter were graded according to their degree of deviation from the simple past tense rule and the insights they provided about the subject's state of knowledge of the simple past uses and forms which can only be speculated (Cohen and Robbins, 1976). The total score for each test is 32 (the number of the answers required (8) multiple the number of the points offered for each answer (4)). The following table explains the test scoring procedure, provides some examples of the subjects' answers and gives some explanations about the errors the subjects made in providing the simple past tense.
2.5. 4 First term and second term essays analytic framework


As measurement tools the first and second term essays were used to see whether focus on particular form (the simple past) over a certain amount of time (four weeks) leads to learners' accurate use of the focused grammatical item in further writings or not. To answer this question we compared the number of the simple past tense errors and correct uses in the first and second term essays written by both experimental and control groups.
2.6 Summary and conclusion                

In this chapter we explained how we managed to address the study purpose and the research questions and described the methodology used for the present study and the research instruments for data collection. We also discussed the rationale for the selection of the research method and the need for triangulation of the results. Besides, we explained the frames and procedures implemented for the analysis of the information supplied by each instrument. This provided us with useful tools for the analysis of the data, which is the concern of the next chapter. 

Endnotes

  1- In this study "pre" means before the experiment and "post" means after it.

  2- The number of subjects was six in each group, but later on, one experimental poor achiever withdrew for health conditions. In order to keep having homogeneous group in terms of subjects' number and general proficiency level, we decided not to consider the performance of the control poor achiever whose score in the formal test was similar to that of the withdrawn subject's.

3- The (successful) related revisions referred to the (successful) corrections the pupil provided in the second draft using the feedback he/ she received from the teacher on his/ her simple past errors in the first draft. 

4- The subjects' compositions and the first and second term essays are research tools used for two different purposes. The latter are used as measurement tools to check the relative delayed effect of form feedback on the students writing accuracy. Compositions, however, were written and collected during the experiment to see if form feedback has any positive effect on the level of the subjects' accuracy in writing in the short term.

   5- Every note or underlining the teacher gave in the essay text or in the margin that indicated the fact of error and required revision on the part of the learner was counted as one feedback point. The total feedback points are the sum of the feedback notes the teacher gave for the subjects' simple past errors and other types of errors.


Chapter three

Data analysis

Chapter 3: Data analysis

3.1 Introduction

In order to answer the research question raised in the introduction about the effect of form-focused corrective feedback on EFL learners’ accuracy in using the simple past tense in composition writing, we compared the experimental subjects’ means of errors and correct uses of the simple past in the three experimental essays (first versions) to those of the control group. In addition, we compared the means of the successful revisions made by the experimental subjects in the second versions and those of the control subjects. We purposefully chose to depend on the mean of results because it is mathematically used when a precise representation of the different changes in a phenomenon is required.
To answer the three sub- research questions about the extent to which learners make use of teacher form-focused feedback in revising their first drafts, the short term effect of form-focused feedback on learners' accurate use of the simple past tense in composition writing, and the relative delayed effects of this type of feedback on learners’ accurate use of the simple past tense in composition writing and in grammar tasks, we analysed the subjects' responses to the pre-questionnaire and the post-questionnaire. We also examined the subjects’ levels of accuracy in using the simple past tense before and after the experiment by analysing their performance in the first and second term essays. This comparison was intended to check if any change occurred in the subjects' use of this tense. We wanted to see if they made more or less errors after receiving form-focused feedback on their writings. Similarly and for the sake of measuring the relative delayed effects of teacher's grammar correction on the subjects' accuracy, we compared their scores in the grammar pre and post-tests. 

The analysis of the data obtained from the different elicitation devices is carried out following the analytic frames described in the previous chapter namely the coding system for representing the questionnaire responses, the corrective procedures for counting subjects' errors in compositions and the scoring system for calculating subjects' scores in the pre and post-tests. For the presentation and the

analysis of the data we follow the chronological order of the experiment. This procedure enables us to study the effects of form-focused feedback on subjects' accuracy in writing and to notice any possible development in their use of the simple past tense in composition writing. 

The results gained from data analysis are reported in tables and illustrated through graphs for more clarification. We use different graph formats according to the type of data in question and the suggestion made by the computer. 

3.2 The analysis of the pre-questionnaire

	Language categories
	vocabulary
	meaning and ideas
	verb  tense  and form 
	Sentence combination

	Number of pupils(10)
	07/10 
	02/10 
	06/10 
	02/10 


As explained in the previous chapter (see questionnaires analytic framework section, p. 47), the same analysis procedures were followed in both pre and post-questionnaires. For the data obtained from the closed questions we counted the sum of occurrence of yes/no answers. As for the ranking questions, we calculated the number of frequencies of each item in first, second, third or fourth degree of priority. The category data are analysed using the number of each category frequency (i.e., counting the number of times each category appears in subjects responses). Whenever needed numbers of frequencies are converted into percentages. The results are illustrated through histograms.
Table5: Pupils writing difficulties.
Question1 targeted learners’ difficulties in writing (see appendix 3). Results in table 5 show that 07 pupils (out of 10) are convinced that their poor English vocabulary makes composition writing a difficult task, while 06 of them emphasized the challenge of providing the right verb tense and form whenever engaged in writing an essay. The two categories of meaning and ideas expression and sentence combination, however, were considered by pupils as being less crucial for their writing. 
Despite the pedagogical emphasis on learning vocabulary and verb tense and form, pupils are still facing difficulties in these language areas. Given the fact that when writing an essay the first thing most pupils do is to search for words, we understand subjects' care about vocabulary in writing. As illustrated in graph 1 below supplying the correct tense and form of the verb is an equal problem for our pupils who find it difficult to assign the right tense and form in the right context.
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The fact that the categories of expressing meaning and ideas and combining sentences received relatively low support from the subjects does not mean they are not problematic for subjects` writing. Rather, this reflects the pupils' view about what makes writing in English successful. As for the open question, some subjects refer to difficulties in spelling and in using prepositions. The latter, as one participant claims, are difficult to handle because they do not function as prepositions in Arabic.

Another subject points out that what causes him committing a lot of errors when writing is the insufficient time allowed for composition task in class. In their regular classes, the subjects were introduced to the writing task and allowed for a discussion of some ideas in relation to the topic in question for about half an hour. In the other half of the hour they built their texts using the cues generated from classroom discussion. Thus, we can understand that the time given for pupils to accomplish their compositions in the classroom did not permit them to fully carry out tasks as organizing their ideas, drafting and redrafting and proof reading.

	       Responses
	Yes
	No

	N°. of pupils (10)
	10 
	00 


Table6: Subjects' responses on whether they want to receive correction on their written performance.
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Responses to question 2 about whether pupils like to receive correction on their written performance indicate their strong desire for correction; the 10 subjects show a positive attitude towards error correction. As can be seen from table 6 and graph 2 above, all subjects manifested a positive attitude towards written correction. In fact, the latter is less threatening than the oral correction giving learners opportunity and ample time to work on teacher feedback information, to activate their monitor and to revise their errors without being publicly recognized as poor achievers (granted that poor achievement is the outcome of committing numerous errors). In addition, written feedback gives learners a good opportunity to use sources such as dictionary, textbook, and grammar books in order to revise their errors and produce correct answers.

	Options
	always
	most of the time
	sometimes
	never

	N°. of pupils (10)
	05
	03
	02
	00


Table7: The extent to which pupils want their errors to be corrected.

Question 3 was designed to see the extent to which pupils were ready and willing to receive correction for their errors. As the results in table 6 indicate, 05 pupils favored to be corrected all the time whenever they made an error, while 03 subjects tolerated to have their errors corrected most of the time and 02 pupils wanted the teacher to correct their errors from time to time. The latter result represents those pupils who do not like when the teacher points at every error they make simply because they perceive errors as a sign of low performance and therefore teacher's detection of every single error would give them a negative impression that their performance is ranked as low achievement. Moreover, continuous correction is likely to create a sense of inferiority in the leaner as Tsui (1995) argues.


[image: image3.emf]0

1

2

3

4

5

N° of pupils

Options

Graph 3: How frequently pupils want their errors 

to be corrected

always

most of the time

sometimes

never


	Types of errors
	Vocabulary
	Ideas and meaning
	Verb tense and form
	Spelling and punctuation

	Degrees of priority
	1
	2
	3
	4
	1
	2
	3
	4
	1
	2
	3
	4
	1
	2
	3
	4

	N°. of pupils (10)
	02
	06
	02
	0
	01
	02
	04
	03
	07
	02
	01
	00
	00
	00
	03
	07


No pupil wished to be never corrected. This implies that pupils are aware of the benefits of error correction for learning and accuracy development in English. As shown in graph3 above, the informants' answers assert their willingness for correction. Interestingly, this result accords with the results obtained from question 2 (see table5, p. 52).
Table8: The errors that the teacher should focus on according to the pupils' view. 
Concerning the types of errors pupils suggest the teacher should focus on, the answers to question 4 labeled in table 8 demonstrate that 07 pupils (out of 10) ranked errors in verb tense and form as the most urgent type for the teacher to treat, while 02 pupils thought of vocabulary errors as a prior concern for teacher correction, followed by errors of content (expressing meaning and ideas) in the same position with 01pupil. The second position (number 2) was assigned to vocabulary errors by 06 pupils, and then came content errors and verb tense and form with 02 pupils for each. The third degree of priority (number 3), however, was attributed to ideas and meaning errors by 04 pupils, then came spelling and punctuation with 03 pupils followed by vocabulary with 02 pupils and at last came verb tense and form errors with one pupil. Spelling and punctuation errors were given the forth degree of priority (number 4) by 07 pupils and followed by meaning and ideas with 03 pupils. No further suggestion, however, was made by participants as a response to the open sub-question.

From the graph above, we can see clearly how pupils` choices went hand in hand with their difficulties stated in their responses to question 1 (see table5, p. 52). Pupils, as seen in graph 4, gave no first or second degree of priority to spelling and punctuation errors, which might reflect their indifference to these writing features. This may also explain why our pupils rarely supply punctuation to their written texts.


Table9: Pupils most preferable feedback procedures.

Question 5 allows respondents to voice out their preference about teacher's feedback procedures. Table 9 presents the frequency of each category at each level of priority according to participants' answers. The results in this table indicate that explaining the rule from which pupils' output deviates, locating their errors and giving them the opportunity to self-repair were the most favoured correction strategies (priority 1) according to 04 pupils. The same degree of priority was given to teacher's reminiscence of the rule by 02 pupils. This category was also allocated the second degree of priority by 07 participants, then came teacher's explanation  of the rule by 02 pupils followed by teacher's identification of the error and learner's self-repair (with 01 pupil). 

The third degree of priority, however, was attributed to teacher's location of the error giving the learner the opportunity for self-correction and to teacher's explanation of the rule by 04 informants for each, followed by teacher's direct provision of the correct form with 02 pupils. The latter was also assigned the fourth degree of priority by 8 pupils followed by teacher's identification of the error and learners self-repair and teacher's reminiscence of the rule with 01 pupil for each.


