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ABSTRACT 

This doctoral thesis aims to contribute to the growing body of research which shows that oral 

corrective feedback or error correction is beneficial for second language acquisition. It also 

seeks to address the pedagogical question of how oral feedback can be implemented in 

communicative language classrooms. With these aims in mind, a series of three empirical 

studies was designed based on a review of the existing literature on oral corrective feedback.  

First of all, a quasi-experimental classroom study was carried out to compare the effects of 

two types of feedback on the accurate oral production and acquisition of the English regular 

and irregular past simple tense. Two intact classes of intermediate learners at a Spanish 

university carried out communicative storytelling tasks during which they received either 

elicitation or metalinguistic feedback on their past tense errors. Both types of feedback were 

found to impact the acquisition of the target structure positively, but there were some 

indications that metalinguistic feedback could be more helpful for the immediate repair of 

students’ errors and could also be more effective for the acquisition of the target structure. 

Moreover, metalinguistic feedback was found to have larger effects than elicitation on the 

acquisition of the irregular past tense. This study also indicates that oral corrective feedback, 

even in an explicit form, can be combined successfully with a communicative focus, since the 

students responded favourably to the treatment and stated that their confidence and fluency 

had grown.  

A second empirical study investigated the feedback practices of 10 adult EFL teachers and 

compared these to their stated beliefs about error correction, elicited by means of an open-

ended questionnaire. It was found that the most frequently used way of correcting was 

recasting or reformulating the student’s utterance, which confirms results from previous 

observational studies. The teachers stated they felt feedback was important, but at the same 

time they expressed a concern for the promotion of fluency and confidence. It also appears 

that most teachers are not fully aware of how they correct their students’ spoken errors.  

Finally, a larger number of teachers and students from an adult EFL and a secondary school 

context took part in a survey-study which elicited their attitudes to oral corrective feedback. 

Previous findings that students tend to ask for much more feedback than their teachers 

believe to be necessary were confirmed in this study. Moreover, the teachers and students 

also disagreed about the best way of correcting, since the students showed a preference for 

more explicit types while the teachers were not convinced of the effectiveness of these 

techniques. Finally, teachers’ preoccupation with possible negative affective reactions to 

corrective feedback do not appear to be justified based on the results of this survey-study, 

since the majority of both adult and teenage students stated they rarely or never experience 

feelings such as embarrassment or inhibition as a result of being corrected when they speak.  
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In conclusion, based on these results it appears that teachers should not be afraid to use more 

explicit types of feedback, since (1) these were found to be beneficial for the accurate 

production and acquisition of certain grammatical structures, (2) they seem to be compatible 

with a communicative focus and (3) they tend to be preferred by students.  
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RESUMEN 

Esta tesis doctoral se inscribe en el marco de las crecientes investigaciones que muestran que 

la retroalimentación correctiva oral (oral corrective feedback) es beneficiosa para la 

adquisición de una segunda lengua y pretende aportar propuestas pedagógicas respecto a los 

modos en que la retroalimentación correctiva se puede implementar en las aulas 

comunicativas de idiomas. Con este objetivo, se diseñaron tres estudios empíricos con base en 

una revisión de la bibliografía publicada sobre la retroalimentación correctiva oral.  

En primer lugar, se llevó a cabo un estudio cuasi-experimental para comparar los efectos de 

dos tipos de feedback en la producción oral correcta y la adquisición del past simple regular e 

irregular en inglés. Para ello, se propuso una actividad de storytelling a dos grupos de alumnos 

de nivel intermedio de una universidad española; estos alumnos recibieron o bien elicitación 

(elicitation) o bien retroalimentación metalingüística (metalinguistic feedback) en los errores 

que cometieron con los verbos en past simple. Si bien estos dos tipos de feedback tuvieron un 

impacto positivo en la adquisición de la estructura gramatical, se detectaron indicios de que la 

retroalimentación metalingüística podría ser más útil y eficaz tanto para la reparación 

inmediata de los errores y como para la adquisición de esta estructura. Además, se constató 

que los efectos de la retroalimentación metalingüística fueron más importantes que los de la 

elicitación en la adquisición del pasado irregular. Este estudio también muestra que la 

retroalimentación correctiva oral, incluso cuando es explicita, puede combinarse con éxito con 

un enfoque comunicativo, ya que los estudiantes reaccionaron positivamente a las 

correcciones y manifestaron que había crecido su seguridad y su fluidez. 

En otro estudio empírico se investigaron las prácticas de retroalimentación de 10 profesores 

de inglés como lengua extranjera para adultos y se compararon estas prácticas con sus 

creencias sobre la corrección de errores, las cuales fueron obtenidas por medio de un 

cuestionario con preguntas abiertas. Se evidenció que la manera más frecuente de corregir los 

errores de los alumnos era el recurso a recasts o reformulaciones, lo cual confirma los 

resultados de estudios previos. Los profesores señalaron que la retroalimentación correctiva 

era, a su juicio, importante, pero al mismo tiempo expresaron su preocupación por la 

importancia de la fluidez y la seguridad del alumno al hablar una lengua extranjera. Este 

estudio también parece revelar que la mayor parte de los profesores no es plenamente 

consciente de las estrategias que adopta al corregir los errores orales de sus alumnos. 

Finalmente, se diseñó un cuestionario sobre el oral feedback que fue respondido por un 

número más elevado de profesores y alumnos del contexto de enseñanza del inglés para 

adultos y de la enseñanza secundaria. Mediante este trabajo se confirmaron los resultados de 

estudios previos que señalaban que los estudiantes suelen solicitar más correcciones de las 

que los profesores consideran necesarias. Además, profesores y alumnos tampoco estuvieron 

de acuerdo respecto al método de corrección que, en su opinión, era el más eficaz: mientras 

los alumnos preferían las formas de corrección más explicitas, los profesores no estaban 

convencidos de la eficacia de estas técnicas. Finalmente, a la luz de los resultados de este 

estudio, no parece estar justificada la preocupación de los profesores por las posibles 

reacciones negativas que podría desencadenar la corrección de errores, dado que la mayoría 
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de los alumnos adultos y adolescentes afirmaron que nunca o solo raramente se sentían 

avergonzados o inhibidos cuando el profesor corregía sus errores orales.  

En conclusión, los resultados obtenidos parecen señalar que los profesores no deberían 

mostrarse reticentes al uso de técnicas de feedback más explícitas, ya que se comprobó que (i) 

estas tuvieron efectos positivos en la producción oral y la adquisición de ciertas estructuras 

gramaticales, (ii) pueden ser compatibles con un enfoque comunicativo y (iii) fueron las 

técnicas de corrección preferidas por los alumnos encuestados. 
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0. Introduction  

This doctoral thesis focuses principally on the topic of oral corrective feedback (CF), more 

specifically on the ways in which foreign language teachers deal with their students’ spoken 

errors in the context of English as a foreign language (EFL) classes for adults in Spain. Although 

the main focus of the thesis is on adult learners, the point of view of teachers and students in 

secondary education is also included.  

Recently there has been an increasing demand on Spanish adults to be able to show that they 

know and can use English, and as a result English language courses for adults are extremely 

popular.  Even in times of economic crisis, people continue to spend money on English classes, 

which has everything to do with the substantial advantage an English language qualification 

gives people in the job market. This emphasis on English is not unique to the Spanish context, 

but can be noted all over the world and has resulted in a huge market for English language 

courses, text books, self-study books, methodology books and internationally recognized 

qualifications such as the TOEFL test or the Cambridge English exams. 

In Spain, English classes are offered by official language schools, at universities and in a great 

number of private language academies. The latter especially tend to emphasise the use of 

communicative methodologies which are supposed to make sure people will be able to 

actually speak English, as this is the main aim of most students. At the same time, it is known 

that many adult students have trouble reaching high levels of proficiency in a foreign language 

(see for instance Selinker 2005) and that even after years of study they can experience great 

difficulty when they need to communicate fluently and effectively in the language. The 

language learning task is further complicated for Spanish students because they tend to have 

very limited contact with English outside the classroom.  

My motivation to research the topic of oral corrective feedback is partly based on my 

experience as a teacher of English as a foreign language to adults and partly on an interest in 

second language acquisition theory. Through my teaching experience, it has struck me that the 

principal goal of most adult students is to improve their speaking skills. While being able to 

speak fluently is certainly one aspect of learning to speak a foreign language, it is also 

important to work on accuracy in order to make progress and reach higher levels of 
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proficiency. Moreover, being able to speak accurately as well as fluently is necessary if one 

wishes to obtain qualifications such as Cambridge English First or Advanced, certificates which 

are required by many Spanish employers. One way in which English teachers can help their 

students improve their oral accuracy is by providing corrective feedback during speaking 

activities.  

The topic of oral CF or error correction has long been of interest to second language teachers 

and researchers in the field of second language acquisition. In more traditional methods of 

language teaching which focused on studying grammar, it was felt that errors needed to be 

avoided and for this reason they needed to be corrected immediately and explicitly (see for 

instance Cook 2013 or Lightbown & Spada 2013 for a discussion of the grammar-translation 

and the audiolingual methods of language teaching).  

Under the influence of research on second language acquisition which posited that learners go 

through predictable stages in the acquisition of a second language and that errors are part of 

the learning process, teaching methodology shifted to a focus on fluency and communication 

and teachers were told they needed to be tolerant of their learners’ errors.  

Despite the advice of some methodologists (e.g. Krashen 1982, Harmer 2005) that 

communicative speaking activities should not be interrupted by teacher corrections, 

observations of communicative and content-based language classrooms have shown that 

many teachers continue to react to their students’ spoken errors in various ways (e.g. Lyster & 

Ranta 1997, Sheen 2004).  

Moreover, a growing body of second language research on oral corrective feedback has shown 

that corrective feedback during communicative practice is beneficial for language 

development (see for instance Lyster et al. 2013). It has even been posited by some 

researchers that a combined focus on meaning and on language form may be necessary in 

order for adult students to achieve high levels of proficiency in a second language (Skehan 

1998, Gass and Selinker 2008). In other words, there are both theoretical and empirical 

arguments which indicate that it is a good idea for teachers to provide their students with 

corrective feedback on their errors while they are engaged in communicative speaking 

activities, such as discussions or role-plays.   

On the other hand, there are still several gaps in the research on oral CF which I will try to 

address in this doctoral thesis. First of all, several quasi-experimental studies have attempted 
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to establish whether certain types of feedback are more effective than others. The type of 

feedback which has been found to be widely used by teachers and has received the most 

attention from researchers, i.e. recasts or reformulations, might not always be the best choice 

for teachers when they wish to promote the accurate oral production of certain grammatical 

structures (e.g. Lyster & Saito 2010). There are some indications that CF which prompts 

learners to self-correct could be more beneficial than CF which provides them with the right 

answer, i.e. recasts or explicit correction. However, the effects of these types of output-

pushing CF or prompts have not often been studied separately or in comparison with each 

other. This is why this thesis includes a study on the effects of two types of prompts on the 

accurate oral production and acquisition of the English past simple tense.  

Another issue which is in need of further research is the study of what teachers and students 

believe about oral CF. Research on teachers’ beliefs or teacher cognition has shown that 

teachers’ actions in the classroom can be influenced by their beliefs, even though beliefs and 

practices do not always correspond (e.g. Borg 2003). Furthermore, some research comparing 

teachers’ and students’ points of view indicates that teachers and students do not agree about 

the topic of oral CF.  For instance, it appears that most students expect to get feedback on 

most or all of their spoken errors, while most teachers think correcting too many errors may 

have a negative impact on students (e.g. Schulz 2001). However, a lot of this research has been 

carried out in second language contexts, such as the U.S. or Canada, for instance, and several 

studies eliciting beliefs have made use of closed-ended questionnaires, which can only provide 

limited information on what students and teachers really think and what influences their 

beliefs (see for instance Kagan 2003). For these reasons, my second empirical study observes 

the feedback practices of 10 adult EFL teachers and compares their treatment of spoken errors 

with their attitudes to feedback, elicited by means of an open-ended questionnaire.  

Finally, in order to address the need for more studies comparing teachers’ attitudes to 

feedback to their students’ beliefs, the third and final study utilizes a shorter questionnaire 

containing a combination of closed- and open-ended questions to investigate the attitudes of a 

larger number of teachers and students, not only in adult EFL classrooms but also in secondary 

schools. This way, this study is able to investigate whether teaching context and students’ age 

have an impact on beliefs about oral feedback, a question which has not been dealt with so 

far.  
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This thesis is organized as follows. The first two chapters are theoretical in nature, starting 

with an overview of second language acquisition theories and an explanation of the theoretical 

framework which underlies the empirical part of this work, namely a combination of 

processing accounts of second language acquisition and sociocultural theory of language 

learning. Because this thesis has both a theoretical interest in contributing to the field of 

second language acquisition and a pedagogical aim of investigating ways to improve the 

teaching of speaking skills in EFL classrooms, the second part of chapter 1 focuses on the way 

oral CF and the teaching of speaking are dealt with by EFL methodologists.  

In chapter 2, I will present a review of the bibliography on oral CF, in which special emphasis 

will be placed on the results of experimental and observational studies, as well as on the 

limited number of studies which have focused on teachers’ and students’ beliefs about oral CF.  

After the discussion of the literature, chapter 3 introduces the empirical part of the thesis by 

highlighting a number of research gaps which motivated the design of the three studies 

presented in chapters 5, 6 and 7. Chapter 3 also outlines the main methodological aspects of 

each study together with the research questions.  Since the quantitative study on the impact 

of oral CF on grammar acquisition deals with the acquisition of the past simple tense in English, 

this chapter also contains a discussion of the process of acquisition of this structure.  

Chapter 4 is dedicated to the design of the experimental classroom study on the effects of two 

types of feedback on the acquisition of the past tense. Various methodological aspects of this 

study needed to be trialled before it was possible to carry out the main study, such as the 

development of appropriate materials to elicit the past tense from students and the various 

components of the pretest/posttest design.  

Chapter 5 presents the results of the first empirical study, which investigates the effects of two 

types of prompts, elicitation and metalinguistic feedback, on the acquisition of the regular and 

irregular past simple tense. This grammatical feature is known to be problematic for students, 

especially when they have to produce it in spontaneous oral communication. At the same 

time, previous studies have shown that the acquisition of this structure can be influenced 

positively by corrective feedback. The question is whether different types of prompts affect 

the two types of past tense forms differentially, since metalinguistic feedback is more explicit 

than elicitation and since the regular and irregular past tense are thought to be stored 
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differently in learners’ minds, the former being rule-based whereas the latter is exemplar-

based.  

Chapter 6 deals with the second empirical study, which aims to compare the practices of 10 

adult EFL teachers to their beliefs about oral feedback. Even though evidence in support of a 

positive role for oral CF in the development of second language grammar is growing, not 

enough is known about the way teachers in foreign language classrooms deal with their 

learners’ spoken errors and how their attitudes to feedback influence their practices. If we 

want research findings about the effects of different types of feedback to be translated into 

classroom practice, it is vital to take into account the teacher’s point of view, since teachers 

are the ones who decide whether and how to implement teaching methods.  

Chapter 7 corresponds to the discussion of study 3, in which the attitudes of teachers and 

students to oral feedback in adult EFL and secondary school classes are compared. A discussion 

of attitudes to feedback is not complete without including the learners’ views. An area in 

which much work remains to be done is the investigation of how individual learner differences, 

such as proficiency, motivation and attitudes interact with the effects of oral CF. An important 

argument in discussions about the use of corrections during free speaking activities is the 

possible harmful effects of feedback on students’ confidence and willingness to communicate. 

Very little empirical evidence exists which shows corrective feedback indeed provokes such 

negative affective responses and in that way negatively affects learning. For this reason, an 

important part of study 3 is dedicated to the question of students’ emotional responses to CF. 

While study 1 and 2 are focused only on adult EFL classes, study 3 also looks at the attitudes of 

secondary school students and teachers in order to investigate whether age and teaching 

context have an impact on attitudes to CF.  

In the final chapter, the combined conclusions of the three studies are discussed in relation to 

the literature review and the contributions of the thesis to the study of second language 

acquisition, as well as to the field of second language pedagogy, are highlighted. Chapter 8 also 

includes a number of pedagogical implications which may be of interest to second language 

teachers. Finally, some limitations are acknowledged and suggestions for further research on 

the topic of oral corrective feedback are made. 
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Chapter 1: The place of corrective feedback in theories of second language 

learning and teaching 

The aim of this doctoral thesis is twofold: 1) to make a contribution to the theoretical field of 

second language acquisition by investigating the role of corrective feedback in the acquisition 

process, and 2), to inform the field of second language pedagogy by investigating the practical 

implications for teaching English as a foreign language to adult learners by clarifying the ways 

in which oral corrective feedback can contribute to the teaching of speaking skills. Because of 

this dual focus on both theoretical and practical issues, this chapter will start with an outline of 

the main theories of second language acquisition, followed by a discussion of second language 

pedagogy.  