Graph5 that represents question 5 results shows the high priority pupils gave to teacher's explanation of the grammar rule (B) and identification of the error giving the learner the chance to self- repair (D). The former indicates that the learner's errors are not necessarily the result of their ignorance of the correct rule, but rather their incomplete knowledge of the rule applications. For that reason, all that learners need is a comprehensive explanation of the broken rule. Three pupils reported that they did not want the teacher to repeat merely the same explanation given during the lesson. They suggested that they would learn better if the teacher gave various examples and allowed for discussion among learners. Additionally, they declared that they better remembered the rule when it was discussed and practised in class. 

Table9 and graph5 above illustrate how pupils offered self-repair (category D) the highest priority while assigning the lowest priority to teacher's direct provision of the correct form (category C). This, however, can be interpreted as a significant indication of pupils' readiness to free themselves from an excessive dependence on the teacher. Despite their average proficiency level in English, they expressed the desire to take a first step towards more responsibility for their learning by correcting their errors by themselves.

As for the open sub-question to informants asking them to suggest some corrective strategies they thought would better serve their need and interest, 02 pupils out of 10 declared that the teacher should explain his feedback notes to the learner to avoid misunderstanding. In addition, they suggested that the time allowed for revision should be long enough to make all the repairs required lest they might erroneously change what was right under the pressure of time.

3.3 The analysis of the subjects' compositions 

The reliance on pupils' compositions as a primary data source was inspired from Leki's (1991) suggestion. After studying learners’ preferences in written error correction, Leki proposed that a further research would elicit more insightful (contextualized) information about learners’ attitudes and responses to teacher's feedback if it made a reference to learners' performance in first and second drafts. Hence, in this study we take up Leki's (ibid) proposal which permits pupils to refer to their own writing experience and actual practice when responding to the post questionnaire.

The analysis of pupils` accuracy in three compositions (first and second drafts) that were collected over a four-week period was meant to check the immediate and short term effects of teacher's grammar correction (as opposed to unfocused feedback) on subjects' revisions and accurate use of the simple past tense in writing. Ultimately, this analysis is intended to answer the research question: "does learners' accuracy in using the simple past actually develop as a result of teacher's form-focused feedback?''.

It is worth to recall the analytic frame and procedure adopted for the analysis of the subjects' essays. We first quantify the mean of teacher feedback points offered on the simple past tense from the total mean of feedback points in order to show how the feedback offered to the experimental group is more form-focused  than the one given to the control group. Second, the mean revision subjects, in each group separately, made in relation to teacher's correction is counted to examine their use of teacher's feedback and their monitor level. Third, in an effort to account for the subjects` accuracy development in the simple past tense in writing, the means of their total erroneous and correct uses of this grammar item in three essays are calculated so that we can depict any change in terms of pupils` correct uses increase or errors decrease that could be attributed to teacher feedback. Results are reported in tables and illustrated through graphic representation and whenever necessary results in numbers are converted to percentages following the mathematic conventions.

 Table 10: Total feedback points given to the experimental and control groups.

With regard to the amount of feedback offered on simple past errors, it can be seen from table 10 above that the experimental group significantly received more corrections on the simple past tense errors than the control group. From a total of 286 feedback points offered to the control group only 56 points (19.58%) were given on the simple past errors with a mean2 focus of 3.73 for all essays, whereas, the experimental group received 91 feedback points (60.60%) on their simple past errors out of a total 150 feedback points with a mean point of 6.063 for the three essays. 

Results in table 10 indicate that only 39.33% of the total feedback points of the experimental group were given to other types of errors such as vocabulary, sentence structure, articles, verb agreement and sentence` combination. Table 10 reveals that 79.58% of teacher feedback was attributed to these errors while the simple past tense errors received only a poor percentage of 19.58% of the total feedback.


Table11: Teacher feedback points on the experimental and control groups' performance in 3 essays.




As is apparent from table 11 and graph 6, the mean feedback points given to the experimental subjects' simple past errors decreased from 9 in essay1 to 2.8 in essay3. This result corresponds with the decrease of both the mean of the total feedback points (from a mean feedback point of 12.4 in essay1 to 6.6 in essay3) and the mean error of this group (from a mean error of 9.4 in essay1 to 3.2 in essay3 (see graph 10, p. 66).

According to graph 6, the mean of the experimental subjects' simple past errors ignored (i.e. the errors that were not pointed out by the teacher) was 0.6 in essay1 then decreased to 0.2 in essay2 and reached 0.4 in essay3, while the control group's was first 1.8 then 1in essay2 and 1.4 in essay3 (graph7). Thus, we note that the mean of the experimental subjects' ignored errors (0.4) did not differ significantly from the control group's (1.4) at the end of the experiment, but this does not mean that the control group received a focused feedback as we have explained earlier (see table10, p. 59). 


Table12: The experimental and control subjects' use of teacher's feedback and their successful revisions of simple past errors.

Turning now to the extent the experimental subjects used teacher’s feedback when revising their composition errors (table 12), we can see that out of 45 corrective points, the subjects made use of 43 points in the first essay. That is, they attentively used a mean of 8.6 from the mean of the teacher's total feedback on the simple past (9). In the second and third essays, while revising their errors, the subjects did not take into account a mean of 0.2 of teacher's mean of the feedback given to the simple past errors. This estimation of subjects' great use of teacher's feedback through their related revisions, which were defined in the previous chapter (see p. 50, endnote 3), accords with the belief that learners are generally attentive to any corrective reaction the teacher makes. In addition, it correlates with subjects' positive attitudes towards error treatment and motivation to be corrected as illustrated in their responses to the pre- questionnaire.



Experimental group revisions went hand in hand with the total feedback the teacher offered on their simple past tense errors as clearly shown in graph 8 above. Thus, the decrease in teacher's feedback points on the simple past errors was accompanied with a decrease in pupils' related and successful revisions in this area. A direct proportion then was found between the amount of teacher's feedback on the focused area, pupils' revisions and the amount of the successful corrections they provided. Graph 9 shows the great use the control group made of teacher's feedback in the three essays. From a total feedback mean of 4.6, the subjects were able to take into account a mean of 3.6 of the corrections they received on simple past errors. That is, they missed a mean of 01 of teacher's notes while the experimental group missed a mean of 0.2.    

Table 13: Experimental and control groups' total revisions to simple past errors.

As for the successful revisions, we can see from table 13 that the experimental group was able to provide a sum of 78 correct repairs to simple past tense errors out of a total 87 revisions of the three essays. Worthily, 89.65% of the experimental subjects' repair attempts were successful, which is a high percentage comparing to the one achieved by the control group. The latter provided 38 correct revisions from a total of 49 revisions to simple past tense errors in the three essays. That is, 77.55% of their revisions were correct. 

The reason for the discrepancy in the successful revisions of the two groups could be traced back to the type of feedback each group received as this was the only condition in which the two groups differed. It is clear that the experimental subjects` monitor was directed to and focused on a specific grammar point (the simple past tense), just as was the feedback they received, and this resulted in more careful repair to this item. In contrast, the control subjects' monitor was required to work on different types of errors, which might lead to less accurate revision. 

Table14: Experimental and control groups' accuracy development in using the simple past in 3 essays. 

Results in table 14 demonstrate that the experimental subjects in essay1 supplied only 20 simple past verbs correctly (i.e. 29.85%) out of total 67 verbs in the past. That is, 70.14% of their use of the simple past was erroneous. Thus, we may infer that the experimental subjects' command of this tense in writing is relatively poor and we conclude that it was a problematic area for them. Furthermore, we can assume that any change that would occur in subjects` accuracy would be attributed to form-focused feedback since no new teaching strategy was employed.

In essay2, after the subjects were introduced to form-focused correction (received in their first drafts of essay1), we notice a slight decrease in the proportion of their correct use of the simple past tense (29.41% from their total use of this tense). Likewise, the experimental subjects` errors decreased, but not significantly from a mean 9.4 in essay1 to a mean 7.2 in essay24. It is worth mentioning, however, that the decrease of the experimental group use of the simple past (from a mean use of 13.4 in essay1 to 10.2 in essay2) can relate to the instructions of essay2. Indeed, the subjects were required to write a short story in not more than 10 lines. And this obviously resulted in pupils' limited use of the verbs and language structures in general including the simple past tense. Similarly, and for the same reasons the control group's similar use of the simple past decreased in essay2 (see table14 above). 
A close look at the individual experimental subjects performance in essay2 (table14 above) reveals that ES2 results negatively affected the overall accuracy result of the experimental group. ES2 correct use of the simple past dramatically decreased from 7 verbs in essay1 to 1 verb in essay2 and subsequently his errors increased from 6 errors to 8. Unfortunately, no follow-up interview was conducted with this subject to understand the reasons behind the change in his performance level5. Nevertheless, the relatively negative results of the experimental subjects’ accuracy in essay2 did not affect their performance in the third essay where they managed to get 71.92% of their simple past verbs correct and only 28.07% erroneous. 

As for the control subjects, table 14 reported that they accurately supplied 56.16% of the total verbs in the simple past in essay1 and provided 43.83% erroneously; an estimation that reflects their average control of the simple past tense in narrative essays compared to the experimental group poor accuracy in this concern (only 29.85% of their production of the simple past tense was correct in essay1). The control group’s mean use of the simple past, however, decreased in essay2 from 14.6 (in essay1) to 12.6 for almost the same reasons we explained in analysing the experimental group results.

 In essay2, the control subjects developed their accurate use of the past from a proportion of 56.16% in essay1 to 66.66% while their errors decreased from a mean of 6.4 for essay1 to 4.2 for essay2. They were able to eliminate a mean error of 2.2 in essay2. The fact that the second essay required pupils to use a limited number of ideas, verbs, words and structures seems to have pushed the control group to be more selective in terms of appropriate forms and structures to be used. Hence, we may deduce that the context and instructions of essay2 were more amenable for the control group monitor activation than for the experimental group. As for essay3, the mean accuracy of the control group in using the simple past tense did not change (8.4), whereas the mean error increased to 5. Globally, we can say that the control group accurate use of the simple past did not significantly progress over the three essays.


Graph 10 illustrates the significant increase in the experimental group correct use of the simple past over the experiment. Their mean correct use of this tense raised from 4 in essay1 to 8.2 in essay3. Meanwhile, their mean error significantly decreased from 9.4 in essay1 to 3.2 in essay3. We conclude that the experimental subjects were able to overcome a mean error of 6.2 (the mean error in essay1 minus the mean error of essay3). Therefore, the experimental group accuracy interestingly develops as shown by subjects' increasing correct use of the past and decreasing errors in this area. This result, however, could be taken as evidence of the positive difference teacher from-focused feedback had on pupils` revision to their essays.

[image: image4.emf] 

graph 11 : control group accuracy development in the simple past in 

3 essays

8.2

8.4 8.4

6.4

4.2

5

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

essay 1 essay2 essay 3

essay

mean

mean of the correet use of

the simple past tense

mean  of error in the

simple past tense


As clarified by graph 11, the control group monitored knowledge of the simple past started by scoring a mean accuracy of 8.2 in essay1 and ended with 8.4 in essay3, whereas, a significant improvement was achieved by the experimental group whose mean correct use of the past tense was 4 in essay1 and developed to a mean of 8.2 in essay3 (see graph 10 above). Likewise, the mean error reduction of the control group was not significant compared to the experimental group's. The simple past mean error of the former group decreased from 6.4 in essay1 to 5 in essay3.

Therefore, we can conclude that the type of feedback (unfocused correction) the control group was exposed to in the three essays was not effective enough to develop subjects` accuracy in the simple past as it resulted in weak progress in their correct use of this tense and low reduction of their errors compared to the performance of the experimental group who was subjected to correction focused on the simple past. 

3.4 The analysis of the post-questionnaire 

At the end of the experiment, the subjects from the control and experimental groups were given out the post questionnaire. The data gained from each group responses were analysed separately, except for question1, in order to scrutinize the effect of each type of feedback on each group in terms of raising learner's awareness of their persistent errors and drawing their attention to the importance of the accurate use of the past in narration. In addition, this questionnaire aimed at eliciting some information about the cognitive and affective effect of teacher (form-focused) correction on pupils' performance. Indeed, it is an attempt to evaluate teacher's correction from learners’ perspective.
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Table15: Pupils` perception of teacher's correction in the experimental and control groups.

Question1 was intended to check subjects' opinion and evaluation of the type of feedback they have received on their written performance over four weeks and whether the information the teacher feedback provided on their errors was helpful in revising their errors. Convincingly, all responses confirmed the help teacher's correction provided enabling them to carry out the task of repairing their errors in a less threatening and more comfortable way.
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All the subjects (10) gave a positive evaluation of teacher's feedback (graph 12) which implies that pupils care about getting their English right in writing and they are aware of the value of teacher's feedback in developing a correct use of the target language.

Since question1 required pupils to justify their answers, they provided some illustrations6, which were centered on the motivating value and the potential benefit they gained from the feedback they received. One experimental subject justified his positive answer by stating, "The correction I received drew my attention to the errors that made my stories bad ... all I needed to overcome my errors and write good stories was to follow teacher's notes". Another experimental subject acknowledged the benefits he got from teacher's feedback by saying "I used to write my essay directly on the final sheet and gave it to the teacher without making any effort to have a look at the errors I committed. Now, I am interested to write in correct English". One of the control subjects also stated "I think teacher's correction helped me in writing an acceptable story with fewer errors than before". Henceforth, pupils viewed the feedback they received on their writings as motivating and helpful in revising their errors and writing more accurately.
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Table16: The most persistent error types in the three essays according to pupils. 
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In question2, the subjects were asked to tick the types of errors they thought were most persistent in their essays. Results in table 16 above indicate that all the experimental subjects (05) considered errors in verb tense and form as the most persistent ones while errors in vocabulary, meaning and ideas and spelling and punctuation were pointed out only once for each type. The high frequency of verb tense and form errors reflects the extent to which the form-focused feedback succeeded to capture subjects` attention to the use of verbs in the simple past tense.
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The control subjects' responses presented by table 16 above and  shown in graph 14 illustrate that the correction they received was more concerned with form errors than content ones since meaning errors were not pointed at by any subject. Vocabulary, verb tense and form, and spelling and punctuation were equally regarded by 04 pupils (for each type of error) as the language areas in which they have much failed to perform correctly. These answers, however, can be explained by pupils' lack of interest in developing their compositions content. Thus, it seems that pupils did not give priority to this type of errors because their hierarchy to what makes writing successful was more form-oriented. 

Table17: The most focused types of errors in teachers` corrective feedback according to pupils. 


The results yielded from question3 highly confirmed the ones obtained from question2. When asked about the types of errors that were most focused by the corrective feedback they received, the experimental informants gave the highest ranking (number1) to errors on verb tense and form followed by vocabulary errors (with 01 pupil). The second priority goes to vocabulary errors (with 04 pupils) followed by meaning errors in the third position (number 3) and spelling and punctuation in the fourth position (number 4) as revealed in table 17 and graph 15 above.

As for the ranking of the control group, table 17 above and graph 16 reveal that the first priority was allocated to spelling and punctuation errors (with 03 pupils) followed by vocabulary and verb form and tense errors (with 01 pupil for each). The second position was attributed by 04 pupils to verb tense and form errors while the third position was assigned to vocabulary errors by 03 pupils. Meaning and ideas expression errors were given the last position by 04 pupils. 
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Table 18: Pupils reactions to teacher's corrective feedback.

Table 18 presents the way each group interacted with the type of corrective feedback supplied by the teacher. Responding to question 4, 04 experimental subjects declared that the first thing they did when getting their first drafts back was to read teacher's final comments, which were explained in the essays' corrective procedure section in chapter two (see p. 42), while 01 pupil said she looked first at the corrective notes (which were defined on p. 41-42) supplied in the body or at the margin of her draft. 04 control subjects, however, first read the corrections in the body of the text and 01subject only claimed that she had first a look at teacher's final comments. Graphs 17 and 18 below display the results presented in table 18.



Among the justifications the experimental subjects supplied for their primary choice of reading teacher's comments were:

- "It was easier for me to read the final comments to know how well I performed in English and how I could repair my errors".

- "I think the final comments were more encouraging for me to revise my errors". 

- "I was curious to know teacher's impression about my writing. This highly motivated me to correct my errors".

The control subjects, however, thought that what helped them to correct their errors were the corrective notes the teacher provided under each error, while the final comments were less helpful for that task. In their view, teacher's comments gave a general evaluation only and were almost the same for all essays. One control subject wrote "Through the errors pointed out by the teacher I can anticipate her comments and recommendations about my writing".
We may deduce from the explanations above that the experimental subjects were more relax in carrying out the task of repairing their essays than the control subjects who seemed primarily concerned with the cognitive content of teacher's feedback. We understand that they had to operate at different language levels in trying to provide the correct alternatives to their errors, and this may be an answer for why they preferred to focus on the teacher's corrective notes to finish in time. Besides, the experimental group salient strategy of referring first to teacher's final comments could be attributed to the fact that their monitor was not challenged; it was focused on one grammar point, which is the simple past tense. Nevertheless, they seemed to be more aware than the control group of the affective and motivational value of teacher's comments.

The data obtained from question 5 are particularly important as they make us see the affective impact of teacher's written correction on pupils. The categories suggested in this question were mainly inspired from Vigil and Oller's (1976) study. They maintained that the corrective feedback could be either positive (resulting in what we labeled as "feeling relax"), negative (that may make the learner "feeling anxious") or neutral (which makes the learner feeling no special emotion).
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Table 19: The affective impact of teacher's correction on pupils.


When asked about their emotional state when they received their first drafts, 04 experimental subjects declared they felt relax while 01 pupil felt frustrated (see table

19 and graph 19 above). This pupil tailed her answer by explaining that she was very eager to know how the teacher commented on her written performance. So, her frustration was only a reaction to getting corrective and evaluative information about her work. It appears that the experimental subjects were able to develop a positive attitude towards the type of correction they had received (i.e. form-focused feedback) which gave them a sense of confidence to undertake the error revision task. This emotional mood in a writing class is likely to create a supportive learning environment, which is essential for the learning and teaching process as a whole.


The control group, as shown in graph 20, expressed feelings of both anxiety and relax with 02 pupils for each, while 01 pupil had no special emotions. The latter explained that she knew before getting her draft back that she made a lot of errors so nothing surprised her. Another subject stated that her anxiety was due to the fact that other pupils saw her draft full of underlining, crosses and remarks in red ink. She added "I do not like this [corrections in red]. I fear they [other pupils] would think of my writing as being poor".    

We should acknowledge that it is difficult to determine the source of anxiety among the control subjects, whether it was generated by the unfocused corrective strategy or other factors. Indeed, anxiety itself is a common phenomenon in second and foreign language classrooms. SLA researchers share the point that teacher's feedback may negatively affect pupils' learning process in case of constant negative feedback, which combines with other psychological factors and causes feelings of inferiority, anxiety or frustration. For the control subjects, we may explain, as Tsui (1995) did, that the task of revising first drafts was too demanding requiring them to understand, master and produce accurately in English, while most of them were not competent enough to perform perfectly in this language and this might result in feelings of anxiety. The experimental subjects were asked to undertake the same task under the same conditions of the control group, such as their limited knowledge of the target language, but the former expressed a positive feeling of being relaxed.

Yet, whether this positive emotional state was due to the form-focused feedback they received or to their strategy in working on teacher's correction by first having a look at the final comments then the corrective notes is a point for discussion in the next chapter. 

3. 5 The analysis of the subjects' pre- and post tests scores 

The use of the pre and post-tests as measurement tools was intended to make comparison between participants' monitored knowledge (which was explained in chapter two, p. 35-36) of the simple past tense before the experiment and after it. The results obtained from the subjects in both tests are examined to see whether focusing feedback on the simple past tense errors in narrative writings over four weeks makes any difference in their accurate use of this item in grammar oriented tasks. Since the subjects were not exposed to any instruction of the simple past tense during the experiment and since no other feedback strategy was introduced except form-focused feedback, we can assume that any change that might occur in the subjects` scores in the post-test is the outcome of the type of feedback (form-focused or unfocused) they have received on their writings. 
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Table20: The experimental and control subjects' scores in the pre and post tests.

The scores of the pre-test reported in graph 21 and table 20 above indicate that the experimental subjects had an under-average level of performance; their scores ranged from 26/32, for ES1 who was a good achiever, to 04/32, gained by the low achiever ES5. The experimental subjects' scores reached good levels of accuracy in the simple past tense in the post test. The mean score of this group rose from 14.2 in the pre-test to 21.2 in the post-test. This significant improvement was due to ES2 and ES5 who scored 24/32 and 17/32 points respectively in the post test. ES2 and ES5 seemed to have activated their monitor in grammar accuracy tasks more than in writing tasks, if we refer to their use of the simple past in the second term essay (see table 21 in the next section). 



In contrast, the control subjects' scores in the post-test, as revealed in table 20 and graph 22 above, did not indicate a significant improvement in their control of the simple past tense. Their mean score in the pre-test was 16.6, which is an average level of accuracy in this grammar point compared to the total score (32 points). In the post-test, their mean score slightly increased to 18.2, which is not a significant progress compared to the result of the experimental group. 

3.6 The analysis of first term and second term essays 

The relative delayed effects of form-focused feedback on the experimental subjects' accurate use of the simple past is measured by comparing between their accuracy level in this tense before and after the experiment. For that purpose, we examined their use of the simple past in the first term essay and in the second term essay. The latter was written two weeks after the experiment. 
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Table21: The experimental and control subjects' use of the simple past in the first and second term essays.
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The results reported in table 21 and graph 23 above demonstrate that the experimental subjects' general use of the simple past tense raised from 32 verbs before the experiment to 38 after it, which may indicate some risk taking in supplying this tense as opposed to avoiding using it for fear of making grammatical errors. Significantly, the experimental subjects used 62.5% of the simple past in the first essay correctly. This percentage slightly increased after the experiment to reach 68.42% in the second essay. Besides, their errors slightly decreased from 37.5% before the experiment to 31.57% in the second term essay after the experiment.