The first part of the theoretical section will contrast two main theories of second language 

acquisition with a focus on the treatment of corrective feedback in these theories: the innatist 

theory in which language acquisition is constructed as a process in which input triggers an 

innate language ability operating in accord with a set of universal rules, on the one hand, and 

information-processing theory in which language is posited to be acquired in a similar way to 

other types of skills and is thought to be restricted by the limited capacity of working memory, 

on the other hand. This is not to say that these are the only theories that have been put 

forward in order to explain the ways foreign languages are acquired or learned1. The fact that 

learning always takes place in a social context is no less true in the case of foreign language 

learning and therefore social models such as Gardner’s (1985) “Socio-educational Model” or 

Schumann’s (1978) “Acculturation Model” of second language learning will also be 

acknowledged in this discussion. One theory taking into account the social aspect of language 

learning which is particularly useful in discussing the effects of corrective feedback will be 

dealt with in detail at the end of section 2:  sociocultural theory of language learning based on 

the work of Vygotsky. 

                                                           
1 Although linguists such as Krashen contrast the terms “learning” and “acquisition” (see section 1.1.2), 

within information-processing accounts of SLA it is posited that explicitly learned information can 

contribute to or even turn into acquired knowledge (see 1.1.2 and 1.1.6). Since this thesis is based 

within the latter framework, the terms “learning” and “acquisition” will be used interchangeably.  
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First of all, however, it will be shown how arguments in favour of the provision of corrective 

feedback are not generally supported by the innatist perspective.  In contrast, information-

processing accounts of second language acquisition posit a need for engineering a focus on 

language form, especially in the case of adult learners, as these have been found to have a 

tendency to process language for meaning over form. One way of focusing learners on 

language form is by providing corrective feedback.    

Section 2 then focuses on one of the main supporters of the innatist point of view in which oral 

feedback is regarded as having no influence on the acquisition process, Stephen Krashen and 

his input hypothesis. Even though this researcher has attempted to disprove the need for 

negative feedback, his theories regarding the importance of input and his Monitor Model of 

language learning have been extremely influential, both on second language researchers and 

teachers, which warrants a detailed discussion of his views in this thesis. This is followed by 

criticism of Krashen’s model from researchers whose theories focus on how language is 

processed in the brain. Long’s (1996) updated Interaction Hypothesis, Swain’s (1995, 2005) 

Output Hypothesis and Schmidt’s (1990,2001) theory of noticing, three theoretical proposals 

which are closely linked, can all be situated in information-processing theories of second 

language acquisition and provide a theoretical base for the use of oral corrective feedback. 

Finally, two other theories that provide a framework for the provision of oral feedback during 

speaking practice in the classroom are outlined in sections 5 and 6: skill-acquisition theory and 

sociocultural theory. Skill-acquisition theory is considered useful for the context of learning to 

speak a foreign language in the classroom, because it emphasises the development of skills 

through practice and feedback.  Finally, information-processing accounts of second language 

acquisition have often been criticised for restricting the question of second language 

acquisition to an investigation of processes going on in the brains of individuals and neglecting 

the social aspect of language learning. As this thesis looks at the interaction between students 

and teachers in classrooms, sociocultural theory of learning is considered relevant to the 

question of oral corrective feedback and will be discussed at the end of the theoretical section.  

The second part of the chapter, then, is dedicated to the discussion of language pedagogy and 

teaching methodology and more particularly its treatment of corrective feedback. Advice given 

to teachers about how to deal with learners’ errors2 during communicative speaking activities 

                                                           
2 Note that the distinction made by some linguists (e.g. Corder 1967) between mistakes (or slips of the 

tongue) and systematic errors is not made in this thesis.  Not only is it difficult for teachers to establish 



1. Corrective feedback in theory and practice  

 

26 

 

is debated in relation with the question of teaching speaking skills in a foreign language and 

the pedagogical aims of improving fluency and accuracy.  

1.1 The place of corrective feedback in theories of second language acquisition theory 

1.1.1 Two main theories of second language acquisition: innatist perspectives and 

information-processing accounts  

While this is not the place to enter into a lengthy discussion on the arguments for and against 

the validity of each theoretical framework, the basic principles of both theories will be 

discussed with reference to their treatment of corrective feedback. Among the various 

theories that have tried to explain the process of second language acquisition (SLA), theories 

falling under an innatist point of view are often contrasted with those based on the 

comparison of the human mind to an information-processor.  It is important to note that there 

are differences of opinion even within one perspective and that aspects of both theories are 

not necessarily irreconcilable3.  Innatist theories of SLA are based on Chomsky’s theory of first 

language acquisition. Chomsky explains the way children acquire their first language through 

the notions of universal grammar and the existence of a Language Acquisition Device (LAD) in 

the brain. This device is thought to contain innate knowledge of the language structures 

underlying all natural languages and can be triggered by input in the child’s first language, 

which causes the system to set the parameters for the grammar of that specific language 

4(Cook 2013). Second language scholars building on the work of Chomsky, such as Stephen 

Krashen or Bonnie Schwartz, see SLA as a similar process to first language acquisition, in which 

input or positive evidence of what is possible in the target language feeds into the LAD and 

sets the acquisition process in motion.  This process is believed to follow a predictable order, in 

                                                                                                                                                                          
whether a learner’s ungrammatical utterance is caused by a lack of knowledge or by communicative 

pressure, it may not be necessary to do so. In fact, one of the things I intend to investigate in this thesis 

is whether corrective feedback can help learners gain greater control during speaking over forms of 

which they already have some explicit knowledge. The inaccurate oral production of such forms would 

be referred to as mistakes, rather than errors, in Corder’s (1967) definition.  

3 Sanz (2005) explains how many SLA researchers combine aspects of both theories. For instance, Gass 

(2003) posits the importance of an innate grammar while at the same time focusing on the effects of 

interaction on language acquisition, which is linked to information-processing theory.  

4 An example of a parameter is the pro-drop parameter, which can be set as pro-drop or non-prodrop. 

Pro-drop languages, such as Spanish, allow for the subject to be omitted, whereas non-prodrop 

languages, such as English, always need to have the subject expressed (Cook 2013).  
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which all language learners, irrespective of their first language, go through a set of 

predetermined stages of acquisition.5 As all learners seem to have to go through these stages 

in a set order, this is usually referred to as the route of acquisition. Instruction has been found 

to have no effect on the route of acquisition, although it can sometimes speed up the process 

and therefore affect what is called the rate of acquisition. In principle, innatist theories posit 

that SLA is a largely unconscious process and therefore it cannot be influenced by conscious or 

explicit learning of rules. This is why Krashen (1982) and Schwartz (1993) argue that 

information about language rules and explicit feedback  (negative evidence showing what is 

not possible in the target language) have no part to play in SLA.   

However, the view that negative feedback is of no use for SLA is not shared by all scholars 

working within the universal-grammar paradigm. An often-cited study by White (1991) showed 

that French students learning English were not able to deduce from the input that sentences 

such as “He drinks always coffee” are not possible in English. White (1991) therefore argued 

that there are cases in which positive input is not enough and negative evidence about what is 

not allowed in the target language is needed. This negative evidence can take the form of 

corrective feedback. Nevertheless, the most important ingredient for SLA within the innatist 

perspective is positive evidence or input and negative feedback is either not necessary or of 

limited use.  Another argument against the need for corrective feedback in innatist theories is 

the finding that parents rarely correct their children’s ungrammatical utterances. (Chomsky 

1980, Pinker 1996). As researchers in this paradigm compare SLA to first language acquisition 

by children, they thus argue that if corrective feedback is of no importance for the latter, it is 

likely not to be necessary for SLA either. An influential application of this theory to second 

language pedagogy is Krashen and Terrell’s (2000) “natural approach”, which will be dealt with 

in the following section.  

However, as Krashen’s theories in particular and the innatist framework in general attach little 

importance to the role of corrective feedback, a position which empirical evidence continues 

to disprove (see chapter 2), innatist theories of SLA will not form the theoretical basis of this 

                                                           
5 Pienemann & Johnston (1987), for example, proposed a developmental sequence for the acquisition of 

English questions , and studies such as Dulay and Burt (1974) found a set order in which grammatical 

morphemes such as plural –s or past tense –ed are acquired by child second language learners. A 

predictable order of acquisition of morphemes had previously been discovered for first language 

acquisition (e.g. Brown 1973).  
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thesis.  It will be shown how theories within processing accounts of SLA, especially Long’s 

(1996) updated Interaction Hypothesis and Swain’s Output Hypothesis (1995), provide a 

theoretical justification for researching the effects of corrective feedback. At the same time, 

the need to acknowledge the importance of sociocultural factors when carrying out such 

research will be stressed.  

Unlike the universal-grammar based explanations of SLA discussed above, processing accounts 

do not necessarily make a difference between learning to speak a second language and 

acquiring other kinds of skills, such as learning to drive or play a musical instrument. The 

construct of the language acquisition device is therefore not needed to account for SLA, a 

process which is believed to be quite distinct from first language acquisition for various 

reasons.  In this view, SLA is seen as a process constrained by the limited processing capacity of 

the brain and the discipline is placed within the wider field of cognitive psychology.  It is 

thought that, for information to be acquired, whether it pertains to the second language or 

other domains, it needs to be processed first by working memory or short-term memory, 

before it can enter long-term memory. The capacity of working memory differs from person to 

person but it is limited, which means that not all the input will automatically be interiorized 

and become intake.  

As Skehan (1998), Van Patten (2005) and other researchers adhering to processing theories 

have found, second language learners, especially adults, have a tendency to prioritize meaning 

over form, as the limited capacity of their working memories does not allow them to focus on 

both meaning and form.  This could explain why some learners never progress beyond 

speaking a pidginized form of the target language, in which basic morphological features such 

as third person –s or past tense –ed are missing. These kinds of forms, which learners tend to 

overlook through their tendency to process utterances for meaning, thus need to be brought 

to their attention in some way or other. Skehan (1998), for instance, proposed several options 

for aiding learners to focus on the form of language as well as the content in task-based 

language learning, a technique in which language learners have to carry out a meaningful 

communicative task such as explaining to another learner how to get to their house to turn off 

an oven.  He found that giving learners time to plan the language they are going to use as well 

as repeating the same task several times can make them produce more complex, more fluent 

and/or more accurate language. Another technique used by teachers and researchers to make 
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learners focus on form is “input enhancement”, for example when certain forms in written 

texts are highlighted.   

Most importantly for this thesis,  processing accounts to SLA also provide a theoretical basis 

for the use of corrective feedback, as this technique can help to make certain forms more 

salient in the input and therefore facilitate intake and subsequent acquisition of these 

language forms. Pedagogical applications of these theories can be found in task-based 

learning, as mentioned earlier, and any kind of communicative approach in which a focus on 

the content of the message is combined with a focus on language form. This kind of 

instructional practice is usually referred to as focus on form (Long 1991) or form-focused 

instruction (Williams 2005) and this will be discussed in more detail in the following sections.  

1.1.2. Comprehensible input and the Monitor Model 

As we have seen, universal-grammar based theories of SLA compare the acquisition of a 

second language to the acquisition of the mother tongue and see positive evidence or input as 

the sole responsible for triggering the acquisitional process, leaving little or no place for 

explicit instruction or corrective feedback. However, both linguists (e.g. van Lier 1996, p.45) 

and non-linguists have noted that simply being exposed to large amounts of input in the target 

language will not result in acquisition of that language if one cannot understand any of this 

input. This has led Krashen (1982, 1985) to propose his influential theory of “comprehensible 

input”, which states that SLA is driven by input which is comprehensible to learners, but which 

is situated just one step beyond the learners’ current stage of development. 6  

While no one questions the importance of input for language learning, Krashen’s insistence on 

comprehensible input as the sole explanatory factor for SLA, as well as other aspects of his 

theory, has received considerable criticism (e.g. McLaughlin 1987, Van Lier 1998, Lightbown 

2000, Gass & Selinker 2008). Nevertheless his views on SLA have had a long-lasting influence, 

not only on theory, but probably even more on the practice of language teaching. This is 

because Krashen used his theory as a basis for the proposal of a language teaching method 

called “the natural approach” (Krashen & Terrell 2000), which appears to have found a wide 

response among methodologists and language teachers (see section 1.2). As we have seen in 

                                                           
6 Krashen (1985, p.2) refers to this as “i + 1”, in which i corresponds to the learners’ current 

developmental stage: “We move from i, our current level, to i + 1, the next level along the natural order, 

by understanding input containing i + 1”.  
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section 1.1.1, Krashen’s theories can be placed within the innatist perspective on SLA, in which 

acquisition is seen as an unconscious process which cannot be affected by negative or explicit 

data about language. Information about the structure of the language and explicit corrective 

feedback, in Krashen’s (1982) view, can only affect the creation of explicit knowledge but 

cannot cause the formation of the implicit knowledge that is necessary for language 

acquisition.  Explicit data and the implicit data obtained from comprehensible input are thus 

totally separated in the learner’s mind, the former only having an effect on what Krashen calls 

“learning”, whereas the latter is what is needed for acquisition to take place, and acquisition is 

the true goal of the natural approach. This is because Krashen believes that only information 

which is acquired can serve as the basis for linguistic competence. Information which is 

learned is thought to be of limited use, because when learners are involved in online oral 

production there is no time for them to be able to draw on the explicit knowledge they 

possess.  For the same reason, corrective feedback on oral production is said to be of no use to 

the learner and will not help him to speak more accurately. Such a radical division between 

explicitly learned and implicitly acquired knowledge is sometimes referred to as the “no 

interface” position (Gass & Selinker 2008). However, according to Gass and Selinker (2008), 

there is no proof that such a separation exists in the brain and it is hard to explain how 

learners in a foreign language setting would ever be exposed to enough input to “acquire” the 

target language. Researchers within the information-processing paradigm, on the other hand, 

can be divided into those who posit that there is a “weak interface” between the two 

knowledge systems, which means one can influence the other (e.g. N. Ellis 2005), and those 

who argue there is a “strong interface” (e.g. DeKeyser 1997), according to which explicit or 

declarative knowledge can turn into implicit or procedural knowledge (see 1.1.6).  

Related to the “comprehensible input” hypothesis is Krashen’s (1982) “Monitor Model” of 

second language learning. This states that under certain conditions learners are able to 

monitor their language production, which means this can be edited. While comprehensible 

input is responsible for acquisition, knowledge that has been explicitly learned can be drawn 

on by the “Monitor”, but only in cases where there is sufficient time to do so. This is why 

feedback and explicit knowledge are posited to be of some use for writing, whereas Krashen 

(1982) doubts correction can have much effect on fluent, spontaneous speech. In the author’s 

view, there may be some students who are “Monitor Over-users” and constantly try to edit 

their speech. However, this is thought to affect communication negatively by resulting in 

hesitant, non-fluent speech. If such learners produce morphemes that have been found to be 
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acquired relatively late in the natural order, such as past tense –ed or third person –s, Krashen 

(1982) states that this does not prove acquisition of these morphemes has taken place, as 

these learners are drawing on explicitly learned knowledge. Only acquired knowledge, in his 

view, can lead to true fluency.  

 Another argument against the use of corrective feedback is related to Krashen’s construct of 

the “affective filter”.  This is explained in terms of a filter which, if up, prevents 

comprehensible input from finding its way to the acquisition device. Learners’ affective filters 

are said to be high when the classroom environment causes them to feel anxious or nervous, 

often because they are pressured to speak the target language when they do not feel ready for 

it. Providing explicit error correction can make learners even more anxious and unwilling to 

speak, and therefore put their affective filter up and prevent them from acquiring the 

language. Conversely, a stress free learning environment is thought to result in a low affective 

filter, which leaves the way free for the input to bring about acquisition.   However, Krashen  

and Terrell (2000) do seem to allow for some kind of feedback to students’ errors, in the form 

of a more implicit reformulation of students’ utterances , as illustrated in the following quote: 

For example, the instructor asks, Is this a picture of a man or a woman? Students reply, 

woman, omitting the required article. The instructor again gives a positive response 

(and more comprehensible input), Yes, this is a woman. (Krashen & Terrell 2000: p.87) 

It would appear that this kind of response corresponds to what in CF-literature is called a 

recast7. Apart from this one admission, however, Krashen’s position on the effectiveness of 

oral corrective feedback is obviously one of dismissal.  