The control group provision of the simple past, as seen in table 21and graph 24, slightly decreased from 39 verbs in the first term essay to 37 verbs in the second term essay. In the former essay, 61.53% of the control subjects' use of the simple past was correct while 38.46% was erroneous. In the second exam essay, however, their correct use of the simple past decreased to 59.45% and their errors slightly increased to 40.54%. Therefore, we conclude that the control group accuracy in the simple past was not affected by the unfocused correction they have been exposed to over a four week period. Evidence for this claim lays on the fact that their accuracy did not progress neither in terms of the correct use of the simple past nor in terms of error reduction. 

While the control group performance in the second term essay gave no evidence for the subjects' accuracy improvement in using the simple past tense, the experimental subjects showed more control and careful use of this tense in the second term essay. The relative control they gained over the past tense could be considered as a measure of the extent to which form-focused feedback was effective in developing pupils' careful use of this tense in writing narratives. 

3.7 Summary and conclusion

The data yielded by the elicitation devices adopted in this study were reported and analysed using the qualitative and quantitative methods. In the analysis of the data we followed the chronological order of the experiment starting by the subjects' responses to the pre- questionnaire, then their correct or erroneous use of the simple past tense in three narrative essays followed by the analysis of the post questionnaire responses. Next, we compared the subjects` accuracy in using the simple past in the grammar pre and post tests. A comparison was also made between the subjects' use of the simple past before the experiment and after it through examining and comparing between their use of this tense in the first term essay and in the second term essay. 

A thorough comprehensive interpretation of the results obtained from the data analysis within the context of EFL teaching is necessary to see if the experimental group results were the outcomes of the form-focused feedback supplement. Henceforth, the next chapter is devoted to interpret and discuss profoundly the results obtained from the data analysis.

Endnotes

1- This percentage is calculated using the following formula:

The sum of items (vocabulary) x100 
  7x100          700

 
                                                      =
= 10    =70%

 The total number of participants (10) 
    10

2- In this study the mean of every category is calculated using the following arithmetic formula:

x‾ = ∑FX 
    that is the mean is         the sum of category frequencies 

         ∑F
                                          the total number of frequency

For example, the mean of control group feedback points on the simple past tense errors in essay 1 is counted as follows:

The sum of feedback on the simple past frequency for five subjects 

                             N° of essays

3- This is the total mean of the experimental subjects' feedback points on the simple past. It is calculated as follows:

The sum of the three essays means of feedback focused points 

                     N° of essays

That is 9+6.4+2.8    = 6.06


          3


4- Using the percentage, however, would suggest different results. From table14, we conclude that 70.14% of the experimental group use of the simple past tense was erroneous. In essay2, however, errors proportion slightly increased to 70.58%.

5- To my knowledge, the day the second essay task was assigned to the experimental subjects was the same day when some teachers issued the achievement test scores. We might anticipate that ES2 got bad marks, which negatively affected his motivation during the writing task.

6- The subjects' statements were provided in Arabic, but they were translated into English to meet the requirements of the present study.


Chapter four

 Interpretation and discussion of the results

Chapter 4: Interpretation and discussion of the results

4.1 Introduction

In this study, we examined the effect of teacher form-focused feedback on EFL learners' accurate use of the simple past tense in writing. To answer the main research question about whether form-focused correction leads to any improvement in learners’ accurate use of simple past tense in writing we carried out an experiment with ten low- intermediate EFL learners. We used an experimental and a control group of five subjects each who were engaged in writing three narrative essays over four weeks and were required to revise their errors in each piece of writing using teacher feedback. The experimental subjects received a focused correction on their use of the simple past tense in addition to some other errors in grammar and vocabulary, whereas the control subjects received unfocused feedback that dealt with all types of errors made.
     To answer the first sub- research question "To what extent do learners make use of teacher form-focused feedback when revising their first drafts?" we compared the proportion of teacher’s feedback on simple past errors and the repairs the subjects made. As for the second research question "Does teacher form–focused feedback result in any improvement in learners' accurate use of the simple past in composition writing?", we examined the effect of form-focused feedback on the frequency of the experimental subjects' correct and erroneous uses of the simple past in three essays and compared the results obtained from this group with the results of the control group. 

        Concerning the third research question: "What are the relative delayed effects of teacher's form–focused feedback on learners’ accurate use of the simple past in composition writing and in grammar tasks?" we compared the subjects’ scores in the grammar pre and post-tests and examined their  essays before and after the experiment.



In this chapter, the results obtained from the analyses undertaken at the different levels mentioned above are interpreted in relation to the research questions of this study. We attempt to make a synthesis of all the study findings discussing and comparing the results of the pre-questionnaire responses, pupils' performance in the three essays (first and second drafts), the insights gained from the post-questionnaire responses, the subjects’ scores in the grammar pre and post-tests and the results of first and second term essays. 
4.2 Interpretation of the pre-questionnaire results


Throughout the pre-questionnaire items, we have gained some insights about pupils' writing difficulties, their attitudes towards teacher’s feedback, and their interests and preferences in error correction. We shall deal with each question results separately. We know that the pre-questionnaire results reflect only pupils’ perspective and intuition which are highly affected by the instruction they received and other variables such as their maturity level and short term memory. For that reason it is necessary to match the pre-questionnaire results with the corresponding results from pupils’ compositions analysis for the reliability of the final results.


Although participants were from different proficiency levels (high, average and low), their responses to question one about their writing difficulties reveal that they are the same. According to table 5 (see p. 52) results, 07 subjects (out of 10) reported having great difficulties in supplying the right vocabulary that conveyed the intended meaning, while 06 pupils thought it was a dilemma for them to determine the tense and form of verbs while writing. Given the objectives of the second year literary stream curriculum of English, which stressed the development of vocabulary and grammar teaching through regularly exposing pupils to topics that introduced new vocabulary and different language structures, this result is a little surprising. Yet, it is confirmed by pupils’ responses to question 4 where 07 of them ranked errors in verb tense and form as being urgent errors that  need teacher focus (see table8, p. 55).



Pupils' focus on vocabulary and verb tense and form as the most difficult language areas they want to develop could be interpreted on the ground that pupils think their failure in these areas would make their compositions weak. We may infer that such belief is traced back to the instructional focus. EFL teachers are used to grade learners' compositions according to language accuracy criteria rather than content, implicitly meaning that what matters for good writing is using English language forms accurately. Therefore, pupils are led to believe that form errors are not tolerated and they negatively affect their essays grades. And this fact explains why pupils gave little consideration to the difficulties they meet when generating ideas and expressing meaning (only 02 subjects claimed having content difficulties when writing).

However, a close look at the subjects’ essays reveals their struggle in organizing and combining ideas and in selecting the relevant ones. Problems also have been observed at the level of text coherence and the logical order of stories’ events. Nevertheless, if we take into account the general proficiency level of our sample, the hierarchy of difficulties they gave through prioritizing vocabulary and verb tense and form difficulties seems quite logic. At this stage of development, learners are still building their interlanguage system and writing for them could be a means to test their hypotheses about the target language forms and not an end in itself. 


It might be that the subjects are aware of the importance of good content and coherence for their writings but they seem to measure how far or near their writings are from target language by the degree of accuracy in using vocabulary and verb tense and form. Another explanation is that despite the focus these skills receive in the official syllabus, only few opportunities are allowed for pupils to practise and communicate in these skills in the classroom where teacher’s input is more prevalent than pupils’ output. 


Responses to question two and three about whether they want teacher feedback  and how frequent they like their errors to be corrected, recorded in tables 6 and 7 (see p. 54), lend considerable support to the belief that language learners hold very positive attitudes towards teacher’s written correction. This result can be explained by the fact that pupils in EFL learning contexts, where only few opportunities are available for the learner to get exposure to the target language, consider teacher feedback as an external monitor to learn the language correctly. Moreover, it appears that they trust the teacher’s knowledge and they are aware of the potential benefits they can gain using his correction to develop their own monitored knowledge of the target language.


Interestingly, this finding accords with Drever's (2006) about how learners perceive teacher’s correction. In her investigation about interactional corrective feedback in 65 English primary schools, Drever asked six bilingual children after a period of observation how they felt about being corrected over ten lessons and she found that 94% of them highly desired to be corrected "in any way the teacher chose" in order to learn (Drever, 2006).

The results of questions two and three that ensure pupils positive attitudes towards error correction and motivation to receive teacher’s feedback significantly corroborate the results obtained from the analysis of pupils' use of teacher’s feedback when redrafting their essays. Experimental subjects, for instance, were found to use attentively 95.60% of teacher’s total feedback points on the simple past tense. Similar findings on learners’ willingness to be corrected and great use of teacher’s written feedback notes are reported in the studies carried out by Musayeva (1998), Muncie (2000) and Hyland (2003) and the research surveys of Leki (1991), Ferris (1995), and Greenslade and Brasdefer (2006).

The results of pupils’ responses to question four (see table 8, p.55) about the types of errors that urgently need teacher’s correction do not differ from their earlier hierarchy of the problematic writing difficulties. Accordingly, 07 informants graded errors in verb tense and form as the most prior error type for the teacher to correct followed by vocabulary errors (with 02 pupils) then content errors (with 01pupil). This result, however, seems evident because of a number of reasons. Pupils thought that overcoming their difficulties in verb tense and form and in vocabulary was essential to make their essays accurate. An important finding then is that the EFL learners involved in this study equate good writing in English with the degree of grammar accuracy and their responses to the post-questionnaire confirm this view as will be discussed later (see p.95).


It might be that pupils care to that extent about grammar accuracy because it is focused in the language input they received. Another reason seems to be related to the fact that pupils are primarily tested on their knowledge of the linguistic code of the target language through written tests which makes grammar accuracy crucial for their academic evaluation. Furthermore, some teachers, and we have experienced this as teachers, repeatedly remind their pupils they should be very careful of their grammar use because it is important for their "Baccalaureat" exam, which badly requires learners' good handling of the English language forms.  


Worthy, this finding on pupils interest and need to get their form errors (others would call them surface level errors) corrected more than their content errors opposes Fathman and Whalley`s (1990) finding about foreign language learners’ urgent need and desire to get their content and organization errors treated. Our study finding about EFL learners' prior desire for grammar correction tends to revise Truscott’s (1996) claims about the futility of form error correction and would back up the conclusion reached by Ferris (1995) on students’ frustration if their grammar errors are not treated by the teacher. 