Even though Krashen’s theories and pedagogical approach have clearly had an important 

impact on both second language research and teaching, there is more and more evidence 

which shows the limitations of relying only on input for second language acquisition, and 

several aspects of Krashen’s theories have received criticism from second language scholars 

(e.g. Gass & Selinker 2008 p.310, Lightbown 2000). First of all, evidence from immersion 

programmes such as the French immersion programme in Canada in the 1960s showed that 

English-speaking high school students who had received all their instruction through the 

medium of French developed native-like comprehension skills, but when asked to produce the 

                                                           
7 Recasts are defined by Lyster & Ranta (1997, p.46) as: “the teacher’s reformulation of all or part of the 

student’s utterance, minus the error.” (see section 2.1) 
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target language they appeared not to have acquired native-like competence (Swain 1985).  

Especially in the case of adult learners it has been found that, even in the case of adults who 

have received years of exposure to the second language by living in a country where the 

language is spoken, these learners are not able to overcome certain difficulties with the 

structure of the language and certain non-target like forms become fossilized (Selinker 1972, 

Schmidt 1983, Skehan 1998).  

The observation that massive amounts of comprehensible input rarely lead to native-like 

proficiency in the target language has led researchers to propose different hypotheses to 

explain the mechanisms of second language acquisition, in which corrective feedback often 

plays a prominent role. These researchers by no means dismiss the importance of input for 

SLA, but they do not believe input alone is sufficient for L2 development and something more 

is needed. Many of these researchers believe that interaction and conversational adjustments 

taking place while learners and native speakers (or learners among each other) negotiate for 

meaning facilitate and even drive SLA (Long 1983, Pica 1992, Mackey 2012). Another factor 

closely linked with interaction is the importance of output, or actual language production 

rather than just comprehension, for learning a second language (Swain 1995).  

1.1.3. The interaction hypothesis, negotiation of meaning and focus on form  

While Krashen and Terell’s (2000) natural approach encouraged teachers to adjust their 

discourse to the developmental level of their students by simplifying their speech, Long (1983) 

proposed that the conversational adjustments taking place when non-native speakers try to 

interact with native speakers can make the input more salient for the non-native speaker. 

Based on observations of native and non-native speakers’ conversations, Long (1983) noticed 

that these often had to negotiate the meaning of their utterances by checking comprehension 

or requesting clarification, for instance by asking questions such as “can you repeat that?” or 

“what do you mean?”. While still adhering to Krashen’s (1982) claim that comprehensible 

input was the basis of SLA, Long (1983) proposed that negotiation for meaning during 

interaction would make the input more comprehensible and therefore interaction was thought 

to be of importance to SLA.   

Consequently, researchers such as Pica, Young and Doughty (1987) or Gass and Varonis (1984) 

tried to apply Long’s proposal to the second language classroom by investigating,  amongst 

other things, if language learners negotiate for meaning, which aspects of language tend to be 
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negotiated  and whether or not negotiation for meaning promotes learning. Long’s claim that 

negotiation would make the input more comprehensible appeared to be confirmed by studies 

such as Gass and Varonis (1994) or Loschky (1994). While Pica (1992) found that negotiation 

for meaning can help learners notice form-function relationships, she also noted that 

morphological problems rarely get negotiated. This is probably because morphological forms 

such as third person –s, for example, are not likely to result in breakdowns in communication, 

while problems with vocabulary almost certainly will.  

In a later version of his interaction hypothesis, Long (1996) stated that interaction could 

directly benefit learning, not just by making input more comprehensible, but by bringing 

certain language forms to the learner’s attention and helping him or her acquire these forms. 

In this updated version of the hypothesis, the author moved further away from Krashen (1982, 

1985) and his emphasis on input, by integrating elements from information-processing 

theories of SLA, such as the importance of noticing (Schmidt 1990, see section 1.1.5) and the 

conception of the human mind as a limited-capacity processor (Skehan 1998). In this version of 

the hypothesis, corrective feedback plays an important role as a way to trigger noticing and 

push learners to modify their output, which also links it to Swain’s (1995, see section 1.1.4) 

output hypothesis.  

Long (1991) also proposed an application of his theories to the language classroom, which is 

known as “focus on form” or “form-focused instruction” (Williams 2005).  “Focus on form” 

does not constitute a return to a grammar-based syllabus in which there is a focus on 

individual, decontextualized forms, learned one after the other in a linear way. Rather, form-

focused instruction in its most general sense involves some way of focusing students’ attention 

on language form, while at the same time maintaining a communicative focus.  One way of 

doing this is through corrective feedback, which is sometimes termed “reactive focus on form” 

(Doughty & Williams 1998, Lyster 2007)8 because it constitutes a reaction to some kind of 

communication or language problem which arises during a classroom task. While Long’s (1991) 

original proposal for second language pedagogy limits focus on form to an unplanned and brief 

intervention, which he calls “incidental focus on form”, taking place during communicative, 

often content-based lessons “whose over-riding focus is on meaning or communication”, 

several other interpretations of form-focused instruction exist (Williams 2005), which might be 
                                                           
8 The term “reactive focus of form” is opposed to “proactive focus on form”, in which the focus on form 

is preplanned, for instance through input enhancement (Doughty & Williams 1998).  
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easier to apply to foreign language lessons.  Foreign language teaching to adult learners in the 

context of this thesis may be termed communicative in some ways, but still has as its main aim 

to teach the language and not some other content, such as the examples of biology or 

automobile repair given by Long (1991). Most EFL text books are still organized around specific 

grammar and vocabulary points and it is therefore highly probable that foreign language 

teachers may want to plan the forms they wish to focus on in a specific lesson, which would go 

against the “incidental” aspect of Long’s (1991) proposal.  As Williams (2005) points out, form-

focused instruction has been interpreted in various ways and some interpretations, such as 

Doughty and Varela (1998), are much more planned and focused on specific forms than Long 

(1991) originally suggested.  

By emphasizing the importance of engaging in interaction for learning, Long (1996) also assigns 

a clear role to language production or output in the process of SLA. The different functions of 

output and its importance for the language learning process are explained in Swain’s (1995) 

Output Hypothesis, which will be discussed in the next section.  The interaction hypothesis 

(Long 1996) is also linked to Schmidt’s (1990) theory of noticing as a vital prerequisite for 

language acquisition, because learners cannot begin to process a form unless they have 

noticed it at some level. Conversational adjustments (“negotiation of meaning”) and corrective 

feedback in the context of interaction can help learners notice forms that would otherwise not 

be attended to, because of lack of salience or because of adult learners’ predisposition to 

focus on meaning.  Corrective feedback thus plays a central role in the interaction hypothesis, 

as the following quote by Long (1996) clearly illustrates: 

Negative feedback obtained during negotiation work or elsewhere may be facilitative 

of L2 development, at least for vocabulary, morphology, and language-specific syntax, 

and essential for learning certain specifiable L1-L2 contrasts. (Long 1996: p.414) 

As the interaction hypothesis is linked to the output hypothesis and Schmidt’s theory of 

“noticing”, the following two paragraphs will give a more detailed description of each of these 

theories.  

1.1.4 The output hypothesis 

As explained in section 2, Krashen and Terrell’s “natural approach” does not ask learners to 

produce any language until they are considered developmentally ready to do so. In this 

approach, it seems that learners acquire certain features of the language first in receptive 



1. Corrective feedback in theory and practice  

 

35 

 

mode and then go on to produce this language in the output. In Krashen’s (1982) theory, 

therefore, language production is only the product of acquisition but is by no means necessary 

for acquisition to take place. To support this claim, Krashen (1998) gives the example of people 

who were able to achieve high levels of proficiency in a second language without ever speaking 

it. However, DeKeyser (2007) states that the likelihood of something that has been acquired in 

a receptive mode automatically transferring to a productive mode is small. Moreover, few 

language teachers probably would adhere to the idea that students do not need to produce 

the target language in order to learn it. The importance of producing output, not only for 

practicing language forms but also for their acquisition, finds its strongest supporter in Swain’s 

“output hypothesis” (Swain 1995).   

Swain (1995, 2005) hypothesizes that language development can happen when learners are 

pushed to modify their output so that it is not only comprehensible but also more accurate. 

This means it is not just any output, or speaking for the sake of speaking, that is thought to 

benefit language learning, but rather what the author calls “pushed output”. Engaging in 

interaction and being pushed to improve one’s output brings about language development 

because of the three functions of output (Swain 2005): first of all, when a learner produces a 

form during interaction and the interlocutor signals this form is somehow problematic, this is 

thought to help learners notice the gap between what they are able to say and what they still 

need to acquire in the target language9. A second function of output is hypothesis testing, 

which means that a learner tries out certain forms according to his or her interlanguage rules, 

and if receiving feedback on those forms, is able to adjust the initial hypothesis and so 

restructure his or her interlanguage system10. Third, output can serve a metalinguistic function, 

for example when learners work together to produce a text and discuss the language they 

need to accomplish this task.11  

                                                           
9 The concept of “noticing the gap” was first introduced by Schmidt and Frota in 1986. 

10 The term “interlanguage” was first proposed by Selinker (1972), who suggested that language learners 

do not just produce a flawed version of the target language, but that their language production is 

governed by a structured system of rules, which gets reorganized as learners develop towards 

proficiency.  

11 The metalinguistic function of output becomes apparent when learners carry out a “dictogloss” task. 

In this task, the teacher reads a text aloud several times at normal speed, allowing the learners to take 

notes while they listen. Afterwards, the learners are asked to reproduce the text in pairs or groups (see 

Swain 1998).  
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For both the noticing and hypothesis testing function of output, corrective feedback is of vital 

importance. If learners do not receive any feedback on their output, they will not be able to 

notice any problem or gap in their knowledge of the L2, nor will they know if their hypothesis 

about a certain rule is correct. Both the interaction and the output hypothesis thus provide 

theoretical support for the importance of corrective feedback.  

 

1.1.5. The importance of ‘noticing’ and ‘awareness’ for second language acquisition 

While the input hypothesis is rooted in an innatist perspective on SLA which uses Chomsky’s 

theory of universal grammar and the language acquisition device as its basis, the interaction 

and output hypothesis need to be understood within a different theory of second language 

acquisition, which looks at how the brain processes and stores information and can be referred 

to as an information-processing approach to SLA (see section 1.1.1). Skehan (1998: p.86) sees 

the human mind as a “limited capacity information-processing system”, which has a tendency 

to process input for meaning before processing its form. Because of this, it is believed to be 

necessary to bring about a focus on form in some way.  As Schmidt (1990) explains, L2 learners 

need to notice a certain language form in order to learn it, as according to him there is no such 

thing as subliminal learning (learning something without being aware of it in some way, for 

example by listening to a tape in your sleep).  Schmidt’s (1990) rejection of subliminal learning 

does not necessarily contradict the innatist theories of SLA discussed in sections 1.1.1 and 

1.1.2, as the author distinguishes between subliminal and incidental learning, the latter 

referring to noticing something without intending to do so. According to Schmidt (1990), 

incidental learning is possible, but noticing as “focal awareness”, in which the learner pays 

attention to a certain target feature, is posited to be facilitative and possibly vital for adult 

learners to be able to acquire certain morphosyntactical features known for their redundancy 

and lack of saliency, such as the past tense –ed or third person –s in English. By stressing the 

importance of paying attention to language form, the author does not mean that language 

forms need to be taught explicitly through the provision of extensive metalinguistic 

explanations12, as techniques such as input enhancement or implicit corrective feedback 

                                                           
12 Van Lier (1998) states that a common misconception of the need to be aware in order to learn a 

language is that the notion of consciousness tends to be seen as synonymous with explicit rule learning. 

The discussion of the role of explicit knowledge in second language learning has not yet been resolved, 
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through recasting can also serve to help learners notice certain features in the input.  

However, in Schmidt’s (2001) view, a form that is not initially noticed in some way cannot be 

processed in working memory and therefore has no chance of eventually being acquired. The 

noticing hypothesis thus provides support for the use of corrective feedback techniques to 

draw learners’ attention to specific linguistic features which they might otherwise not be able 

to process because of limitations to working memory and adult learners’ predisposition to 

prioritize meaning over form (Skehan 1998).  

 

1.1.6. Skill-learning theory  

Another theory which attributes an important role to corrective feedback for SLA is skill-

learning theory (e.g. DeKeyser 2007, Segalowitz 2000). This theory can be grouped under the 

information-processing theories of SLA and is opposed to the generativist or innatist approach 

to SLA in that the processes underlying SLA are not thought to be domain-specific and linked to 

a language learning device, but that learning a language is thought to be comparable to 

learning a skill, such as playing the piano.  When a skill is learned, initially a learner relies 

heavily on declarative knowledge, for example explicit rules, but through practice this 

knowledge becomes proceduralized, until the learner has internalized the rules and can carry 

out the task almost automatically. According to Lyster, Saito and Sato (2013, p.9) “skill 

acquisition theory attributes a pivotal role to corrective feedback, especially in the context of 

practice that leads learners from effortful to more automatic L2 use”.   

However, several problems arise when applying such a skill acquisition theory to language 

learning, as both the concepts of practice and proceduralization are controversial in second 

language acquisition theories. First of all, as explained by DeKeyser (2007), the importance of 

practice for language learning is often questioned because it is directly associated with the 

decontextualized drills that were common in the audiolingual method of language teaching13 

                                                                                                                                                                          
but in language pedagogy the failure of traditional grammar-translation methods has made most 

teachers wary of extensive metalinguistic explanations.  

13 The audiolingual method of language teaching was first proposed in the 1950s and was based on 

behaviourist theory, in which language learning was seen as the creation of good habits. Language was 

practiced through drilling exercises in which learners needed to respond to oral stimuli, for example by 

repeating the teacher’s utterance or by replacing one word by another (Richards & Rodgers 2001).  
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(see also Van Lier 1996). However, practice can be contextualized and meaningful, so that even 

communicative language activities can be seen as a form of practice. Second, there is the 

question of the form that knowledge of a language takes and whether or not it is possible to 

proceduralize explicit knowledge of rules into more automatic, implicit knowledge which can 

be easily retrieved for language production. From the discussion of Krashen (1982) in section 

1.1.2 and Schwartz (1993) in section 1.1.1 it becomes clear that an innatist point of view tends 

to see explicit and implicit knowledge as totally separated in the learner’s mind.  In this view, 

explicit knowledge and feedback are unable to affect the process of acquisition and speaking 

practice does not seem to play a role at all, as output is seen as merely a product of 

acquisition.  

In information-processing theories of SLA, on the other hand, different hypotheses about the 

interaction of explicit and implicit knowledge have been put forward (see also 1.1.2). While 

DeKeyser (2003) posits that explicit knowledge can be transformed into implicit knowledge 

through practice, Skehan (1998) proposes a dual-mode system, in which linguistic knowledge 

can be stored in the form of rules or in the form of exemplars. Both systems have advantages, 

as the rule-based system is productive but the exemplar-based system lies at the basis of 

fluent speech, because these exemplars can be retrieved with greater speed and ease. 

According to Skehan (1998) movement from the rule-based system to the exemplar-based 

system and back is possible. The rule-based system can generate exemplars which can then be 

easily retrieved but are difficult to change, and in the other direction, exemplars can be (re)-

analyzed into rules. Ellis (2003) hypothesized that movement from one system to another can 

be made possible through language production, which would mean that a central role is given 

to practicing speaking in order to develop not only fluency but also accuracy in a second 

language.  

Moreover, if the aim is to develop oral accuracy, skill-acquisition theory also posits that skills 

are domain specific, which means that, according to this theory, what is acquired in receptive 

mode may not automatically become available in productive mode. This links skill-acquisition 

theory to Swain’s (1995) output hypothesis, discussed in section 1.1.4, because both theories 

view speech production not just as the product of the acquisition process, but as part of the 

process of acquisition. In other words, it is suggested that learners can acquire grammar and 

vocabulary during the process of interacting and producing language and that they need to do 

so in meaningful contexts. If practice activities are decontextualized, as was the case in the 
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audiolingual method, the practiced structures will not be easily transferred to communicative 

contexts (Segalowitz 2000). This is why researchers such as Ranta and Lyster (2007) or 

Gatbonton and Segalowitz (2005) suggest that practice should be communicative and that a 

focus on meaning and communication should not be separated from a focus on form. As 

Lightbown (1998, p.194) puts it:  

Work on improving output is better done in the context of more interactive activities, 

in which the main focus is on communication, but in which the accuracy or 

sophistication can be improved via focus on form via feedback and learners’ self-

corrections. 