Believing that learners’ preferences are essential for the correction process to be fruitful, we asked the pupils about their favored corrective strategies (question five). Results in table 9 (see p. 56) indicate that explaining the correct rule for learners and identifying and locating their errors giving them the opportunity for self-repair are the most favored correction strategies (priority 1 according to 04 pupils). This result goes hand in hand with Long`s (1977) suggestion that once the teacher provides the feedback it becomes learner’s responsibility to correct his/her error. The result above could be interpreted on the ground that learners’ monitor work is facilitated by having the grammar rule explicitly explained. In this respect, Krashen (1985, 1987) argues that learners are able to undertake self- correction when they have the necessary grammar knowledge for the monitor to operate. 
        The two correction strategies, teacher’s location and identification of the error and explanation of the grammar rule, advocated by pupils are, indeed, considered by Chaudron (1977) as the most effective corrective procedures. He analyzed the different types of feedback teachers provided in oral discourse and found out that learners’ self-correction started with teacher’s location of the error and provision of metalinguistic explanation. Pupils, equally, declared that teacher’s explanation of the original rule would help them to repair their errors.

It is worth noting that the category of teacher’s direct provision of the correct form, as seen in table8 (see p. 55), was not assigned neither a first degree nor a second degree of priority. Once again, this result stresses that despite their proficiency level differences, pupils shared the willingness to take charge of their errors and to be less dependent on the teacher. Yet, whether pupils are effectively able to take full responsibility for their errors is still debatable and a challenge in foreign language classrooms.


From the overall result of pupils’ responses to the pre-questionnaire, we can confirm some hypotheses made by a number of empirical and observational studies. First, pupils hold very positive attitudes towards teacher feedback and want their errors to be consistently corrected. Similar results have been reached in the surveys carried out by Leki (1991), Saito (1994), Ferris (1995) and Musayeva (1998). Second, pupils with an intermediate proficiency level of English, seem to care much about their grammar errors and prioritize the development of their writing accuracy. 


Third, the learners seem convinced that error-free composition is ranked as good writing. This belief is enhanced by a number of factors such as the instructional environment, which implies that accuracy is what characterizes good writing, and the learners' deficient knowledge and short experience in English writing, which results from the fact that this skill is not as much developed as the reading skill, for instance, in the second year literary stream curriculum. In an ideal situation, pupils can write up to six essays during the whole course. This number is subject to reduction if the teacher fails to complete the programme. 


This finding, indeed, corroborates Leki’s (1991) who made a survey on 100 ESL learners’ preferences for corrective feedback and found out that for them a good essay was the one which did not contain any grammar error. Another important finding in this study is that learners are found to be highly motivated to correct their errors by themselves, and all they need is to have the teacher locate and identify the error, explain the original grammar rule they failed to perform, and offer them enough time to organize, draft and proof- read their compositions. 


Convincingly, we can state that pupils’ responses to the pre-questionnaire provided useful information about the ample cognitive and affective conditions for teacher’s correction to work including the pupils' readiness and motivation to receive correction, to revise their composition errors and to develop their writing accuracy with the aid of the teacher feedback.
4.3 Interpretation of subjects' compositions results 

To establish whether focusing correction on a particular grammar feature in writing improves learners’ accuracy in this feature or not, we supplied the experimental group with form-focused feedback that primarily dealt with their simple past tense errors in three essays. The control group errors, however, were treated by the teacher in the way she used to react to her pupils’ essays, i.e. in an unfocused way. A comparison between the experimental and control groups' results reported in table10 (see p.59) confirms that the correction given to experimental subjects was more focused on simple past tense errors as they received 60.60% of the total feedback points on this item over the experiment. Control subjects, however, were offered 19.58% only of the total feedback on their simple past tense errors. Because drawing learners’ attention to specific grammar features was believed to facilitate monitor use (Krashen 1985, 1987), this condition was provided to the experimental group to see whether this type of correction would result in learners' accuracy progress in writing.



Interestingly, pupils were found to make great use of teacher’s feedback. The experimental group, as we can infer from table 12 (see p. 61), revised 95.60% of the total errors pointed out by the teacher and similarly the control group used 87.5% of teacher's corrections on the simple past tense in the three essays. This result confirms the one derived from the pre-questionnaire on learners' positive attitude towards error correction and motivation to repair their errors. We can say that regardless of the feedback type the teacher offers, learners seem very attentive to the feedback information, which can be simply explained by their belief in teacher's feedback usefulness for writing accuracy development.


Twenty seven errors in using the simple past tense were ignored, i.e. not pointed out in teacher's feedback, in the three essays written by the experimental and the control subjects who identified and self- corrected only eight errors (see table 11, p. 60). This result leads us to consider Muncie's (2000) observation that learners poorly use their creative faculty and limit themselves to the recommendations and errors identified by the teacher without making up their minds about other errors the teacher fails to point out. The poor results of pupils’ self- correction and their heavy reliance on the teacher may also be attributed to the fact that pupils generally think that the teacher masters the target language system better than they do and that it is his task to correct all their errors and therefore cannot leave any out. 


As Muncie (ibid) rightly remarks, learners do not have critical attitudes towards teacher feedback simply because they still perceive the teacher as the only entitled participant in the classroom to provide the correct language model. He is supposed to be "more knowledgeable than the learners about the linguistic and rhetorical features of English" (ibid: 50-1). In addition, and as far as our sample is concerned, we can anticipate that pupils would use their monitor for the revision task while error identification is expected to be carried out by the teacher.


	
	Teacher total feedback points on simple past errors
	Subjects' total successful revisions of simple past errors 

	EG
	                      91 (100%)
	                 78 (85.71%)

	CG
	                     56 (100%)
	                 38 (67.85%)


Table22: Experimental and control groups’ successful revisions using    teacher’s feedback on the simple past errors.


As for the successful revisions each group provided with respect to teacher’s feedback points on the simple past tense errors, table 22 above demonstrates that the experimental group who received form-feedback feedback surpassed the control group who received unfocused correction. The overall correct repair rate of the former was 85.71%, while the latter succeeded to revise 67.85% of the overall errors pointed out by the teacher. Graph 25 below summarizes visually the total use experimental and control groups made of teacher’s correction in terms of successful correction provided for simple past tense errors. The graph clearly reveals that the two groups achieved good levels of revision, which gives evidence of pupils’ motivation, active involvement and positive interaction with teacher’s feedback information as well as their care about their writing accuracy.






A comparison between the revision results of the experimental group presented in graph 8 (see p. 62) and those of the control group (graph 9, p. 62) significantly demonstrates that the former made a systematic use of teacher’s feedback in the three essays more than the control group. We may conclude, then that form-focused correction was beneficial to the experimental subjects who accordingly focused their attention and correction efforts on simple past tense errors. This resulted in the experimental group's higher level of monitor use than the control group who struggled with the different problems raised by teacher’s unfocused feedback (vocabulary, punctuation, spelling, grammar, articles, conjunctions, agreement, etc.).


This study reveals that the form- focused feedback group was not found to make a variable use of teacher’s form correction such as revising content and organization errors that were not pointed out by the teacher. Rather, the experimental subjects limited their repairs to form errors. This could be interpreted on the ground that this type of feedback addressed exactly the subjects' own interest and purpose in developing their writing accuracy. For that reason, we found subjects from both groups actively and successfully engaged in simple past tense errors repair. This finding is compatible with that of Hyland (2003) who concluded from her naturalistic study that "students' use of the teacher’s feedback is affected by individual goals and preferences" (Hyland: 223).

The study finding regarding the pupils’ general positive interaction and comprehension of teacher’s feedback as demonstrated through their increasing successful revisions of the three writing tasks opposes Truscott’s (1996) claim that learners lack the skill to understand teacher’s correction. From the finding discussed above, we can conclude that learners can understand and make a valuable use of teacher’s correction when it meets the following conditions: 

a- It accords with learners’ interests and goals.

b- It focuses on form errors that proved to be relatively easy for learners to repair compared to content errors.

c- It follows a consistent explicit strategy: error location, error identification, grammar rule explanation if necessary and final comments provision. 


The results presented in table 14 (see p. 64) show that experimental subjects mean provision of the simple past tense gradually decreased from 13.4 in essay1 to 

10.2 in essay2 and 11.4 in essay3. Likewise, the control group’s mean use of this tense went down from 14.6 in the first essay to 13.4 in the third essay. It is difficult to explain these results by claiming that pupils were depending on an avoidance strategy. A close look at pupils’ first drafts indicates their careful planning in using this tense while narrating. After receiving a range of corrective notes focused on the simple past errors, the experimental subjects started to be slightly more attentive to this tense than the control group. Nevertheless, both form-focused and unfocused types of corrective feedback were found to raise learners’ care in supplying the simple past tense while narrating. 
	       after
	                                  During
	       before
	

	2nd term essay
	Essay 3  (1st draft)
	Essay 2  (1st draft)
	Essay 1 (1st draft)
	1st term essay
	

	error
	correct
	total s.past use
	error
	Correct
	total s.past use
	error
	correct
	total s.past use
	error
	correct
	total s.past use
	error
	correct
	total s.past use
	

	12
	26
	38
	16
	41
	57
	36
	15
	51
	47
	20
	67
	12
	20
	32
	EG

	31.57%
	68.42%
	
	28.07%
	71.92%
	
	70.58%
	29.41%
	
	70.14%
	29.85%
	
	37.5%
	62.5%
	
	

	15
	22
	37
	25
	42
	67
	21
	42
	63
	32
	41
	73
	15
	24
	39
	CG

	40.54%
	59.45%
	
	37.31%
	62.68%
	
	33.33%
	66.66%
	
	43.83%
	56.16%
	
	38.46%
	61.53%
	
	


Table 23: Subjects' accuracy development in using the simple past in writing prior to, during and after the experiment. 

Regarding subjects' accuracy development in the simple past tense over the experiment, table 23 above summarizes the experimental and control groups' total correct and erroneous uses of this tense in writing before, during and after the experiment. From this table we can see that the experimental subjects' proportion of the simple past tense correct use was very low in essay1 (29.85%) and significantly increased to reach 71.92% in essay3. The control group gradual progress in supplying the simple past correctly, however, was not significant; it was average (56.16%) in essay1 and shifted to 62.68% in essay3.

A comparison between the results of the two groups' mean correct use of the simple past over the experiment, as illustrated in graph 26 (see p. 93), suggests that the form-focused feedback group considerably elevated their mean accuracy level in the focused grammar point from poor level (4 in essay1) to relatively good one (8.2 in essay3). Since no other instruction or correction strategy was introduced, we can state that in our data the subjects were able to improve their accuracy in using the simple past in the short term after receiving teacher's form-focused feedback. 

The fact that the experimental subjects' mean correct use of the simple past slightly decreased in essay2 (from 4 to 3) enables us to conclude that form-focused feedback needs to be given over a considerable period of time to be effective and we may further anticipate that the subjects could achieve higher levels of accuracy in using the simple past if they received form-focused feedback on more than three essays and over more than one month (the duration of the present experiment). 


Considering the results of subjects’ proportion of errors, a significant difference can be noticed in the two groups’ number of errors in essays1 and 3. The experimental group did conspicuously better than the control group in monitoring the verbs in the simple past over the experiment. The former erroneously supplied 70.14% of their total past simple verbs in essay1 which indicates a poor monitor and a low control over this tense on the part of the experimental subjects. As they received a focused correction on simple past tense errors, they started to be more careful in supplying this tense. Consequently, the proportion of their errors in this tense decreased in essay3 to 28.07% outweighing the control group who produced erroneously 43.83% of the simple past verbs in essay1 and 37.31% in essay3 (table 23, p. 91). The experimental group seemed to activate a higher level of the monitor than the control group.