The importance of receiving feedback during communicative practice activities is thus 

supported by skill-learning theory.  

1.1.7 Sociocultural theory of language learning  

As explained in the introduction, this thesis on oral corrective feedback is based within 

information-processing accounts of second language acquisition, and more specifically 

combines elements of  Long’s (1996) interaction hypothesis, Swain’s (1995) output hypothesis 

and skill-acquisition theory. All of these theoretical notions are helpful to explain how adult 

learners can develop speaking skills in a foreign language by interacting with the teacher or 

each other and how corrective feedback on their production can push them to develop their 

interlanguage system and start speaking more accurately.  However, as mentioned in the 

introduction, the social aspect of language learning cannot be neglected. While both the 

innatist and the information processing theories of SLA discussed in section 1.1.1 study the 

acquisition process as located within the mind of a single learner, researchers such as Tarone 

(2009) have stressed the importance of social factors, as learners do not acquire languages in 

isolation but they do so while they interact with others.  

Among those theories that take into account social factors, three approaches can be quoted: 

Gardner’s (1985) “socio-educational model”, Schumann’s (1978) “acculturation model” and 

“sociocultural theory of language learning”. The first model places considerable emphasis on 

the aspect of motivation in order to explain success in learning a second language. According 

to Gardner (1985), in order to study motivation it is important to find out how speakers of the 

target language are viewed by the social milieu of the language learner (Cook 2013). A similar 

focus on attitudes to the culture in which the target language is spoken can be found in 
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Schumann’s (1987) “acculturation model”. In this model, success in learning a second language 

is thought to depend largely on the extent to which the learner identifies with and wishes to 

become part of the target culture (Cook 2013). There is no doubt that motivation affects 

language learning and that it can influence various aspects of the learning process, including 

how the learners feel about the need to speak accurately and the importance of corrective 

feedback. However, these two social models tend to focus more on the social aspect than the 

linguistic aspect and do not include any reference to the issue of corrective feedback. 

Sociocultural theory of language learning, on the other hand, combines an emphasis on social 

interaction with a focus on language. Moreover, this theory has been applied to the study of 

corrective feedback, which is why it will be explained in more detail in the next paragraph.  

Sociocultural theory of language learning builds on the work of the Russian psychologist 

Vygotsky. As Lantolf (1994) explains, Vygotsky stated that children develop through social 

interaction with adults and more knowledgeable peers. When the child learns to carry out a 

certain task, he or she first carries it out with the help of a more knowledgeable person until 

he or she gradually learns to do it autonomously. Two important concepts from Vygotsky’s 

theory have been applied to language acquisition by researchers such as Lantolf (1994) and 

Bruner (1987): “scaffolding” and the “zone of proximal development” (ZPD). The language 

learner’s ZPD can be represented by a task which the learner is not yet able to perform 

individually but which can be achieved with the help of a more proficient speaker. This help 

can be provided through a technique referred to as “scaffolding”. This way, a native speaker 

having a conversation with a non-native speaker can help their interlocutor express 

themselves more clearly by providing specific vocabulary or by recasting the non-native 

speaker’s non-targetlike utterance. In this sense, corrective feedback is thought to be most 

effective when it is within the learner’s ZPD, which means feedback would need to be adapted 

to the learner’s developmental level.  In the foreign language classroom, this scaffolding can be 

done by the teacher or by another learner when students work in pairs, for instance. The 

question is whether this kind of scaffolding, for example through the provision of corrective 

feedback, is effective for long-term language development.  According to the theory of the 

ZPD, development takes place as learners move from needing external regulation towards a 

position in which the process becomes internalized and they can monitor their own actions 

independently. Based on this theory, the prediction for corrective feedback is then that 

learners will become less and less reliant on it in time, as they learn to regulate their own oral 

production. As Aljaafreh and Lantolf (1994, p.480) put it: “As implicit forms of feedback 
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become more relevant, and explicit forms become less relevant in regulating the novice’s 

corrective behaviour, by implication, novices assume increased control over their linguistic 

activity in the L2.”  Thus, in the framework of sociocultural theory, corrective feedback can be 

seen as a form of scaffolding or other-regulation which helps the learner progress through 

social interaction with a teacher or more proficient speaker of the language.  

1.1.8. Conclusion: the theoretical framework for this thesis on oral corrective feedback in the 

adult EFL classroom 

This thesis on oral corrective feedback in the adult EFL classroom is situated within the 

combined frameworks of processing accounts of second language acquisition and sociocultural 

theory of language learning. In processing accounts of second language acquisition, oral 

corrective feedback can fulfil the role of triggering noticing of language forms during oral 

interactions with a main focus on communication, it can function as a way to push learners to 

produce more accurate language and it can assist learners in the process of proceduralization 

and automatization of existing knowledge of language forms. While these three functions of 

feedback concern processes within the individual learner’s mind, the context of learning 

languages in a classroom while interacting with other learners and a teacher calls for a 

consideration of the effects of social factors on the learning process. Sociocultural theory of 

language learning stresses the importance of the co-construction of knowledge during 

interaction between a learner and a more knowledgeable interlocutor. In this sense, corrective 

feedback functions as a way of other-regulation or scaffolding by the teacher which gradually 

becomes internalized by the student as he or she learns to self-regulate.  

1.2. The place of corrective feedback in second language pedagogy 

While the previous sections were dedicated to an explanation of the theoretical framework 

underlying this thesis, the introduction also stated that this work aims to contribute to the 

practice of language teaching. For this reason, some attention needs to be given to second 

language pedagogy and more particularly to the place of corrective feedback in foreign 

language teaching. As the current approach adopted by most language teachers is some form 

of communicative language teaching, the following section will focus on the communicative 
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approach14 and the suggestions made to teachers by EFL methodologists about teaching 

speaking and correcting students’ oral errors within this approach.15 

1.2.1 Communicative language teaching 

As a reaction to the poor results of students in more traditional, grammar-based methods of 

language teaching, who were often not able to have a simple conversation in the target 

language after years of formal study, what is commonly referred to as “communicative 

language teaching” or “the communicative approach” was first proposed in the 1960s (e.g. 

Richards & Rodgers 2001, Lightbown & Spada 2013). Initially proponents of this approach 

moved radically away from grammar instruction and focused on using the target language in a 

meaningful way, for instance through role plays. Partly influenced by insights from second 

language acquisition research and theories of interlanguage (Selinker 1972) learner errors 

were no longer seen as something negative which needed to be avoided16, and the objective 

became making oneself understood in a specific situation rather than producing errorfree but 

decontextualized utterances, as was customary in the audiolingual method (Larsen-Freeman 

2000). Krashen’s natural approach, which is based on similar principles, also focused on 

meaning and comprehension, rather than on the study of grammatical forms.  As we have seen 

in section 1.1.2, Krashen (1982, 1985) posed that there is a basic opposition between learning, 

which is guided by explicit processes, and acquisition, which is an implicit process.  He thus 

stated that grammar rules can be learned explicitly but that they cannot bring about implicit 

knowledge, which in his view can only be acquired. Explicitly correcting students’ errors 

therefore was seen as a futile activity. Moreover, Krashen’s concept of the affective filter 

implied that for acquisition to work learners needed to be in a stress free environment. If they 

were corrected while speaking, it could cause learners to become anxious and therefore 

                                                           
14 The word “communicative approach” rather than “communicative method” is used to indicate that 

the term covers a wide variety of instructional practices and that teachers can give their own 

interpretation to what constitutes communicative language teaching.  

15 As Richards and Rodgers (2001) explain, more recent language teaching approaches have been 

proposed, such as content-based instruction or task-based language learning, but these are all built on 

basic principles of communicative language teaching, such as the importance of meaning and context in 

language learning.  

16 In the audiolingual method, preceding the communicative approach, it was felt that learners’ errors 

needed to be corrected immediately and explicitly, in order to prevent the formation of bad habits. 

Therefore learners’ speech was tightly controlled and they were not encouraged to communicate freely.  
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acquisition would be impeded by a high affective filter (Krashen 1982: p.39, p.87). This 

argument against correcting students’ oral grammar is also taken up by Truscott (1999) (see 

chapter 2, section 2.4). When reviewing a number of influential pedagogy books addressed at 

(future) language teachers in 1.2.3, we note that Krashen’s learning/acquisition dichotomy, as 

well as his affective filter theory still appear to have a strong influence on language teaching 

methodology. Before turning to the discussion of how language teaching methodologists view 

the issue of corrective feedback on speaking, I think it is necessary to devote some space to 

the methodology behind the teaching of second language speaking skills.  

1.2.2 Teaching speaking skills: fluency versus accuracy  

Since one of the aims of this work is to investigate how CF can be used to improve students’ 

speaking skills, it is useful to look at the different components of this skill and the suggestions 

which have been made by methodologists on how to teach it.  

According to Bygate (2003), speaking a foreign language is a complex skill which consists of 

various sub-skills: message planning and management skills, negotiation of meaning, 

production skills and accuracy skills.  In Bygate’s (2003) model, accuracy skills draw on 

knowledge of grammatical rules and pronunciation rules. However, according to the author 

the ability to speak a foreign language is based on a combination of all the sub-skills 

mentioned above. Students of a foreign language thus do not only need to learn the rules of 

the language, but also how to use communication strategies to negotiate for meaning, such as 

paraphrasing, checking understanding or asking for clarification. Moreover, Bygate (2003) 

believes students need to practice different types of interactions, in both informal and formal 

contexts.  

A similar breakdown into different categories of what it means to be able to communicate in a 

foreign language can be found in descriptions of what is known as “communicative 

competence” (Hymes 1972). According to Canale (1983), communicative competence consists 

of grammatical competence, discourse competence (the ability to link utterances into a 

coherent text), sociolinguistic competence (related to formal or informal registers, for 

instance) and strategic competence (related to the use of communication strategies) (Brown 

2007).  

The claim that communication does not depend solely on knowing the rules of a language has 

clear implications for the teaching of speaking in the foreign language classroom. While 
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traditional grammar-translation methods and audio-lingual methods focused excessively on 

accuracy, communicative approaches to language teaching stress the importance of promoting 

both fluency and accuracy in learners’ speech. What is more, according to this approach there 

may be moments when fluency should be prioritized and errors are better ignored (Brown 

2007, Lightbown & Spada 2013). 

In order to promote fluency, language teachers are often advised to make sure the speaking 

activities they propose to students are truly communicative, which means they need to have 

an information gap (Doff 1988, Scrivener 2005). This implies that there should be a genuine 

exchange of information, as is the case in activities in which learners have to find the 

differences between two pictures without being able to see each other’s pictures, or when 

they engage in a role play in which each participant possesses a different piece of information 

that is unknown to the others.  

In communicative language teaching, the proposed way to deal with both the grammatical 

component and the fluency component of speaking is often to deal with them separately, as 

will also be discussed in the next section (1.2.3). A common way of doing this is by moving 

from controlled practice, in which the focus is on accuracy, to free practice, in which the focus 

is on communicating ideas as fluently as possible.  

 

1.2.3 Second language teaching methodology: how to deal with learners’ spoken errors 

While it has become clear that an extreme focus on communication and meaning at the 

expense of language form also has its limits (Seedhouse 1997a, Lightbown 2000), authors of 

language teaching books such as Scrivener (2005) and Harmer (2006) make a clear distinction 

between what they call a focus on accuracy and a focus on fluency, as the following quotes 

illustrate:  

If the objective is accuracy, then immediate correction is likely to be useful; if the aim 

is fluency, then lengthy, immediate correction that diverts from the flow of speaking is 

less appropriate. (Scrivener 2005, p.299) 

We need to decide whether a particular activity in the classroom is designed to expect 

the students’ complete accuracy – as in the study of a piece of grammar, a 
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pronunciation exercise, or some vocabulary work for example – or whether we are 

asking the students to use the language as fluently as possible. (Harmer 2006, p.104) 

This means, for example, not reacting to absolutely every mistake that a student 

makes if this will de-motivate that student. It means judging just the right moment to 

correct. In communicative fluency activities it means deciding if and when to intervene 

at all. (Harmer 2006, p106).  

As these quotations show, both Scrivener (2005) and Harmer (2006) make a clear distinction 

between activities focusing on accuracy, where correction is appropriate and necessary and 

activities focusing on fluency, during which interruptions are best kept short and minimal. 

Communicative speaking activities appear to be just those activities during which teachers are 

advised not to correct or to wait with correction until after the activity.  At first glance it thus 

seems that form-focused instruction with a simultaneous focus on meaning and accuracy 

(Long 1991, see section 1.1.3) is not recommended to teachers here. However, correction 

during communicative fluency-oriented activities is not totally dismissed. The authors 

discussed above do believe it can be helpful at times, providing the corrections are short and 

implicit. Harmer (2006, p.108) calls this “gentle correction”: “We might simply reformulate 

what the student has said in the expectation that they will pick up our reformulation, even 

though it hardly interrupts their speech.”  According to this description, gentle correction is 

similar to what in the corrective feedback literature is called recasting (see section 2.1). The 

fact that the author uses the word “gentle” indicates the influence of Krashen’s “affective 

filter” theory, which states that language learners learn best when they are relaxed and not 

anxious for any reason, in Krashen’s words, when their affective filter is low (see 1.1.2). Too 

many overt corrections and interruptions are believed to put students’ affective filters up and 

prevent language input from being processed.   As the next quote from Harmer (2006, p.105) 

shows:  

Correction is a highly personal business and draws (…) on the rapport between teacher 

and students. As one student once told me, a good teacher ‘should be able to correct 

people without offending them’. 

Harmer (2006) also warns teachers that even gentle correction can be used too much and can 

cause the learner to become inhibited. Scrivener’s (2005) position against correcting during 

fluency work is less extreme, as he believes it can be helpful to use various strategies that fall 
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under the theoretical construct of “negotiation of meaning “ (see 1.1.3), such as asking for 

clarification, but also reformulating or recasting a word or sentence: “Unobtrusively saying the 

correct form of an incorrect word (but only if having the correct word makes a significant 

positive contribution to the communication)” (Scrivener 2005: p162). Another book for 

language teachers by Kolker Horwitz (2008: p.103) appears to be equally influenced by 

Krashen as the author writes:  

Be selective in error correction, especially during “real” communication activities (as 

contrasted with “structured” activities). Concentrate on errors that most clearly 

interfere with communication.  

Just like Harmer, this author suggests teachers “deal with errors gently” as “many students 

report that fear of error correction is the chief reason they feel anxious in their language class” 

(Kolker Horwitz 2008, p.103). It thus seems that these methodologists make no reference to 

the research on focus on form and corrective feedback which shows that most learners 

express a wish to have their spoken errors corrected (e.g. Schulz 2001, see also chapter 2) and 

also makes a strong claim for correcting students during communicative interaction (see 

section 1.1.3).  

A different kind of advice is given to English language teachers by Penny Ur, a well-known 

teacher-trainer and author of several methodology books. Quoting current research on 

corrective feedback, Ur (2012) points out that recasts are the least disruptive type of feedback 

but at the same time it may be more effective to try to elicit a correction from the student. In 

answer to the question whether teachers should correct during fluency activities, this author 

provides a more nuanced picture of the issue than Kolker Horwitz (2008) or Harmer (2006):  

So we have the following dilemma: are you going to correct effectively and risk 

disturbing the flow of communication, or are you going to refrain from correcting and 

risk the error being reinforced? (Ur 2012, p.96) 

Finally she does not give a definite answer to this question, but leaves it up to each teacher to 

judge the situation for him or herself, depending on such factors as the students’ attitudes and 

the aims of the course or the seriousness of the error. On the other hand, in a chapter about 

teaching speaking the author advises teachers not to correct too much during oral fluency 

activities, as this might have a negative effect on students’ willingness to communicate. For 

this reason, Ur (2012) suggests writing down common errors for discussion after the activity.  
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When developing speaking skills, teachers are confronted with the various aspects of speaking: 

on the one hand there is the need to learn to communicate fluently and effectively, on the 

other hand, in order to become more proficient, accuracy needs to be developed as well.  The 

solution proposed by most teaching methodology courses seems to be to deal with fluency 

and accuracy separately, the latter in controlled practice activities and the former in “true” 

communication activities. In contrast, pedagogical approaches such as form-focused 

instruction (see 1.1.3) attempt to integrate fluency and accuracy. However, according to Cook 

(2013), the mainstream style of English language teaching which dominates modern English  

text books, such as “New Headway”, is a mixture of a more traditional grammar-based 

approach and a communicative approach, in which a movement is made from the 

presentation of a language item, to controlled practice of that item, to freer, more 

communicative production.   