It is important to note that the result from the comparison between the two groups' means of simple past tense correct uses is similar to that of the comparison between their means errors. A comparison between results in the two recapitulating graphs below (26 and 27) showed that the experimental group outperformed the control group in both the mean correct use of the simple past and the mean error in the same concern in essay3. This indicates that the experimental subjects did better than the control subjects in developing their accuracy and reducing their simple past tense errors over the experiment as a result of the grammar correction they received.
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Experimental subjects were able to elevate their mean accurate use of the simple past from 4 in essay1 to 8.2 in essay3, and they succeeded to reduce their mean error from 9.4 in essay1 to 3.2 in essay3. In contrast, the control group’s mean correct use of the past simple poorly moved from 8.2 in essay1 to 8.4 in essay3, while their mean error shifted from 6.4 in essay1 to 5 in essay3 suggesting only a slight control gained by this group over the use of the simple past.


The results above provide ample evidence to the effective role of form-focused feedback in improving learners’ accuracy in using the simple past tense in writing in the short term. In addition, they foster the claim that this type of feedback facilitates monitor use and improves learners’ accuracy in the focused grammar items. This finding accords with Long` s (1991) observation that focus

on form (in communicative language teaching context) can result in the improvement of the learners' output accuracy.


For the present data, form-focused feedback was found to be effective in raising pupils’ awareness of the grammatical errors they make and particularly the focused ones in teachers’ correction, facilitating their monitor use resulting in simple past errors reduction, and in developing learners’ accuracy in using the focused forms in second drafts and subsequent essays. These results, however, contradict Loewen’s (1998) who found that correcting L2 students' form errors did not have a positive effect on their accuracy in second drafts and in new essays. 

So far, the results discussed appear to substantiate earlier findings by Rutherford (1987) and Fathman and Whalley (1991). In both studies identifying and correcting specific grammar errors had an important role in raising learners’ awareness of writing accuracy and in helping them revise their errors. Yet, this is not to imply that this type of feedback is responsible for the development of accuracy in writing (Hyland, 2003), but it has a positive effect on learners accuracy in writing. 

When it was accompanied with learners’ interest in developing their writing accuracy and their positive attitude towards error correction together with their motivation to repair their errors (as revealed in the pre-questionnaire results), form-focused feedback was found to be effective in raising learners’ correct uses of the simple past tense, reducing their errors, and increasing their successful revisions. These findings, however, seem to contrast with Truscott's (1996) arguments against the usefulness of grammar error correction for learners’ accuracy development in writing and with Krashen`s (2004) claim that grammar correction is helpful for learners’ accuracy only in grammar tests.

4.4 Interpretation of the post-questionnaire results 

The post-questionnaire analysis was meant to interpret pupils’ perception, evaluation and views of the type of feedback they received during the experiment. Results in table 15 (see p.67) reported that subjects from both groups highly valued teacher’s correction (both form-focused and unfocused correction) as being insightful and helpful for their error revision and accuracy improvement in writing. 


From the justifications pupils provided to their claim that teacher’s feedback gave them the needed support to repair their errors, we observed they focused on two important gains. The first one was the cognitive benefit, which had an immediate positive effect on pupils' revisions and a remote effect on their use of the forms corrected by the teacher in further writing. The second benefit was related to the motivational value of teacher feedback. Interestingly, pupils' explanation indicated that they were quite aware of their grammar difficulties, and they were conscious about their accuracy progress in writing following teacher's corrective notes. Additionally, they felt their errors were continuously decreasing, which was an impulse for them to carry on repairing their errors attentively and consistently. 


Results of the experimental subjects' responses to question 2 on their most persistent errors (in table 16, p. 68) and the answers they provided to question 3 about the types of errors that were most focused in teacher's feedback (see table17, p. 70) indicated that teacher's correction matched learners' perceptions. For both questions, the subjects (05) rated errors in verb tense and form as the most persistent errors in their writing that the teacher had most focused on. This type of error was considered by them as being the most problematic error in the three essays, and 04 experimental subjects assigned it the first degree of priority in teacher's treatment (see table17, p.70). 


It follows that the experimental subjects were influenced by the focus of teacher's feedback to the extent that they thought their most serious problems in writing (stories) were centred on verb tense and form, while other types like vocabulary errors, which were regarded by pupils prior to the experiment as a priority for teacher's correction (see question 1 results in table 5, p. 52), were considered as minor problems after the experiment. Then, we can conclude that

learners' evaluation of their writings was highly affected by the type of corrective feedback they received.


Just as the correction they received was unfocused, the control group response to question 2 did not manifest any special emphasis on a given error type. 04 subjects claimed that they persistently and equally made errors on vocabulary, verb tense and form, and spelling and punctuation (table16, p. 68). In responding to question3 (see table 17, p. 70), 03 control subjects (out of 05) believed that the teacher stressed most spelling and punctuation errors followed by vocabulary and verb tense and form errors (with 01pupil for each). These results reveal a mismatch between learners' responses to the two questions above which could be interpreted in two ways:

1- What pupils may regard as the most problematic error in their writing is not necessarily focused in teacher’s feedback.

2- Pupils' perception of teacher’s feedback can be different from the evaluative information they provided for their own output. That is, learners' perception of things is not always affected by the information the teacher supplies. Rather, they do have their own perspective through which they evaluate and judge their own performance in the target language.


The two interpretations we make from the experimental and control groups different results in answering questions 2 and 3 are not contradictory. Rather, they just reflect the impact of different correction types on learners` self evaluation and perception of teacher's notes.


The fact that the majority of the experimental subjects (04 of them) first referred to teacher’s final comments then to the corrective notes (as the results of question 4 in table 18, p. 71 revealed) has an affective as well as cognitive explanation. It seems that pupils' objective was not limited to error correction. They were first interested to know how the teacher perceived and evaluated their performance. This information was likely to give them a motivational support to revise their errors and to be more accurate so that they could receive more praise and less corrective notes. Taking into account the type of correction this group received, we understand that the task of error revision was not too demanding as pupils were mainly required to revise their verb tense errors.


Conversely, the control subjects (04 of them) were preoccupied by getting their errors located and identified; they first read the teacher’s corrective notes in the text body (see table 18, p. 71) to repair their errors. Pressed by teacher's range of corrections, the control subjects were more interested in cognitive feedback than in reading teacher's "general evaluative" comments about their writing. We may conclude here that learners` revision quality and strategy are linked to the kind of corrective feedback the teacher offers. In addition, from the present data we may assume that learners primarily pay attention to the affective aspect of focused-feedback because it is cognitively less demanding (requiring the revision of specific types of errors), and are likely to care about the cognitive content of teacher correction when the latter is unfocused and asks for repairing all errors.


From question 5 results in table 19 (see p.73), we can deduce that the experimental subjects who worked on some specific types of errors were more relaxed than the control subjects who received more corrective points on different types of errors. Referring to subjects’ explanation about their emotional state when getting back their first drafts and to their strategies in dealing with teacher's feedback we can understand the affective discrepancies between the control and experimental subjects. The former were not satisfied with their drafts full of red-pen underlining, crosses and notes and the first thing they did was looking at teacher's corrective notes to know about the errors they were recommended to revise. This, indeed, could easily result in a feeling of anxiety and frustration.  The experimental subjects, however, who received less corrective points compared to the control group, were relaxed and unthreatened by teacher's correction in red.     
4.5 Interpretation of the grammar pre and post-tests results

To investigate the relative delayed effect of form-focused feedback on learners’ accuracy in using the focused forms in grammar tasks, there was a need to examine pupils’ performance in grammar oriented tasks days after the experiment. The statistical comparison between the pre and post-test scores (graph 28 below) showed that there was a significant improvement in all experimental subjects' scores in the post-test. In the pre-test, the experimental group mean score was 14.2 out of 32 points and shifted to 21.2 in the post-test outweighing the control group slight improvement from 16.6 in the pre-test to18.2 in the post test.
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Clearly, the experimental subjects' mean score in the post-test (21.2) reflects a shift in their performance level from under- average to good performance level. This result is encouraging and suggests that the form-focused feedback they received over four weeks was considerably effective in improving their accuracy in grammar tasks, which confirms part of Krashen`s (2004) conclusion that error correction is effective in grammar tasks as they provide good conditions for learners to use their monitor and to focus on language form. Krashen`s claim about the limited effectiveness of error correction in grammar tasks, however, was weakened by the results obtained previously from pupils' essays which demonstrated writing accuracy improvement as a result of using the teacher’s form-focused feedback.
4.6 Interpretation of the results of first term and second term essays 

As far as the third research question is concerned which is about the relative delayed effect of form-focused feedback on learners` accurate use of the simple past in writing, the available data informed us that the subjects who received form-focused correction did better than those who received unfocused feedback in using the simple past tense correctly in the second term essay compared to their performance in the first term essay. In table 23 (see p. 91), it is reported that they correctly supplied 62.5% of simple past verbs in the first term essay (prior to the experiment) and 68.42% in the second term essay. Yet, this increase is not a significant one. The error rate, however, went down from 37.5% to 31.57%. The control group’s overall rate of the simple past correct use was 61.53% in the first occasion and slightly lowered to reach 59.45% in the second term essay. The error proportion, however, increased from 38.46% to 40.54%.

We can conclude that the experimental subjects did not fully use the monitored knowledge of the simple past tense they gained from the consistent form-focused feedback they received over four weeks and that they failed to keep the same levels of accuracy for some time after the experiment. 

From the results interpreted so far on the delayed effect of teacher’s form-focused correction on learners` accuracy in writing, we can say that pupils who have been subjected to a focused feedback on the simple past tense over four weeks were not able to make full use of their monitor, and the improvement in their accurate use of this tense was not significant. Therefore, we can state that over time this type of feedback could help learners to gain limited control only of the use of the focused forms in writing. The subjects who received unfocused feedback, too, did not develop their accuracy in the simple past tense after the experiment which indicates that such type of feedback is ineffective in developing learners’ accuracy in further writing. 


There were other factors, in addition to the form-focused feedback effect, that interfered and influenced pupils' performance in the second term essay such as their psychological and cognitive state and the situational context (exam situation). As regards the psychological factor, it is evident that the fact of being formally examined and expecting a grade is likely to generate learners' feelings of fear, anxiety and stress and might negatively affect the pupils' performance and accuracy level in essay writing. As for the cognitive factor, the composition task was the last one of the formal test and was preceded by reading comprehension tasks, vocabulary and grammar structure tasks. This means that the pupil focussed more on the different types of tasks that required directed accurate answers and released his tension for the essay task that was thought to be less demanding cognitively than the preceding ones in terms of grammar accuracy. 


We assume that the exam situation did not provide the ideal conditions to facilitate monitor use. Pupils were required to carry out various tasks that called for the use of different types of knowledge and language repertoires in a limited period of time. Thus, the decisive conditions for pupils to monitor their output in essay task were not available: focus on form, ample time and low affective filter. The absence of these conditions during the exam might have inhibited the subjects from using their grammar knowledge and affected their accuracy level. 


We can confidently state that as time elapses, the effect of form-focused feedback on learners' accurate use of the simple past in writing seems to become less important, specifically when the affective, cognitive and contextual conditions do not facilitate monitor use. We might have reached other (different) results if we had depended on learners' achievement in free-composition where most of the conditions mentioned earlier are available. We should acknowledge that an exam situation does not ideally reflect the right monitored knowledge and accuracy level of the learner. It might be that the exam situation was not helpful for the learner to manifest the accuracy level he gained from the form-focused feedback during the experiment.

A tentative conclusion can be drawn from the analysis of the post-test scores and from the first and second term essays results: Learners' accuracy in writing can indeed be enhanced by grammar correction. In addition, the provision of the three conditions that facilitate monitor use, i.e. focus on form, ample time and low-affective filter makes form-focused feedback effective and is likely to help learners to use effectively their grammar knowledge in writing. 

4. 7 Summary and conclusion


The main findings derived from the subjects' responses to the pre-questionnaire, the results obtained from their use of the simple past in the three essays written during the experiment, in the first and second term essays and in the grammar pre and post-tests have been discussed in this chapter in addition to the post-questionnaire results.  

As for the main research question investigated by this study, the findings appear to indicate that form-focused feedback is more conducive than unfocused feedback in promoting learners’ accurate use of the simple past in the short term when the conditions that facilitate monitor use and learners’ involvement in redrafting are available such as students’ interest to develop their writing accuracy, a positive attitude towards correction, teacher’s form-focused feedback and ample time needed for essay drafting and redrafting. As for the relative delayed effect, form-focused feedback was found to be more effective in improving learners’ accuracy in the focused forms in grammar oriented-tasks than in controlled-writing. 


Conclusion 
Conclusion

In this conclusion, we present the main findings in relation to the research questions addressed by this study, we draw some pedagogical implications, we list the limitations of the study and we make some suggestions for further research on the issue under scrutiny. This study attempted to examine the effect of teacher form-focused corrective feedback on English foreign language learners’ accuracy development in the simple past tense in writing. We equally intended to understand how learners use teacher correction to repair their errors. For this purpose, we carried out an empirical comparative study depending on four research instruments i.e. subjects' written data (three narrative essays), two questionnaires, first and second term essays and two grammar tests for data triangulation in order to answer the main research question: What is the effect of teacher form-focused corrective feedback (as opposed to unfocused feedback) on English foreign language learners' accuracy in using the simple past tense for writing?  
And the research sub- questions were:

- To what extent do learners make use of teacher form-focused feedback when revising their first drafts?
- Does teacher form–focused feedback result in any improvement in learners' accurate use of the simple past tense in composition writing?    
- What are the relative delayed effects of teacher's form–focused feedback on learners’ accurate use of the simple past tense in composition writing and in grammar tasks?
We analysed the data obtained from the experimental and control subjects’ written performance and revisions in three narrative essays. The two groups were exposed to form-focused feedback and unfocused feedback respectively over four weeks. In addition, we collected information about learners’ perceptions of and preferences for error correction by means of questionnaires, and we depended on subjects' exam essays and performance in grammar tests prior to and after the experiment for the sake of measurement.
The overall results gained from analysing pupils’ first and second drafts in three essays seem to lend significant empirical support to the effectiveness of form-focused corrective feedback in improving learners’ writing accuracy in the focused forms in the short term. This was demonstrated by the experimental subjects’ marked improvement in the successful repairs they made, their increasing correct uses of the simple past tense and their decreasing errors in this tense over the experiment outperforming the unfocused-corrective feedback group (i.e. the control group). This result concurs with that of Ferris (1997) and Hyland’s (2003) on the positive effect of form-focused feedback on learners’ accuracy (and revisions) in second drafts, and it confirms findings on writing accuracy improvement as a result of teacher’s location and identification of grammar errors in learners’ composition in Fathman and Whalley (1990)'s study.
With respect to the relative delayed effect, the current study findings appear to lead to the conclusion that form-focused correction significantly helps learners to develop their accuracy level in the focused forms in grammar oriented tasks. This type of feedback, although helpful to some extent, was found to be less effective in improving learners’ accuracy in writing two weeks after the experiment. The results reported here are consistent with the earlier finding of Long (1977) who concluded that as time elapses between teacher correction and learners’ performance, the former becomes less effective. Interestingly, these results together with the information gathered from learners’ responses to the pre and post-questionnaires enable us to know about learners’ needs and preferences for and interaction with teacher corrective feedback, to identify some conditions that contribute to facilitate English foreign language learners’ interaction with teacher feedback and to make form-focused feedback more effective in improving writing accuracy.

First, the results of this study unveil the positive attitude English foreign language learners hold towards teacher feedback and the valuable use they make of the correction that highlights their grammar difficulties. Therefore, students seem to be more attentive to the feedback offered on their form errors whether focused or unfocused, whereas, they hardly notice content errors spotted on their compositions. Similarly, Ferris (1999) notes that second language students want their errors to be corrected by the teacher and that they are very much concerned about accuracy. For our study this result could be explained by the fact that classroom formal context, which necessitates the use of a correct language, and the instructional focus on the language form make learners equate good writing with accuracy. In addition, most English second and foreign language teachers do stress the development of writing accuracy more than aspects of fluency such as content and organization because, as earlier argued by Kepner (1991) and supported by Ferris's (1999) study, they  fear the fossilization of errors. Moreover, this result indicates that important efforts need to be made by teachers in similar learning contexts to the present study context in order to develop students’ awareness of the seriousness of content errors in writing.

Second, factors as learners’ readiness and motivation to have their errors corrected, interest to develop their writing accuracy and their positive affective state in addition to teacher’s explicit feedback focused on form errors and the ample time allowed to them to produce in the target language proved decisive for learners’ positive engagement with teacher correction. There is also evidence that such conditions are appropriate for the activation of the monitor learners need to process feedback information and revise their form errors.

Globally, we can conclude that the present study findings appear to indicate that form-focused feedback is more conducive than unfocused feedback (which points to almost all the errors the learner makes) to raise learners’ awareness of their writing form errors and improve their writing accuracy in the simple past. Moreover, learners seem to make more valuable use of teacher’s feedback when it reflects their learning needs and considers their preferences. Form-focused feedback positive effect on learners’ accuracy can also be stimulated by the provision of Krashen’s optimal conditions for monitor use such as the ample time learner needs to control his output, the positive (low) affective state and focus on language form.

The present study findings, although not conclusive, allow us to make some general pedagogical proposals that educationists and teachers in the field of English foreign language teaching might find useful and good alternatives to some ineffective strategies in handling learners’ writing errors.

We have seen that pupils do have their own beliefs and preferences for teacher corrective feedback, and that they interact more actively and productively with the feedback that addresses their interests and goals. Therefore, before deciding about the errors that merit treatment and the procedures that best deal with these errors, the teacher needs to recognize that the learner positively perceives and responds to the correction that takes into account his needs and expectations. Thus, as is recommended by Hyland (2003) and Diab (2006), teachers should be aware of their students’ needs and interests in writing and their preferences for error correction in order to accord the error treatment strategies teachers use with learners’ perspective. This could simply be done through administering questionnaires to learners on the relevant information the teacher seeks to obtain.

Another useful channel to get into students needs is the one suggested by Diab (ibid: 6) who argues that holding “informal discussions with students on error correction, feedback, and writing” is beneficial for learners and teachers. Owing to this discussion, the latter are offered a good opportunity to get closer to learners views and beliefs about efficient target language learning, good writing and the most helpful corrective procedures. In addition, it informs the learner about teacher’s rationale behind the correction decisions he makes. Having the teacher explain his feedback decisions is important, as Ashwell (2000) and Hedge (2000) suggest, to avoid any possible misinterpretation on the part of the learner.

It is worth making clear that we are not suggesting for teachers to base their feedback choices on learners’ preferences solely, which may not truly reflect their real needs because learners themselves are not always aware of these needs (Allwright and Bailey 1991). Other influential factors, however, have to be considered as the lesson’s pedagogical focus, the writing task objectives and learners’ motivation and proficiency level. 

Another workable pedagogical implication for English foreign language teachers is related to the importance of stimulating students’ positive attitudes towards error correction. It follows that the teacher has to avoid judging learners’ success or failure in using the feedback information according to whether they provide correct or wrong revision to errors because other cognitive, affective and contextual conditions might interfere and negatively affect learners’ understanding and accuracy. Therefore, it is advisable that the teacher regards learners’ revision attempts as an indication of their awareness and positive interaction.

Interestingly, we have found that Krashen’s (2004) optimal condition for monitor use can serve to provide an appropriate environment for teacher’s feedback to be effective in developing learner’s accuracy in writing. Therefore, the teacher, if aiming at developing language accuracy, can work to provide the supportive learning environment that positively affects learner’s psychological state and set the appropriate time needed for the learner to produce in the target language, to work on teacher’s feedback information and to revise his errors. In addition, drawing learner’s attention to language form through focusing on grammatical errors is useful to be added to teacher’s corrective procedures if the objective is to develop accuracy. The teacher is also advised to balance his feedback giving a negative cognitive feedback and a supportive affective feedback (Vigil and Oller, 1976). It also seems more practical for the learner to have some training on the effective strategies to engage with teacher’s feedback.

The fact that pupils in this study were found to be unaware of their communicative difficulties in writing, even when spotted, urges teacher’s efforts to show English foreign language learners the importance of developing both language accuracy and content for good writing. Then, it is recommended that the correction the learner receives on his composition should refer to his communicative gaps. Yet, this does not mean that the correction of form errors should be abandoned because it is deeply rooted in the learning and teaching experiences of the student and the instructor.
Interestingly, this study reveals the benefit of keeping learners written work over a period of time, as suggested earlier by Cohen and Robbins (1976), in the form of portfolios, which enables the teacher to offer a kind of formative feedback that accurately informs students of the progress or regression they make. Likewise, learners, who can gain a reader awareness of their own texts, are advised to record in tables their errors and the repairs they make in each composition for self-evaluation and possible further use. The present enquiry ends up, like many studies on English foreign language writing skill, with the importance of allowing more opportunities for learners to develop their writing abilities, to take risks and to test out more hypotheses in the target language through writing practice. The latter, which is a good channel for teacher-learner communication, can serve in varying teacher’s corrective techniques and developing learners’ strategies in using corrective notes and comments in error revision.

The suggestions we have proposed are derived from the results reached in this study, which, we should acknowledge, does have at least three limitations. First, with respect to the sample size, the study examined the written performance and revisions of ten pupils from one literary class, which is a valid representation for a population of thirty one pupils, but a larger sample is necessary for findings generalization to be possible.