 

1.3 Conclusion: oral corrective feedback in theory and practice 

This chapter has focused on theories of second language acquisition and more specifically 

those theoretical constructs that provide a basis for the argument that corrective feedback is 

facilitative and may even be necessary for adult second language acquisition. Within 

information-processing models of SLA, adult learners are claimed to possess only limited 

attentional and processing capacities and to show a tendency to process language input for 

meaning rather than for form. Corrective feedback during interaction is thought to be able to 

remedy this tendency of adult learners by making certain language forms more salient in the 

input and also by pushing learners to produce more accurate output, which is also 

hypothesised to benefit language development.  Moreover, in classroom interaction corrective 

feedback has been argued to constitute a type of scaffolding, in which the teacher supports 

the learning process by providing help adapted to the learner’s current level. Pedagogical 

proposals based on theories of interaction advise teachers to combine a focus on meaningful 

communication with a focus on language form, for instance through input enhancement or 

corrective feedback. On the other hand, communicative language methods influenced by 

Krashen and Terrell’s natural approach continue to caution teachers against interrupting 

students during communicative practice and appear to advertise a separation of more 

controlled, accuracy-focused activities and meaningful activities with a focus on promoting 

fluency.  Moreover, Krashen’s concept of the affective filter still seems to influence teaching 
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methodology, as more explicit types of corrective feedback are often considered to be 

disruptive and possibly hurtful to students. 
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Chapter 2: A review of the research on oral corrective feedback. 

In the previous chapter, the theoretical framework for this thesis on oral corrective feedback 

was presented. It was made clear how the combination of information-processing and 

sociocultural theory of second language acquisition forms a suitable basis for the study of oral 

feedback, as the provision of feedback during oral interaction with a more knowledgeable 

interlocutor is thought to facilitate learning. The present chapter will present empirical 

evidence from a great number of studies which support this theory (see 2.5, 2.6).  

Corrective feedback can be defined as “any feedback provided to a learner, from any source, 

that contains evidence of learner error of language form” (Russell & Spada 2006, p. 134). 

According to this definition, the term can refer to both written and oral feedback, provided by 

a teacher or another student. This thesis, however, focuses specifically on oral corrective 

feedback provided by a teacher in a classroom context. For this reason, this literature review 

will mainly be dedicated to studies with a similar focus. Before turning to the review of oral 

corrective feedback studies, I will briefly discuss the work on peer feedback and written 

feedback.  

A number of studies have focused on feedback given by peers during pair work, mainly in the 

framework of the interaction hypothesis, to study what is known as the “negotiation of 

meaning” (see 1.1.3). A lot of these studies have been descriptive in nature and have tried to 

determine if learners are able to provide each other with feedback and how different variables 

such as task type, gender and age influence the amount and type of feedback used by 

students. Mackey, Oliver and Leeman (2003), for example, compared the interactional 

modifications taking place when pairs of native speaker and non-native speaker children and 

adults interacted with each other. One of their findings was that native speakers appeared to 

give more feedback than non-native speakers. On the other hand, they observed that children 

modified their speech more frequently in reaction to feedback during interaction with other 

non-native speaker children than with native speaker children. With regard to task type, Pica 

(1987) concluded that a task which requires learners to exchange information results in more 

negotiation than a task in which this is not strictly necessary.  As already discussed in 1.1.3, 

descriptive studies of learner interaction have generally noted that although learners provide 
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each other with feedback, this feedback is more often directed at lexical than at grammatical 

targets (e.g. Pica 1992, Fujii & Mackey 2009).  

Only a limited number of studies on peer feedback have investigated a link between learner-

learner interaction and language development. For instance, McDonough (2004) found that 

learners working in pairs or small groups provided each other with feedback, predominantly in 

the form of clarification requests and that the interaction had a positive impact on the 

learners’ production of conditional sentences. Another study which indicated peer feedback 

can result in language learning is by Adams (2007), who found a link between the feedback 

provided by learners during pair work and their performance on a tailor-made grammaticality 

judgment test. Note that the nature of the tasks induced the learners to focus on grammatical 

targets such as question forms and the regular and irregular past tense. Some potential 

problems related to peer feedback have also been identified, for instance the danger of 

learners taking over non-targetlike forms from each other (Adams 2007) or the fact that 

learners may not be willing to accept feedback from each other (Yoshida 2008).  

Even though peer feedback is an interesting topic which merits further investigation, it falls 

outside the scope of the present thesis, since this work is concerned with feedback delivered 

by foreign language teachers on their students’ oral production in the classroom. This means 

that feedback on written errors, another area which has received a lot of attention lately, will 

not be dealt with at great length here either. Some parallels can be drawn, however, between 

the research on oral and written feedback. In fact, Bitchener (2012, p.351) states that “the 

processes and conditions for language learning that can result from written corrective 

feedback are similar to those predicted to result from oral interaction”.   

Feedback on written errors has been found to be effective for the acquisition of certain 

grammatical structures, such as articles (Sheen 2007, Ellis et al. 2008, Bitchener & Knoch 

2010). Similar to the research on oral feedback, studies on written feedback have attempted to 

compare different feedback-types (see 2.1 and 2.5), usually referred to as “direct” versus 

“indirect” written feedback. The former type provides the learner with the correct form, 

whereas the latter gives the learner some indication that there is an error, without providing 

the correction. Direct written feedback can thus be compared to recasts in oral feedback, 

whereas indirect written feedback would be similar to prompts (see 2.1). Research on the 

relative effectiveness of both types of written feedback has produced mixed results, with some 

studies finding no difference between the effects of direct and indirect feedback (e.g. Semke 
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1984, Robb et al. 1986), while others found that indirect feedback appears to benefit students 

more in the long term (e.g. Van Beuningan et al. 2008, 2012).  

As Russell and Spada’s (2006) definition given above indicates, the term “corrective feedback” 

can refer to both written and oral feedback, either provided by a teacher or by another 

learner. This thesis, however, focuses particularly on oral corrective feedback provided by a 

teacher in foreign language classrooms. 

Several aspects of the issue of oral corrective feedback need to be taken into account, starting 

with the types of feedback generally used by teachers and students’ immediate reactions to 

these feedback-moves. As research on feedback has been both descriptive and experimental in 

nature, both types of studies will be commented on. Furthermore, both evidence against and 

in favour of a facilitative role for corrective feedback in language acquisition will be discussed, 

followed by a presentation of the research comparing the effectiveness of various feedback-

types to one another.  

The final part of this review will then be dedicated to teachers’ and students’ attitudes to oral 

corrective feedback, an issue which is of direct relevance to the field of second language 

pedagogy.  

2.1 Types of oral corrective feedback 

In the past, a number of descriptive studies have investigated the ways in which language 

teachers deal with their students’ spoken errors (e.g. Allwright 1975, 1977; Chaudron 1977, 

1988; Salica 1981; Wren 1982; Kasper 1985; Doughty 1994). Based on classroom observations, 

these authors attempted to classify the range of corrective techniques teachers use and to 

investigate how learners respond to these corrections. For instance, Allwright (1975, p.100) 

listed the different options teachers have at their disposal when a learner makes an error, such 

as “to treat or to ignore completely”, “fact of error indicated”, “error type indicated” or 

“model provided”, amongst others. With regard to students’ reactions to feedback, Salica 

(1981) and Wren (1982) found that most of the corrective feedback episodes in the classrooms 

they observed helped students correctly reformulate their initial errors.  

Even though the authors quoted above have presented different taxonomies of CF-types, one 

highly influential typology which has been applied to an important number of more recent 

descriptive and experimental CF-studies (e.g.  Jensen 2001, Lochtman 2002, Sheen 2004, Tsang 
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2004, Mori 2011, Junqueira & Kim 2013, Ammar & Spada 2006, Nassaji 2007, Dilans 2010) is 

that of Lyster and Ranta (1997).  These authors observed four French immersion classrooms at 

the primary level in Canada and they found that the four teachers they observed tended to use 

six different types of feedback.  Since the publication of this study, Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) 

model has been successfully applied to a wide range of contexts, such as English and Spanish 

immersion in Senegal (Vicente-Rasoamalala 2009), secondary school level German classes in 

Belgium (Lochtman 2002) , adult ESL classrooms in Canada (Panova & Lyster 2002) and adult 

EFL classrooms in Korea (Sheen 2004) (see 2.3 for more information about these studies). For 

this reason, Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) typology will also form the basis of the present thesis on 

oral feedback. The feedback-types identified by Lyster and Ranta (1997, pp. 46-48) are 

described below. To make the definitions more concrete, I have added my own examples of 

oral feedback aimed at a past tense error.  

 

1. explicit correction: “the explicit provision of the correct form” where the teacher 

“clearly indicates that what the student ha[s] said [is] incorrect (e.g. “Oh you mean”, 

“You should say”).” 

 

Example:  Student: Yesterday I go to the cinema.  

       Teacher: Not “go”, “went”.  

 

2. recasts: “the teacher's reformulation of all or part of the student's utterance, minus 

the error” 

 

Example of a complete recast:  

Student: Yesterday I go to the cinema. 

    Teacher: You went to the cinema.  

 

Example of a partial recast:   

Student: Yesterday I go to the cinema.  

    Teacher: went  

 

(see also 2.6 for a discussion of the different types of recasts) 
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3. clarification requests: “indicate to students either that their utterance has been 

misunderstood by the teacher or that the utterance is ill-formed in some way” 

 

Example:  Student: Yesterday I go to the cinema. 

       Teacher: Pardon?  

 

4. metalinguistic feedback: “comments, information or questions related to the well-

formedness of the students' utterance, without explicitly providing the correct form.” 

 

Example:  Student: Yesterday I go to the cinema. 

       Teacher: You should use past tense.  

 

5. elicitation:  This type encompasses three related strategies used by teachers. In the 

first one, “teachers elicit completion of their own utterance by strategically pausing to 

allow students to fill in the blank”. Second, teachers ask questions such as “how do we 

say X in French?” and third, they ask their students to reformulate their utterance.  

 

Example:  Student: Yesterday I go to the cinema. 

       Teacher: Yesterday I…?  

 

6. repetition: “the teacher's repetition, in isolation, of the student's erroneous 

utterance” (usually with adjusted intonation). 

 

Example:  Student: Yesterday I go to the cinema. 

                   Teacher: I go to the cinema?  

 

Based on an observational study of an adult EFL teacher, Panova and Lyster (2002) added a 

seventh type to the original feedback typology: the translation of utterances in the student’s 

first language.  

 

Several authors have proposed a categorization of these feedback types, according to two 

different criteria: explicitness and whether or not the correct form is provided. The criterion of 

explicitness is important for research which builds on Long’s (1996) updated interaction 
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hypothesis (see 1.1.3), as Long (1996) suggests corrective feedback can help learners notice 

certain language forms during meaningful interactions. Studies which have found greater 

effects for more explicit feedback types than for implicit ones have referred to the importance 

of noticing (see also 1.1.5) to explain their findings, as more explicit types are arguably easier 

to notice, but this will be explained in more detail later in this chapter (see 2.6). As Lyster et al. 

(2013) also note, it can be difficult to classify a specific type of feedback as either explicit or 

implicit and some disagreement exists between different authors. Take for instance, the case 

of elicitation, which was seen as rather explicit by Loewen and Nabei (2007) but classified as 

implicit by Li (2010).  This problem can best be solved by seeing degree of explicitness as a 

continuum, rather than as a dichotomy. Another problem related to the explicit-implicit 

classification is what to do with recasts, as their degree of explicitness varies considerably 

according to whether or not they are reformulations of an entire utterance or only partial 

reformulations, for example (see 2.6).  This is why Lyster et al. (2013) propose distinguishing 

between implicit conversational recasts, on the one hand, and more explicit didactic recasts, 

on the other, as can be seen in figure 2.1.  

 

On the other hand, Swain’s (1995) Output Hypothesis (see 1.1.4) suggests that students make 

progress in the second language when they are pushed to produce more accurate and more 

precise language. Similarly, de Bot (1996) posits that learners benefit more from having to 

retrieve the correct form than from being told the correct answer, as the former is thought to 

strengthen the development of connections in memory. Based on these theoretical 

arguments, Yang and Lyster (2010) proposed grouping feedback-types according to whether or 

not they provide the correct answer to students. In this way, recasts and explicit corrections 

are both seen as input-providing feedback or reformulations (see figure 2.1), whereas 

metalinguistic feedback (MF),17 clarification requests, repetitions and elicitations are classified 

as output-pushing corrective feedback or prompts (see figure 2.1). Ranta and Lyster (2007) 

referred to these two groups as “reformulations”, which comprise recasts and explicit 

correction and “prompts”, because the types of feedback in this group prompt learners to 

reformulate their utterance.  

                                                           
17 “Metalinguistic feedback” is sometimes referred to as “metalinguistic clues”, to indicate that the 

correct answer is not provided by the teacher and to distinguish this type of feedback from explicit 

corrections including metalinguistic explanations. However, in this thesis the term “metalinguistic 

feedback” will be used according to Lyster & Ranta’s (1997) definition.  
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Figure 2.1: Lyster, Saito and Sato’s (2013:p.5) classification of feedback-types. 

 

In my opinion, both the degree of explicitness and the distinction between input-providing and 

output-pushing feedback types are of importance in order to account for the effects different 

types of feedback can have on language development. In this thesis, I will argue that output-

pushing feedback or prompts may be a useful tool for teachers to help their learners gain 

greater control over a grammatical structure they have already partially acquired in oral 

production (see chapter 5). On the other hand, I will contrast the effects of two types of 

prompts which differ in their degree of explicitness: elicitation, which I believe to be rather 

implicit, versus metalinguistic feedback, one of the most explicit types of feedback.   

 

 

2.2 Immediate effects of corrective feedback: uptake and repair.  

 

In order to study the effects of oral CF, the early descriptive studies mentioned in 2.1 already 

investigated whether students were able to use the teachers’ feedback in order to produce a 

more accurate version of their initial utterance (e.g. Chaudron 1977, Wren 1982). In a similar 

way, Lyster and Ranta (1997) proposed studying the immediate reactions of students to 

different types of feedback by using the terms of “uptake” and “repair”.  The authors defined 

“uptake” as “a student’s utterance that immediately follows the teacher’s feedback and that 

constitutes a reaction in some way to the teacher’s intention to draw attention to some aspect 

of the student’s initial utterance”(Lyster & Ranta 1997: p.49). If a student does not react to the 

feedback in any way and simply continues talking, this would constitute absence of uptake in 
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the author’s definition. However, it is possible that the student reacts to the feedback, but that 

this reaction is still not target-like, which means there is uptake without repair. Uptake with 

repair, then, refers to an utterance in reaction to a feedback-move in which the learner 

manages to correct the initial error.  

 

By comparing the rates of uptake and repair after the different types of feedback to each 

other, Lyster and Ranta (1997) concluded that the type of feedback that was used the most by 

the teachers in their data, recasts, hardly ever led to uptake or repair. In contrast, prompts 

such as clarification requests and repetition were followed by high rates of uptake and 

elicitation even led to uptake in all cases. Finally, the two types that were the most successful 

at eliciting repair appeared to be elicitation, which caused students to correct their errors 46% 

of the time, and metalinguistic feedback, which resulted in a repair rate of 45%. There is a 

clear difference with the repair rate following recasts, which was only 18%.  Although Lyster 

and Ranta’s (1997) study was carried out in immersion classes for children, Panova and Lyster’s 

(2002) study of the feedback provided by an adult ESL teacher in Canada generally confirmed 

the finding that prompts seem to lead to much higher rates of uptake and repair than 

reformulations (recasts and explicit correction, see figure 1) do. Sheen (2004) applied Lyster 

and Ranta’s (1997) classification of feedback-types and the notions of uptake and repair to two 

different contexts: English as a second language (ESL) classes for adults in New Zealand and 

English as a foreign language (EFL) classes for adults in Korea. In line with Lyster and Ranta 

(1997) and Panova and Lyster (2002), the author found recasts to be the dominant type of 

feedback in these settings as well. As far as uptake and repair is concerned, however, Sheen 

(2004) noted that recasts and explicit correction led to high rates of uptake and repair in the 

classes in New Zealand and Korea, which contrasts strikingly with the findings presented 

above.  

 

Even though the study of uptake and repair is useful for the investigation of the immediate 

effects of different types of feedback, the use of these notions for making claims about the 

overall effectiveness of feedback-types has led to much debate, especially where recasts are 

concerned (e.g. Goo & Mackey 2013). The finding that recasts rarely elicit uptake or repair in 

some contexts can be interpreted as evidence that recasts are less effective than prompts, 

which appear to result in uptake and repair far more often. As recasts already provide the 

correct answer to students, the only way in which uptake can take place is when students 
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repeat the teacher’s correction. Students’ repetitions of recasts have been interpreted as 

evidence that the feedback was noticed (Lyster & Izquierdo 2009).  Some studies have also 

shown positive effects for the repetition of recasts on subsequent development (Havranek & 

Cesnik 2001), but others have made the claim that there is no relation between uptake after 

recasts and the effects of recasts on acquisition (Mackey & Philp 1998, Leeman 2003).  

 

Clearly it is not enough to study uptake and repair after corrective feedback in order to 

measure its effects on second language acquisition. To find out if corrective feedback can 

make a difference in students’ long-term language development, an important number of 

(quasi-) experimental studies have been carried out since Lyster and Ranta (1997) published 

their influential study. The results of these studies will be discussed in sections 2.5 and 2.6.  

 

2.3 Descriptive studies of corrective feedback  

 

As we have seen, early research on teachers’ treatment of spoken errors was focused on 

describing the different methods of feedback used in classrooms and learners’ reactions to 

these feedback moves. In a review of this research, Chaudron (1988) referred to a number of 

observational studies that had found teachers to be often inconsistent in their method of 

correction (e.g. Allwright 1975, Chaudron 1977). The author also cited a number of studies 

which had found that teacher feedback often led to immediate learner-repair (Salica 1981, 

Wren 1982). Moreover, Chaudron (1977) observed that repetitions of student errors with 

added emphasis or reduction were more conducive to learner uptake and repair than simple 

repetitions. These findings can be related to more recent studies on the relationship between 

characteristics of recasts and learner noticing and uptake (e.g. Sheen 2006, see 2.6). More 

recently, Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) observation of the provision of oral feedback in French 

immersion classrooms in Canada, presented in section 2.1, was followed by a considerable 

number of descriptive studies carried out in various countries and teaching contexts. 

 

Regarding context, a difference is often made between second language contexts, in which the 

target language is the dominant language in the country where it is taught, and foreign 

language contexts, in which students generally do not have much contact with the language 

outside of the classroom. Another contextual aspect which may influence teachers’ corrective 

feedback practices is the level of education. Most studies of corrective feedback have been 
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carried out at university level. A number of studies have also focused on secondary school 

students, while only a limited number of studies have been set in primary school contexts.  

 

Sheen’s (2004) study (see 2.2) already indicated that context can impact the way feedback is 

provided by teachers and responded to by students. As discussed above, Lyster and Ranta 

(1997) and Panova and Lyster (2002) found that only a very limited percentage of recasts 

resulted in uptake and repair. Since Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) study was carried out in 

immersion classes with young learners, these students were probably focused on meaning 

rather than on language form, which might explain why they did not repeat the recasts. 

However, the group of learners that were observed by Panova and Lyster (2002) were a class 

of 25 adult students taking English-language classes rather than subject classes taught in 

English, which means they can be expected to be more form-oriented. Nonetheless, only 40% 

of this ESL teacher’s recasts resulted in uptake and only 13% led to successful repair.  

 

In contrast, in similar classes for adults in New Zealand, the rate of uptake found after recasts 

was much higher: about 70% in Ellis et al.’s (2001) study of two adult ESL classes and 60% in 

Loewen and Philp’s (2006) observation of 12 different classes at a private language school for 

adults, also in New Zealand. It needs to be noted that the learners in Panova and Lyster’s 

(2002) study only had a beginner level of English, whereas Ellis et al’s (2001) students belonged 

to a pre-intermediate and an intermediate group and the adult learners’ proficiency level in 

Loewen and Philp’s (2006) context ranged from intermediate to upper-intermediate. The low 

level of the students in Panova and Lyster’s (2002) study could have something to do with the 

low level of uptake and repair after recasts. Moreover, Loewen and Philp (2006) noted that the 

recasts in their study were more explicit than those in Panova and Lyster’s (2002) data and 

that this may explain why these recasts were more noticeable and resulted in a higher rate of 

uptake.   

 

Considerable rates of uptake after recasts have also been observed in Sheen’s (2004) study of 

adult EFL conversation classes in Korea and in Spanish primary school CLIL-classes (Llinares & 

Lyster 2014). The students in Sheen’s (2004) context were taught in small groups of 4 to 6 

students and their English level ranged from low to high intermediate. Eighty per cent of all 

feedback moves in these classes consisted of recasts and 82.5% of these led to uptake.  

Llinares and Lyster (2014) compared the data from the French immersion classrooms discussed 
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in Lyster and Ranta (1997) to observations of two content and language integrated classrooms 

at the primary level in Spain. While the highest rate of uptake in the former study was found 

after prompts, the highest rate of uptake in the CLIL-classes followed recasts. The authors 

attribute these contrasting findings to the nature of the recasts in both contexts, as they were 

more implicit in the French immersion classes and more didactic and explicit in the CLIL-

classes.  

 

Despite such differences between contexts, most descriptive studies have concluded that 

recasts appear to be the dominant type of oral feedback (Havranek 2003, Sheen 2004, Loewen 

& Philp 2006, Lee 2007). Nevertheless there are a few cases in which prompts were found to 

be more frequent than recasts: English and Spanish immersion in Senegal (Vicente-

Rasoamalala 2009), secondary school EFL classes in China (Yang 2009) and secondary school 

German classes in Belgium (Lochtman 2002).  Vicente-Rasoamalala (2009) observed a total of 

70 classes in two different schools in Senegal: a primary school where the children were 

immersed in English and a secondary school where two groups taking Spanish as a foreign 

language were studied. Taking into account the entire database, this author found that 77% of 

all feedback-moves were prompts, compared to 12% of recasts and 11% of explicit corrections. 

In Yang’s (2009) study of English as a foreign language classes in China, prompts comprised 

61% of all CF-episodes, while 31% of these were recasts and only 8% were explicit corrections. 

Finally, Lochtman (2002) studied 12 lessons of German as a foreign language, taught by three 

different teachers, at a Dutch-speaking secondary school. These lessons were described as 

highly focused on grammar and error correction. It was found that 56% of the teachers’ 

corrections were prompts, while 30% were recasts and 14% were explicit corrections.  

 

Although it is not totally clear how the observed differences can be explained, some authors 

have attempted to account for them. For instance, Lochtman (2002) links the high rate of 

prompts in her study to the highly analytical, form-focused nature of German foreign language 

classes in Belgian secondary schools. In the author’s view, recasts occur more typically during 

meaning-focused interaction. Nonetheless, recasts were also found to be the most common 

type in EFL classes at different levels, including secondary school, in Germany (Havranek 2003). 

In this study, an analysis of the feedback-moves observed in the English classes of six different 

age levels, ranging from 10-year old children to university students, showed that 46.6% of all 

CF-episodes consisted of recasts.   On the other hand, recasts were relatively infrequent in an 
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immersion context in Senegal (Vicente-Rasoamalala 2009), in which the interaction can be 

expected to be more meaning-oriented and more similar to the French immersion classes 

observed by Lyster and Ranta (1997).  

 

In connection with the question of uptake and repair after recasts, several factors may have 

caused the different findings across studies. To explain the high rate of uptake after recasts in 

adult ESL classes in New Zealand, Loewen and Philp (2006) referred to the explicit nature of 

the recasts in their study, as well as to the form-focused attitude generally found in adult 

learners. Even so, other contexts involving adult students, such as Panova and Lyster (2002), 

contained a very low rate of uptake after recasts. As suggested above, proficiency level can be 

another factor which mediates the amount of uptake and repair found after recasts. Matters 

are further complicated by the fact that there are various types of recasts, ranging from very 

explicit partial recasts to more implicit conversational recasts (see 2.6). Furthermore, Lyster et 

al. (2013) state that teachers do not always provide opportunities for uptake after recasts.  

 

It should also be noted that even within the same context, individual teachers can differ 

significantly in their ways of dealing with spoken errors. For example, even though prompts 

were generally the most frequent type in Vicente-Rasoamalala’s (2009) study, one of the three 

teachers involved actually used more recasts. In Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) study, recasts were 

found to be the dominant feedback-type, but they noted that one of the four teachers used 

fewer recasts than the other three did. It thus seems differences in feedback practices cannot 

be explained by teaching context alone. Another variable which might affect the way teachers 

deal with errors could be teaching experience. In their study of two ESL-teachers in Canada, 

Junqueiera and Kim (2013) observed that the more experienced of the two teachers used a 

wider variety of feedback-types. Similar results were obtained by Mackey et al. (2004), who 

compared the use of incidental focus on form-techniques of nine experienced and nine 

inexperienced teachers. “Focus on form” in this study included both pre-emptive and reactive 

techniques, the latter being equivalent to corrective feedback (see chapter 1). The authors 

found that the experienced teachers tended to use more recasts and negative feedback than 

the inexperienced ones.  So far, corrective feedback research taking into account differences 

between individual teachers is scarce. What these findings indicate, however, is the 

importance of taking into account teachers’ backgrounds and beliefs about feedback. This 

issue will be dealt with in more detail in section 2.7.  
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2.4 Criticism of oral corrective feedback 

As discussed in chapter 1 (see 1.1.1, 1.1.2, 1.2.1), research situated within innatist theories of 

second language acquisition tends to be critical of the role of oral corrective feedback in the 

acquisition process.  This view is mainly based on theoretical arguments, as Krashen (1982) and 

Schwartz (1993) posit a strict separation between explicit language learning and implicit 

language acquisition, which entails that any explicit knowledge about language, such as the 

information contained in explicit negative feedback, is thought to contribute only to learning 

and not to acquisition.  Since these authors hold the view that only acquired knowledge can 

form the basis of fluent oral production, they see little or no use in providing corrections to 

students during communicative speaking activities. According to Krashen’s Monitor Hypothesis 

(1982, see 1.1.2), learners can only make use of consciously learned grammar rules to edit 

their language use when they have time to do so, which is not the case in free communication. 

Even when the conditions allow for “Monitor-use”, for instance in written communication, the 

author expresses serious doubts about the effectiveness of corrective feedback:  

(…) even under the "best" conditions, correcting the simplest rules, with the most 

learning-oriented students, teacher corrections will not produce results that will live 

up to the expectations of many instructors. (Krashen 1982, p.119) 

 

Notwithstanding the growing body of research on oral corrective feedback that has been 

carried out since Krashen first published his work (see 2.4), the updated internet version of the 

1982 book (Krashen 2009) states that the author has not changed his position on the matter of 

corrective feedback. What is more, he claims that his hypothesis about the inefficacy of 

corrective feedback has been confirmed by recent research, quoting only two papers by the 

same author in support of this assertion: Truscott (1996) on the inefficacy of correction in 

writing and Truscott (1999) on the inefficacy of “oral grammar correction”.  

 

Since this thesis is not concerned with written corrective feedback, only the second paper will 

be discussed here. In fact, Truscott’s (1999) paper, presented by Krashen (2009) as research 

confirming the inefficacy of error correction, is not based on an empirical study carried out by 

the author. In his paper, Truscott (1999) attempts to prove that what he calls “oral grammar 
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correction” is ineffective and even harmful and should therefore not be practiced by teachers, 

basing himself on precisely the theoretical arguments put forward by Krashen (1982) and 

Schwarz (1993), as well as on a number of early observational studies (e.g. Fanselow 1977) 

indicating that corrective feedback could be inconsistent and ambiguous. The greater part of 

the author’s argumentation, however, contains very few references to support his arguments. 

He repeatedly claims that feedback is ineffective because teachers might not be able to 

provide corrections that are consistent, that follow the developmental order in which grammar 

is thought to be learned and that will be interpreted correctly by the learner. Moreover, in his 

view corrections interrupt communication and run the risk of provoking negative affective 

reactions, such as anger and embarrassment, in some students, as the following quotes 

illustrate:  

 

Correction, by its nature, interrupts classroom activities, disturbing the ongoing 

communication process. It diverts the teacher's attention from the essential tasks 

involved in managing a communicative activity. It moves students' attention away 

from the task of communicating. (Truscott 1999, p.442)  

 

For others [= other students] there is a serious danger that correction will produce 

embarrassment, anger, inhibition, feelings of inferiority, and a generally negative 

attitude toward the class (and possibly toward the language itself). (Truscott 1999, p. 

441) 

 

Truscott (1999) does quote a few studies on oral corrective feedback which, in his view, have 

failed to show any positive effects (e.g. Ellis 1984, Lightbown 1983, Van den Branden 1997)18.  

This leads him to conclude that, until conclusive proof of the contrary has arisen, the provision 

of oral corrective feedback is probably a “bad idea” and should be abandoned by teachers.  

 

                                                           
18 According to Lyster et al. (1999), the studies cited by Truscott (1999) do not provide evidence that 

feedback is ineffective, since most of the studies this author referred to were carried out in audiolingual 

classrooms, in which learners did not have many opportunities to engage in meaningful speaking 

activities. They add that Van den Branden’s (1997) study does not show that feedback does not work, 

since the group that received feedback outperformed the no-feedback group on a variety of measures, 

even though the low-proficiency learners’ accuracy declined on the posttest.  
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Since this complete dismissal of oral corrective feedback was published, there has been a 

sharp increase in experimental studies showing positive effects for oral feedback on grammar 

acquisition (see 2.4). Even at the time of Truscott’s (1999) article, however, some positive 

results had already been obtained in the field of oral corrective feedback, which is why Lyster 

et al. (1999) criticized the points made by Truscott (1999). To the claim that feedback cannot 

be effective because it would need to respect the developmental order of acquisition, Lyster et 

al. (1999) replied that input, which Truscott (1999) claims to be at the basis of second language 

acquisition, cannot be expected to be always consistent and fine-tuned to the learners’ 

developmental level either. Second, concerning the alleged problem of feedback interrupting 

communication and breaking fluency, the authors stress the lack of empirical evidence 

provided by Truscott (1999) and quote a number of papers that suggest feedback does not 

disrupt the learner’s flow (Doughty & Varela 1998, Lapkin & Swain 1996, Lightbown 1991). 

Third, the repeated concern expressed by Truscott (1999) that correction is possibly harmful 

because of affective factors is not supported by empirical evidence either, which Lyster et al. 

(1999) point out accordingly. In a more recent paper, Truscott (2005) responds to this point of 

criticism with the following statement:  

 

They [Lyster et al. 1999] did seem to deny my points that correction is by nature an 

interruption in communicative activities and that for some students public correction 

can produce significant negative reactions. But I do not understand how these denials 

are possible. I see these points (in the form in which I actually presented them) as 

statements of the obvious. (Truscott 2005: p.18) 

The author thus maintains his original point of view and does not appear to see any necessity 

to provide empirical data in support of his argumentation. Nor does he accept any other points 

of criticism on the 1999 paper, maintaining that “[his] original conclusion stands: oral grammar 

correction is a bad idea.” (Truscott 2005: p. 21).   

The debate on the effectiveness of corrective feedback, just as the question of the need of 

explicit instruction and focus on form, thus seems to be unresolved so far. At around the same 

time Truscott (1999) presented his arguments against corrective feedback on speaking, 

Krashen (1998) wrote a critical piece addressing the research in support of Swain’s (1995) 

“comprehensible output” hypothesis (see 1.1.4).  As discussed in the previous chapter, this 

hypothesis states that when learners are pushed to make their output more comprehensible, 
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in reaction to clarification requests or other types of output-pushing feedback or prompts (see 

2.2.1), this may promote second language acquisition. Swain’s (1995) hypothesis is thus 

extremely relevant to the discussion of the effectiveness of those types of corrective feedback 

that prompt learners to correct their initial utterance. At the time Krashen (1998) wrote his 

criticism of the output hypothesis, a small amount of research testing the hypothesis had been 

carried out and most of it had been descriptive in nature (see Swain 2005). Krashen (1998) 

quotes this research (e.g. Pica 1988, Ellis et al. 1994) to show that comprehensible or pushed 

output, as described by Swain (1995) in her output hypothesis, is very rare. Based on Lyster 

and Ranta’s (1997) results, the author calculates that the amount of comprehensible output, 

or in other words, output with repair produced by the learners in response to feedback equals 

just one instance of repair per hour. However, Shehadeh (2002) questions this assertion by 

quoting studies in which comprehensible output occurred much more frequently (once per 

minute in Shehadeh 1999 and twice per minute in Iwashita 2001). Moreover, Shehadeh (2002) 

posits that it may not be the quantity of modified output that counts, as some studies indicate 

that modified output can speed up language development (Tarone & Liu 1998). Even so, this 

author did agree with Krashen (1998) that at that time very few studies had attempted to 

show a direct link between the production of modified output and second language learning. 