The second limitation is related to our reliance on learners’ achievement in the first and second term essays as measurement tools for the delayed effect of form-focused feedback. In fact, it was not possible to get pupils narrative writing prior and after the experiment for time constraints. The problem is that the exam conditions are not helpful for learners to show their real writing abilities and proficiency. Therefore, it is probable that the two essays do not reflect pupils "real" accuracy level. But we have tried to make the conditions of the second exam identical to the first one in terms of the content, complexity and explicitness of the writing tasks instructions. As for the third limitation, it should be noted that the present study does not effectively examine the long term effect of teacher’s form-focused feedback on learners’ accuracy in writing. Instead, we investigated only the relative delayed effect of this type of correction on pupils writing two weeks after the experiment because we were pressed by time and we admit that this is a short period of time. 

Since the reported findings are not totally conclusive more empirical research that can overcome the limitations stated above and examine the long term effect of form-focused feedback on learners’ accuracy in free-writing is strongly needed. In addition, investigating the role of such type of corrective feedback in facilitating English foreign language learners’ internalization of other grammar structures will be a profitable research area for future enquiry. Besides, examining the difference that grammar focused correction could make in the writing skill improvement and the influential factors that govern the effectiveness of teacher’s error correction is of great importance for English foreign language teaching. More specific findings, however, are expected to be yielded if researchers deal with the effect of form-focused feedback on English foreign language learners' writing accuracy as well as their acquisition of rule-governed and rule-free forms (for e.g. regular and irregular plural forms).   
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Appendices

Appendix 1

The pre-test

Put the verbs in brackets in the correct form.

1- My parents (to arrive) ………………...…………at Houari Boumediene airport at 7 o'clock this morning. They (to be) ……………in Mecca for pilgrimage.

2- The headmaster (to leave) ………………….the class a few moments ago.

3- My mother (to keep) ……….a traditional jar for five years. Unfortunately, my little brother (to break)………it few weeks ago.   

4- When I was a child I (to drink) …………………a lot of milk.

5- I (to begin) …………………collecting stamps two weeks ago.

6- My friend (to study) …………….at Ahmed Shawki middle school for three years.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Expected answers
1- To arrive                   arrived

To be                         were

      2-   To leave                    left

      3-   To keep                     kept

            To break                    broke

     4-   To drink                     drank

     5-   To begin                    began

     6 - to study                      studied

Appendix 2 

The post-test

Put the verbs in brackets in the correct form.

1-When I studied English at the middle school, I (to learn) ………..many English songs.

2- Last night, some thieves (to steal)………… our neighbour's car. He                      (to inform) ……………..the police to catch them. 

3-Last term, I (to get)………….bad marks, but now I feel I can achieve better results in the coming exam 

4- Sami Yucef (to sing) ………..first at the school festival. He (to promote) ……….his famous album "Teacher" in 2003.

5- Yesterday, the teacher (to give) ………………………..us an exercise. It was very difficult, but I (to decide) ……..…to do it.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Expected answers
1-  To learn                           learnt/ learned

2-  To steal                            stole

      To inform                        informed

3-  To get                               got

4-  To sing                             sang

     To promote                       promoted

 5- To give                              gave

      To decide                          decided            

Appendix 3
Pupils' pre-questionnaire
Dear pupil,

This questionnaire is part of a research project on teacher's feedback on your errors. We would be grateful to you if you could answer the following questions as precisely as possible.

N.B:   For questions 1, 4 and 5 you must order your choices from 1 to 4 according to priority.

1- Which of the following makes writing an essay a difficult task for you? (order from  1 to 4)
a- vocabulary choice 

b- expressing ideas  

c- verb tense and form use
d- combining sentences 

  -  other (please specify)…………………………….

2- Do you like to receive correction on your essay? 

	         Yes
	
	                No
	


 3-   Do you want your errors to be corrected? (circle the right answer)  

a- always 

b- most of the time 

c- sometimes 

d- never
 4- On which type of errors do you want the teacher to focus? (order from 1 to 4)
a-   vocabulary 

b-  ideas and meaning

c-  verb tense and form use  

d- spelling and punctuation 

                        -other (please specify)…………………………………..


5- Which of the following procedures are the most helpful to you? (order from 1 to 4)                 

a- the teacher reminds you of the grammar rule

b-  the teacher explains the error   

c- the teacher directly provides the correct answer 

d- the teacher locates and identifies the errors for you to correct 

                        - other (please specify)…………………………...

                     Thank you for your cooperation.


Appendix 4

Pupils' post-questionnaire 

Dear pupils,

This questionnaire is part of a research project on teacher feedback on your errors. We would be grateful if you could answer the following questions as precisely as possible.

 N.B:  For questions 2 and 3 you must order your choices from 1 to 4 according to your priority.

1-a-   Did teacher's correction on your essay help you in revising your errors?          

	Yes
	
	No
	


   b -   Why? ………………………………………….

2- What types of errors do you think are most persistent in your essays? (order from 1 to 4) 

a- vocabulary 

b- meaning and ideas
c- verb tense and form 
d- spelling and punctuation 

                  -other (please specify)………….……

3- On which type of errors do you think the teacher focused more? (order from 1 to 4) 

                  a- vocabulary 

b- meaning and ideas
c- verb tense and form

d- spelling and punctuation 

                       -others (please specify) ………………….

     4- When revising your first drafts, did you first: (circle the right answer)

a- look at the teacher's final comments 

b- look at the teacher's notes in the draft 
     5- How did you feel each time you got your first draft back? (circle the right answer)                         a- anxious       b- relaxed                              

                                     c- neutral       - other (please specify)………..                                                        

                                                                          Thank you for your cooperation.


Appendix 5  

A sample of form-focused feedback


Appendix 6  

A sample of unfocused feedback


ملخص

 أثر التغذية الرجعية المركزة على القواعد النحوية في دقة استعمال الماضي البسيط في التعبير الكتابي لدى متعلمي اللغة الانجليزية كلغة أجنبية

          هذه الدراسة تبحث العلاقة بين التغذية الرجعية المركزة على القواعد النحوية وتطور الدقة اللغوية في التعبير الكتابي لدى متعلمي اللغة الانجليزية كلغة أجنبية.

تهدف هذه الدراسة إلى محاولة الإجابة عن السؤال التالي: ما هو أثر التغذية الرجعية المركزة على القواعد النحوية ((form-focused feedback على دقة استخدام الفعل الماضي البسيط في التعبير الكتابي عند متعلمي اللغة الانجليزية كلغة أجنبية؟

للإجابة عن هذا السؤال تعتمد هذه الدراسة على منهج تجريبي وصفي وعلى أدوات البحث المتمثلة في استبيان قبل التجربة (   (pre questionnaireواستبيان آخر بعدها (post (questionnaire, وثلاث تعبيرات كتابية خاصة بالعينة وامتحان نحوي قبل التجربة (grammar  (pre-test وآخر بعدها (  (grammar post-test. وقد أجريت هذه الدراسة التجريبية على عينة متكونة من عشرة تلاميذ مستوى ثانوي- شعبة آداب وعلوم إنسانية- وقسمت العينة إلى فوجين متجانسين: فوج تحت المراقبة ( (control group وفوج تحت التجربة ( (experimental group.

على مدى أربعة أسابيع قمنا بدراسة التعبيرات الكتابية للتلاميذ (النسخة الأولى والثانية( وأثر نوع التغذية الرجعية التي يتلقونها على مستوى دقتهم اللغوية في استعمال الماضي البسيط وذلك بمقارنة نتائج الاستعمال الدقيق لهذا الزمن من طرف هذه العينة الخاضعة للتجربة والتي تلقت تغذية رجعية مركزة مع النتائج المتحصل عليها من طرف العينة التي كانت تحت المراقبة والتي تلقت تغذية رجعية غير مركزة.
         الدراسة تبحث أيضا الآثار المتأخرة نسبيا للتغذية الرجعية المركزة أسبوعين بعد التجربة على مستوى الدقة اللغوية للتلاميذ في استعمال الماضي في التعبير الكتابي وكذا في إنجاز التمارين النحوية .

أشارت نتائج هذا البحث إلى الدور الفعال للتغذية الرجعية المركزة على القواعد النحوية في تطوير الاستعمال الدقيق للماضي البسيط في التعبير الكتابي من طرف التلاميذ.

بالنسبة للآثار المتأخرة فإن هذا النوع من التغذية الرجعية وجد أن له دورا إيجابيا في تحسن الدقة اللغوية للتلاميذ أثناء قيامهم بالتمارين النحوية أكثر من دوره في تحسين دقتهم اللغوية في استعمال الماضي في التعبير الكتابي بعد التجربة.

حسب إجابات العينة عن الاستبيان الذي كان بعد التجربة فإن حاجة المتعلمين لتنمية دقتهم اللغوية في التعبير الكتابي وموقفهم الايجابي نحو التصحيح الذي يقدمه الأستاذ وكذا دافعيتهم لمراجعة وتصليح أخطائهم النحوية وإعطائهم الوقت الكافي لكتابة ومراجعة التعبير كلها بالإضافة للتغذية الرجعية المركزة على القواعد النحوية عوامل مساعدة لهم في الاستفادة بشكل فعال من التغذية الرجعية التي يقدمها الأستاذ وفي تطوير دقتهم اللغوية في الكتابة.    
أثر التغذية الرجعية المركزة على القواعد النحوية في دقة استعمال الماضي البسيط في التعبير الكتابي لدى متعلمي اللغة الانجليزية كلغة أجنبية
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Graph 25: Experimental and control groups’ successful revisions using teacher’s feedback on the simple past tense errors
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		Mean		Mean of feedback points on s.past		Mean of related revisions		Mean of successful revisions

		Essay1		4.6		3.6		3.2
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		Mean		Mean of feedback points on s.past		Mean of related revisions		Mean of successful revisions

		Essay1		9		8.6		7.4
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		Essay3		2.8		2.6		2.4
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		Mean		Mean of total FB. points		Mean of FB. on S. past errors		Mean of S. past errors ignored

		Essay1		19.6		4.6		1.8
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		Mean		Mean of the correct use of the simple past tense		Mean of error in the simple past

		Essay1		4		9.4
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		N°. of pupils (10)		5		3		2		0
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		Language categories		vocabulary		meaning and ideas		verb  tense  and form		sentence combination

		Number of pupils(10)		7		2		6		2
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		Types of errors		Vocabulary								Meaning and ideas								Verb tense and form								Spelling and punctuation

		Degrees of priority		1		2		3		4		1		2		3		4		1		2		3		4		1		2		3		4
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		Types of errors		Vocabulary								Meaning and ideas								Verb tense and form								Spelling and punctuation

		Degrees of priority		1		2		3		4		1		2		3		4		1		2		3		4		1		2		3		4

		EG		1		4		0		0		0		0		4		1		4		1		0		0		0		0		1		4

		CG		1		0		3		1		0		0		1		4		1		4		0		0		3		1		1		0
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		Vocabulary		1		4		0		0

		Meaning and ideas		0		0		4		1

		Verb tense and form		4		1		0		0

		Spelling and punctuation		0		0		1		4
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				S. past correct use		S. past erroneous use

		First term essay		61.53		38.46

		Second term essay		59.45		40.54
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		EG subjects		1		1		5		1