Since then, however, a great number of studies have proven how output-pushing corrective 

feedback can lead to changes in learners’ interlanguage which can be observed in immediate 

and delayed post-tests (see 2.5, 2.6).  

Apart from questioning the need for output production on the grounds that modified output 

hardly ever occurs, Krashen (1998) also argues against the output hypothesis by quoting 

examples of learners who acquired their second language based on input alone, by reading 

and listening. Furthermore, the argument of the affective filter (see 1.1.2) is also used by the 

author to affirm that learners do not enjoy being pushed to speak and that having to speak the 

second language in class can cause great anxiety. A similar argument was found in Truscott 

(1999), who referred to the harmful effects of feedback on learner’s self-esteem and 

willingness to speak. Unlike Truscott (1999, 2005), who did not include any references in 

support of this claim, Krashen (1998) did refer to three studies investigating students’ attitudes 

to speaking (Young 1990, Loughrin-Sacco 1992, Price 1991). Note that these studies are not 

related to students’ feelings about receiving oral feedback, but merely to the experience of 

having to speak the foreign language in the classroom, which appears to be stressful for some 

students.  In fact, Young (1990) concludes that it is not speaking in itself that makes students 
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anxious, but having to speak in front of the whole class. This author therefore proposes that 

teachers should organize speaking activities in pairs and small groups to reduce anxiety. While 

it is most probably the case that having to speak a foreign language in class can cause some 

nervousness, both theoretical and empirical evidence supports the claim that learners need to 

practice speaking in order to improve their oral skills (see chapter 1). Finally, Krashen (1998) 

quotes Swain’s (1985) study which uncovered the limitations of learning a second language 

through exposure to comprehensible input, as students in French immersion in Canada were 

found to be far from native-like in their language production (see chapter 1). According to 

Krashen (1998), however, this study does not prove comprehensible input is not sufficient for 

language acquisition, as he claims that the lack of success observed in this context was 

probably due to the fact that the input was not interesting enough and that the classrooms 

were not completely free of anxiety, thus reaffirming his affective filter hypothesis (see 1.1.2).  

A review of the arguments that have been used against the provision of oral corrective 

feedback indicates that the need for error correction on speaking has mainly been contested 

on theoretical grounds, by researchers adhering to innatist theories of SLA (see chapter 1).  

Apart from that, the failure of early descriptive and experimental work on corrective feedback 

to offer conclusive proof of a link between feedback and second language development has 

led researchers such as Krashen (1998, 2007) and Truscott (1999, 2005) to conclude that oral 

corrective feedback is inefficient and unnecessary. In the following section, an important 

number of empirical studies indicating the opposite, that corrective feedback is helpful for 

second language learning, will be discussed. 

2.5 Studies in support of oral corrective feedback 

In the last two decades a considerable number of studies related to written (e.g. Sheen 2007a, 

Ellis et al. 2008, Bitchener & Knoch 2010) and oral feedback (e.g. Sheen 2007b, Muranoi 2000, 

Ellis 2007, Yang & Lyster 2010)   have emerged, which in turn has resulted in the publication of 

several meta-analyses attempting to generalize what is known about the issue (Russell & 

Spada 2006, Mackey & Goo 2007, Lyster & Saito 2010, Li 2010). While each of these meta-

analyses differed slightly with regard to its focus and the types of studies it decided to include, 

they all agree that corrective feedback appears to affect second language development in a 

positive way and that its effects can be noted until several weeks after the feedback-treatment 

takes place.  
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It seems most of the studies on oral corrective feedback have involved young adult learners at 

universities and only a limited number of studies have focused on children (e.g. Mackey and 

Oliver 2002). Experimental feedback studies are more or less equally divided between those 

carried out in classrooms and in laboratories. In laboratory studies, students are taken out of 

the classroom to engage in one-on-one interaction with a researcher. It has been claimed that 

the results of such studies, although of theoretical interest, may not be directly applicable to 

second language teaching (Lyster & Ranta 2013). Effects of feedback during one-on-one 

interactions have been predicted to be larger than in classroom interaction, because 

corrections may be easier to notice in laboratory settings (Nicholas, Lightbown & Spada 2001).  

 

Experimental studies usually focus on a specific linguistic target, even though some studies 

have looked at the effects of feedback on a variety of language forms (e.g. Havranek & Cesnik 

2001, Loewen & Philp 2006). Corrective feedback that is focused on a specific language form 

has been hypothesised to lead to larger effects than corrections aimed at a wide range of 

forms (Ellis 2001). The target features that have been most often studied are grammatical 

items such as questions (Mackey 1999, McDonough & Mackey 2006, Loewen & Nabei 2007), 

articles (Sheen 2007b, Muranoi 2000) or past tense (Doughty & Varela 1998, Takashima & Ellis 

1999, Ellis et al. 2006, Yang & Lyster 2010). Far fewer studies have focused on vocabulary (e.g. 

Ellis & He 1999, Dilans 2010) and a very limited number of studies have investigated the effects 

of corrective feedback on phonology (Saito & Lyster 2012), but positive effects of oral feedback 

on these language features have also been found. For instance, Dilans (2010) found that both 

recasts and prompts affected the vocabulary development of intermediate adult learners in 

the US positively in comparison with a control group. With regard to phonology, Saito and 

Lyster (2012) investigated the effects of recasts on the pronunciation of English /ɹ/ by 

Japanese students. They found that form-focused instruction in combination with recasts 

appeared to have positive effects on the students’ production of this phoneme.  

 

A few studies have compared the effects of corrective feedback on different target features. 

Ellis (2007), for instance, compared the impact of recasts and metalinguistic feedback on past 

tense –ed and comparative –er. While he found no difference for the effects of recasts on both 

structures, the effects of metalinguistic feedback seemed to be higher for the comparative 

than for the past tense. Yang and Lyster (2010) also noted corrective feedback may affect 

various target structures in different ways when they compared the effects of prompts and 
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recasts on the regular and irregular past tense. Just like Ellis (2007), these authors found no 

difference for recasts, but prompts appeared to have greater effects on the rule-based regular 

past tense than on the exemplar-based irregular past tense.  

 

The majority of these experimental studies on oral feedback have investigated the effects of 

one or more feedback types on the acquisition of second language grammar.  Concerning the 

methodology of these studies, most of them follow a pretest/posttest-design, with or without 

a control group which received no feedback. Development is usually equated with increased 

accuracy scores on the post-test, although a few studies have used developmental sequences 

to measure students’ progress. In a study targeting question formation, for instance, Mackey 

et al. (2002) considered a learner to have progressed if he or she managed to produce 

questions that were at a higher stage in Pienemann and Johnston’s (1987) hierarchy of 

question forms.  

 

Apart from the comparison of different types of feedback, a limited number of studies have 

included other variables, such as proficiency, motivation or working memory capacity, but 

much more research is needed on these issues in order to make generalizations about how 

these variables interact with the effectiveness of oral feedback. Two studies which have looked 

at the influence of proficiency have found that more proficient learners seem to benefit more 

from corrective feedback than less proficient learners within the same level or age-group 

(DeKeyser 1993, Havranek & Cesnik 2001). Regarding the effects of motivation and anxiety, 

these two studies have found somewhat contrasting results: DeKeyser (1993) tentatively 

concluded that students with low extrinsic motivation and low anxiety appeared to benefit 

more from being corrected than students with high scores on these variables. In contrast, 

Havranek and Cesnik (2001) found that students with either very low or very high motivation 

tended to benefit less from feedback than students with “medium” motivation and that highly 

anxious students appeared to learn more from corrective feedback. Sheen (2007a) observed 

that students who reported a positive attitude to correction on a questionnaire seemed to 

benefit more from explicit feedback than students who stated they did not like being 

corrected. This author also noted that explicit feedback can be beneficial for students with 

high language analytic ability. Finally, regarding working memory, Mackey et al. (2002) 

suggested that learners with higher working memory capacity might benefit more from 

interactional feedback, but they stressed the need for more research on this topic.  
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Let us now turn to a discussion of the main results obtained by the four meta-analyses of the 

experimental research on the effectiveness of corrective feedback, which are summarized in 

table 2.1. First of all, Russell and Spada (2006) analysed a total of 15 studies, including oral and 

written feedback as well as studies carried out in classrooms and in laboratories. The authors 

concluded that feedback seemed to be beneficial for second language acquisition and that the 

effects appeared to be durable, although they cautioned that only a small number of studies 

included delayed post-tests in their design. The authors nonetheless stressed the need for 

more research focusing on the effectiveness of different types of feedback, as well as on the 

effects of other variables such as context and focus of the feedback.  

 

Another important study is Mackey and Goo’s (2007) meta-analysis of 28 studies investigating 

the effects of interaction on SLA, 18 of which were set in laboratories. Only sixteen of these 

studies included oral corrective feedback as a variable, ten of which focused on recasts. The 

authors found that recasts benefited learning, but were unable to make claims about the 

superiority of one type of feedback over another, due to a limited number of studies focusing 

on feedback types other than recasts.   

 

While Mackey and Goo (2007) found recasts to be beneficial for acquisition, Lyster and Saito 

(2010)  stated that the rather large effects observed for this implicit feedback-type may be 

related to the fact that most of the studies in Mackey and Goo (2007) were carried out in a 

laboratory setting. In one-on-one interactions with a native speaker, recasts are arguably much 

easier to notice and therefore possibly more effective. However, Lyster and Saito’s (2010) 

meta-analysis of 15 classroom studies on oral corrective feedback revealed larger effects for 

prompts than for recasts. 
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Study Focus of 

analysis 

No of studies 

included 

Classroom/lab 

studies 

Main findings  

Russell & Spada 
(2006) 

Oral and written 
CF 

15 Both positive and 
durable effects 
of CF on SLA 

Mackey & Goo 
(2007) 

Oral interaction 28, 16 oral CF-
studies 

Both CF beneficial for 
SLA, recasts 
effective 

Lyster & Saito 
(2010) 

Oral CF 15 classroom 
studies 

CF effective in 
classrooms, 
prompts larger 
effects than 
recasts 

Li (2010) Oral CF 33 both  CF effective, 
explicit CF more 
effective than 
recasts on 
immediate 
posttests, 
recasts more 
effective on 
delayed 
posttests 

Table 2.1: Overview of meta-analyses of CF-studies  
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Regarding the comparison of recasts and prompts, interesting results were obtained by Li 

(2010), who included 33 oral feedback studies, 11 of which were unpublished dissertations. In 

response to the debate on which type of feedback is more effective, the author compared the 

effects of explicit feedback such as metalinguistic feedback and explicit correction to those of 

implicit feedback in the form of recasts. While Li (2010) found explicit types to have greater 

immediate or short-term effects than recasts, it appeared that on delayed post-tests recasts 

were more effective, although the difference was small. However, the author warns against 

generalizing the results because the number of studies focusing on explicit feedback which 

included a delayed post-test was limited to four. Li’s (2010) study also confirmed previous 

indications that lab-based studies tend to produce larger effects than classroom studies 

(Russell and Spada 2006).  Just like Mackey and Goo (2007), Li (2010) also observed that 

recasts have been investigated much more than other feedback types such as metalinguistic 

feedback or elicitation.   

 

The evidence from these meta-analyses thus contradicts the claims made by Krashen (1982, 

1998, 2009) and Truscott (1999, 2005) that oral corrective feedback is ineffective (see 2.4). It 

appears positive and durable effects of both implicit and explicit feedback on the acquisition of 

second language grammar and (to a lesser extent) vocabulary have been observed in an 

important number of contexts, involving a variety of target structures and languages. Even so, 

certain contexts and feedback types have received more attention, as the greater part of the 

studies focused on university students and recasts were studied far more than any other type 

of feedback. Moreover, little is known so far about the impact of individual differences 

between students, such as motivation and proficiency, on their ability to make use of 

corrective feedback. In view of the conflicting findings on the effects of recasts in comparison 

with more explicit feedback types (compare Mackey & Goo 2007, Li 2010 and Lyster & Saito 

2010), the following paragraph will treat the research on the effectiveness of various feedback 

types in greater depth.  

         

2.6 Studies investigating the effectiveness of different types of corrective feedback: recasts 

versus prompts. 

The previous section presented four meta-analyses of experimental studies on oral corrective 

feedback which concluded that corrective feedback can have positive and durable effects on 

second language grammar and vocabulary acquisition. In this section I will zoom in on the most 
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relevant studies which have investigated the effects of different types of feedback on SLA, the 

results of which are summarized in table 2.2. 

The type of feedback that has been investigated much more in comparison with other types is 

recasts (Li 2010). Descriptive studies of how spoken errors are treated by teachers in various 

contexts have generally found recasts to be the most widely used way of correcting, with some 

exceptions (Lyster et al. 2013, see also 2.3). Although recasts appear to be the most used and 

researched, they are also a source of some debate among second language scholars. As seen in 

2.5, Mackey and Goo (2007) generally found recasts to be effective and Li (2010) even found 

that their effects were slightly larger than those of more explicit types on delayed post-tests. 

Lyster and Saito (2010), on the other hand, attributed the large effects found for recasts in 

some studies to their being set in laboratories, as the author’s meta-analysis of classroom 

studies yielded larger effects for prompts than for recasts. The conclusion that recasts may be 

less effective than other types of feedback in classrooms was criticized by Goo and Mackey 

(2013), who pointed out a number of methodological limitations in the studies comparing 

recasts to prompts and made a strong case for the effectiveness of recasts.  In a reaction to 

this article, Lyster and Ranta (2013) stated that they do not believe recasts should be 

abandoned as a feedback type, but simply that teachers should be encouraged to use a wider 

range of feedback types.   

Before more is said about studies comparing recasts to prompts, it is necessary to devote a 

paragraph to the research focusing exclusively on recasts. So far, for the sake of simplicity, 

recasts have been treated as one type of feedback in this thesis. However, as has been pointed 

out by several authors (Ellis & Sheen 2006, Loewen & Philp 2006), treating recasts as a 

monolithic concept is problematic, as the term encompasses a range of more and less implicit 

types. This is why Lyster et al. (2013) differentiate between conversational and didactic 

recasts, the former being the most implicit (see figure 2.1). Various terminologies have been 

suggested to refer to different types of recasts. Lyster (1998), for example, noted that recasts 

can be either declarative or interrogative and that they can be a reformulation of the entire 

utterance or of only part of the utterance. For the latter type, Lyster (1998) uses the term 

“recasts with reduction”, but the term “partial recast” has also been proposed (Robinson 

1995).  
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Study classroom/lab CF-type Target structure main findings 

Mackey & Philp 1998 lab recasts question forms recasts helped learners produce higher-
level question forms, recast-group 
outperformed interaction without recasts-
group 

Han 2002 lab recasts tense consistency 
(telling stories 
either in present 
simple or in past 
simple)  

recasts promoted tense consistency, 
recast-group outperformed control group 

Leeman 2003 lab recasts noun-adjective 
agreement in 
Spanish 

recast- and enhanced saliency-group 
outperformed control group 

Iwashita 2003 lab combination of 
recasts and 
negotiation (e.g. 
clarification 
requests) 

2 grammatical 
structures in 
Japanese 

positive effects of recasts on 1 of the 
structures 

Ishida 2004 lab recasts 1 Japanese 
aspectual form 

recasts helped learners increase accuracy 
of the target form, no control group 

Doughty & Varela 1998 classroom corrective recasts Engish past tense 
and conditional 

corrective-recast group outperformed 
control group 

McDonough 2007 classroom recasts and 
clarification 
requests 

English past tense  both recast- and clarification request-
group outperformed control group  

Loewen & Nabei 2007 lab recasts, clarification 
requests and MF 

question forms no difference between 3 feedback-
conditions, all 3 outperformed control 
group  

Lyster & Izquierdo 2009 lab recasts and 
prompts 

French grammatical 
gender 

no difference between recasts and 
prompts, both types of CF effective 

Ellis 2007 classroom recasts and MF regular past tense -
ed and comparative 
–er 

recasts effective for both structures, MF 
greater effect on comparative  

Yang & Lyster 2010 classroom recasts and 
prompts 

regular and 
irregular past tense 

recasts effective for both structures, 
prompts greater effect on regular past 
tense  

Lyster 2004 classroom recasts and 
prompts 

French grammatical 
gender 

prompts more effective than recasts, 
especially on written test 

Ammar & Spada 2006 classroom recasts and 
prompts 

English possessive 
pronouns 

prompts more effective than recasts for 
low-proficiency learners, no difference for 
high-proficiency learners 

Sheen 2007b classroom  recasts and explicit 
correction with 
metalinguistic 
information  

English articles explicit correction greater effects 

Yilmaz 2012 lab recasts and explicit 
correction 

two Turkish 
morphemes 

explicit correction more effective 

Table 2.2: Overview of studies on the effects of recasts, prompts, and explicit correction  
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Sheen (2006) distinguishes between complete recasts (example 1), partial recasts (example 2) 

and expanded recasts (example 3): 

(1) S: he has car. 

      T: he has a car 

(2) S: Why did he hitted the baby? 

      T: hit the baby 

(3) S: She drive 

      T: She drives to work every day?   

     (Sheen 2006: p.366) 

Partial recasts, as well as recasts in which the target form is stressed, may be more salient and 

therefore more explicit than complete recasts (Sheen 2006). The fact that the term “recast” 

covers a variety of feedback-types needs to be taken into account when interpreting 

comparative studies of recasts and prompts. On the other hand, all these kinds of recasts have 

in common that they are reformulations and that they provide the target form in the input, 

rather than eliciting it from the learner. In some views, it might be exactly this quality of 

recasts, rather than their relative implicitness, that could make them less effective than those 

types that promote the production of “pushed output” (Swain 1995 (see chapter 1), de Bot 

1996, Lyster & Saito 2010).  

While Lyster (2004, 2007) posits that it is the opportunities for modified output provided by 

prompts which could explain their greater effectiveness, other authors have hypothesised that 

some types of feedback are more effective because they are more explicit and thus more 

noticeable. Although few studies have investigated explicit correction, Sheen (2007a) found 

that explicit correction in combination with metalinguistic explanations resulted in larger 

effects than recasts on the acquisition of English articles. In this study, both feedback-types 

under comparison provided the correct answer to the students in the input, rather than 

pushing them to self-correct. Another study by Yilmaz (2012) comparing the effects of recasts 

and explicit correction, two types of reformulations (see 2.1), also found a notable advantage 

for explicit correction for the acquisition of two Turkish morphemes.  

The degree of explicitness and salience of different types of recasts has been found to be 

directly related to their relative effectiveness (Loewen & Philp 2006, Nassaji 2009). Since the 

interaction hypothesis (Long 1996, see also 1.1.4) stresses the importance of noticing (Schmidt 



2. Literature review 

 

74 

 

1990, see 1.1.5), several studies have investigated whether learners notice the corrective 

intent of feedback (e.g. Kim & Han 2007, Mackey et al. 2000). Lyster (1998) hypothesized that 

implicit recasts might be confused with simple repetitions of correct student utterances, as 

teachers often repeat what a learner has said. Another possibly confusing aspect of recasts is 

that teachers often precede a corrective recast by a signal of praise or acceptance (e.g. 

“good”), in response to the content of the utterance, rather than to its grammatical 

correctness (Seedhouse 1997b). Even though Lyster (1998) interpreted the low rate of uptake 

after recasts observed in the data from Lyster and Ranta (1997) (see 1.2) as a sign that learners 

might not have noticed the correction, Mackey and Philp (1998) showed that uptake after 

recasts did not predict subsequent gains on post-test scores, which led them to conclude that 

learners may notice recasts even when they do not repeat them. However, it has also been 

found that learners have trouble noticing recasts of morphosyntactic errors and that they find 

it easier to notice recasts of vocabulary and pronunciation errors (Carpenter et al. 2006; Kim & 

Han 2007, Mackey et al. 2000).  

In studies comparing a recast-group to a control group receiving no feedback, the recast-group 

has generally been found to outperform the control group (e.g. Mackey & Philp 1998, Han 

2002, Leeman 2003, Iwashita 2003, Ishida 2004, Doughty & Varela 1998). Some studies in 

which recasts were compared to other types of feedback have concluded that all types were 

equally effective (McDonough 2007, Loewen & Nabei 2007, Lyster & Izquierdo 2009). 

However, most of these studies were carried out in laboratories (see 2.5), with the exception 

of Doughty and Varela (1998) and Lyster and Izquierdo (2009). It needs to be noted, however, 

that Doughty and Varela (1998) utilized “corrective recasts” in their study, which consisted of a 

repetition of the error, followed by a recast if the learner did not manage to self-correct. This 

means that this study cannot be quoted in support of recasts, as the learners in fact received a 

prompt in combination with recasts (Lyster & Ranta 2013, Lyster & Saito 2010).   

While recasts have been shown to be effective on their own or as effective as other types in 

laboratory settings, Lyster and Saito’s (2010) meta-analysis, discussed in 2.5, concluded that 

prompts tend to have larger effects in classroom settings. However, the relative effects of 

recasts and prompts may also depend on the language item targeted by the corrective 

feedback, as discussed in 2.5. Two classroom studies which included more than one target 

feature, Ellis (2007) and Yang and Lyster (2010), noted no difference in the effectiveness of 

recasts and prompts for one of the features. Interestingly, in Ellis’s (2007) study the regular 
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past tense was not affected differently by recasts or metalinguistic feedback, while Yang and 

Lyster (2010) found prompts (including metalinguistic feedback) to be more effective than 

recasts for the acquisition of the regular past tense, but not for the irregular past tense.  

Another study which is often cited as evidence of the superiority of prompts over recasts in 

classroom contexts, Ammar and Spada (2006), compared the effects of recasts and a group of 

prompts (including metalinguistic feedback, elicitation and repetition) on the acquisition of 

possessive pronouns in English by French speakers. Even though they found prompts to be 

more effective than recasts overall, the authors noted that for high-proficiency learners there 

was no difference between the recast-, prompt- and control-group and that it was only low-

proficiency learners who appeared to benefit more from prompts than from recasts. Lyster 

(2004) also found some indications that prompts might be more beneficial than recasts for the 

acquisition of French grammatical gender in the classroom, even though the superiority of 

prompts was clearer on the written than on the oral test.  

It thus seems that one cannot simply state on the basis of the literature that a specific type of 

feedback is more effective than another, as the relative effectiveness of recasts or prompts 

appears to depend on many different factors, such as the context of the study, the target 

feature and individual differences between learners.  

 

2.7 Studies on teachers’ and students’ beliefs about corrective feedback  

Since this thesis does not only aim to contribute to second language acquisition theory, but 

also focuses on how oral corrective feedback can be put into practice in second language 

classrooms, an important part of this work will be dedicated to the point of view of second 

language teachers and learners. So far only a limited number of studies have investigated 

teachers’ and students’ attitudes to oral corrective feedback, usually as part of a larger survey 

study on beliefs about grammar instruction (Schulz 2001, Jean & Simard 2011). Significantly, 

only one early study focuses exclusively on beliefs about oral corrective feedback (Cathcart & 

Olsen 1976). All three of these survey studies have found a mismatch between teachers’ and 

students’ beliefs concerning oral feedback, as students appear to want to be corrected much 

more than their teachers believe to be necessary. According to Russell (2009), such a mismatch 

could have a negative impact on foreign language learning. For instance, McCargar (1993) 

states that learners whose expectations are not met by a language course may choose to give 
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up studying or join a different course. Disagreements between teachers’ and students’ beliefs 

about language learning have also been found to prevent learners from participating in 

classroom activities and consequently from improving their language skills (Peacock 2001, 

Bloom 2007).  

In Schulz’s (2001) 5-point scale questionnaire on attitudes to grammar, administered to 

teachers and students at a Colombian and an American university, 7 of the 13 statements were 

related to feedback.  Both feedback on speaking and writing was treated and students were 

asked whether they like receiving feedback or not and whether they believe they learn from it. 

Another point touched upon was that of peer feedback versus teacher feedback. In this study, 

students and teachers from two different nationalities were compared, but no meaningful 

differences were found between Colombian and US students’ beliefs about feedback. Almost 

all students indicated they wanted to be corrected, both for spoken and written errors. The 

majority of both groups also stated they preferred teacher feedback to peer feedback and they 

thought they learned a lot both from their own mistakes and from corrections given to other 

students. While the teachers in Schulz’s (2001) study agreed with the students that correcting 

written errors is important, only 30 per cent of the teachers felt it was necessary to correct 

students when they speak, whereas 90 per cent of the students expressed a wish to receive 

feedback on their oral mistakes.  

In their study on Canadian teachers’ and learners’ beliefs about grammar instruction, Jean and 

Simard (2011) also included 2 items about feedback, related to the amount of feedback 

students expect on their oral and written mistakes. Students were asked to choose if they 

want to be corrected “all the time”, “only when they cannot make themselves understood”, 

“only when the error is on something they should know or when the grammar point is the 

focus of the lesson” or “never”. Their study compares learners of different target languages, 

French as a second language (FSL) versus English as a second language (ESL). They did not find 

many differences between the two groups. One difference, however, concerns oral feedback, 

as only 30 per cent of FSL learners responded they want to be corrected all the time, opposed 

to more than half of the EFL learners. Half of the FSL learners answered that they want to be 

corrected only if they cannot make themselves understood. On the other hand, the majority of 

both groups said that all written errors should be corrected. Both the majority of the FSL and 

ESL teachers, on the other hand, agreed that they should only correct students’ oral errors 

when they cannot make themselves understood.  
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Similar to Jean and Simard (2011), Loewen et al. (2009) also found learners’ attitudes to 

feedback may depend on the language they are studying. Their study, which only takes into 

account the learners’ point of view, uncovered differences between the attitudes to grammar 

and feedback of students of 13 target languages at a university in the United States. Regarding 

feedback, students of English were found to dislike error correction the most, whereas 

learners of Arabic were the most positive about this topic.  

As mentioned earlier, as far as I am aware, the only study to date which focuses exclusively on 

attitudes to corrective feedback on speaking was carried out by Cathcart and Olsen (1976), 

who asked students and teachers of English in the US about their preferences concerning the 

amount and type of feedback in case of grammar and pronunciation errors while speaking. 

One of the findings was that students wished to be corrected more than their teachers 

thought necessary, namely all the time.  The types of errors that students most wanted to be 

corrected on were pronunciation and grammar errors, with a slight preference for 

pronunciation errors. Finally the types of corrections preferred by most students were: recasts, 

explicit correction, (with only a slight difference between the two), followed by a grammar 

explanation or metalinguistic feedback, a repetition of the cue (“Again. Where did you go?”) 

and finally elicitation. Students were also asked which types their teachers often used and 

these largely corresponded to students’ preferences. In case of pronunciation errors, students 

preferred basically the same types of corrections.  The authors also made a comparison 

between students of different levels and nationalities, but they could not find any real 

differences for these variables. Even though the teachers and students in this study appeared 

to disagree on the amount of oral errors that need to be corrected, the authors did not report 

many differences between teachers’ and students’ attitudes to types of oral feedback. One 

type of feedback which the teachers tended to regard much more negatively than the students 

did was explicit correction. On the other hand, the teachers appeared to like elicitation more 

than their students did.  

Instead of using surveys, Lasagabaster and Sierra (2005) made use of small-group discussions 

triggered by a video of a lesson to determine whether 11 undergraduate students and 10 

teachers of English perceived the error correction moves in the video and what their attitudes 

were to the way in which the teacher provided feedback.  In line with other studies on 

learners’ noticing of feedback (e.g. Mackey et al. 2000, see 2.6), these authors found that an 

important percentage of the feedback moves went unnoticed. With regard to the teachers’ 
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and students’ attitudes to the best method of correction, they found that both groups agreed 

that it is better to focus on a smaller percentage of errors and to devote more time and more 

detailed explanations of these errors. Both groups also expressed their concern about possible 

negative affective reactions to oral feedback. A similar concern was observed by Yoshida 

(2010) among Japanese language teachers at an Australian university, who appeared to prefer 

giving implicit feedback in order not to make their students feel embarrassed or anxious.  

The issue of students’ and teachers’ disagreements about oral feedback is further complicated 

by findings that teachers’ beliefs about this topic do not always correspond to their classroom 

practices (e.g. Basturkmen et al. 2004).  Cathcart and Olsen (1974) asked a small number of the 

teachers taking part in their study to make a recording of their lessons, in order to compare 

the feedback methods they employed to the ones they reported to use on the questionnaire. 

These authors found that teachers were generally aware of how they provided oral feedback, 

as the observations from the tapes largely corresponded to the questionnaire data. Some of 

the teachers, however, mentioned they never used explicit correction while in fact they did.  

More recently, there has been a growing interest in the study of teacher cognition, since 

teachers’ beliefs have been found to influence their practice, although at the same time they 

do not always seem to correspond to teachers’ actions (Borg 2003). Five recent studies 

comparing teachers’ beliefs about oral feedback to their practice have resulted in contrasting 

findings. On the one hand, a study by Jensen (2001) involving five adult ESL teachers in 

Australia and a study by Vicente-Rasoamalala (2009) of three immersion teachers in Senegal 

revealed that the teachers’ attitudes to feedback predicted their practice quite well.  

On the other hand, in Basturkmen et al.’s study (2004) three ESL teachers in New Zealand who 

carried out the same communicative activity with their students stated that it was only 

necessary to give feedback if the error made the message incomprehensible. However, the 

classroom data showed that they did correct language forms even when the message was 

understandable. Mori (2011) observed two English teachers’ classes in Japan and conducted a 

series of unstructured interviews with each of them. She was especially interested in teachers’ 

reasons for correcting the way they do.  It appeared that instructional focus, time constraints, 

the frequency of occurrence of errors and student personality and level all influenced teachers 

in their decisions about giving feedback. Furthermore, their own experience as language 

learners and teachers played a role. However, it was also found that teachers are not only 

concerned with improving their students’ linguistic ability, but also with “instill[ing] values such 
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as confidence, independence, and reasonable ability to communicate.”(Mori 2011: 464).  In a 

study on two ESL teachers’ beliefs and feedback practices in Canada, Junqueira and Kim (2013) 

found that the teachers they observed and interviewed provided more than half of their 

students’ spoken errors with corrective feedback, even though they both claimed they did not 

believe in correcting students’ spoken errors. Moreover, neither of the teachers appeared to 

be aware that they were indeed providing corrective feedback to their students. As mentioned 

in 2.3, these authors also included the variable of teaching experience into their study, by 

focusing on an experienced and a novice teacher. They found that the inexperienced teacher 

mainly relied on recasts and clarification requests, whereas the experienced teacher drew on a 

more varied repertoire of feedback-types.  

It can be concluded from the studies quoted above that students seem to have a strongly 

positive attitude to oral feedback and express a desire to be corrected most of the time, even 

though some differences were found between students of different target languages. 

Teachers, in contrast, appear to be far less inclined to provide corrective feedback on their 

students’ spoken errors. As seen in the section about descriptive classroom studies (see 2.3), 

teachers’ feedback practices differ considerably with regard to the amount and types of oral 

feedback they give. Moreover, based on the few studies comparing teachers’ practices to their 

attitudes to feedback, it seems that not all teachers are conscious of the way they handle their 

learners’ spoken errors.  

 

2.8 Conclusions based on the literature review of oral corrective feedback studies 

Despite the claims of researchers working within innatist theories of second language 

acquisition (see chapter 1) that corrective feedback on speaking is not effective and may even 

produce negative effects (Krashen 2007, Truscott 1999, Schwartz 1993), the last two decades 

have produced a substantial amount of research which supports the effectiveness of oral 

corrective feedback (Russell & Spada 2006, Mackey & Goo 2007, Lyster & Saito 2010, Li 2010).  

Lyster and Ranta (1997) proposed a typology of feedback types which was subsequently 

adopted by other researchers. These authors also suggested studying the immediate effects of 

corrective feedback by looking at instances of learner uptake and repair. From descriptions of 

corrective feedback practices in different types of classrooms, it has become clear that recasts 
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or reformulations of student errors seem to be the type of feedback which is the most 

widespread, although Lyster et al. (2013) warn against generalizing this finding to all contexts.  

With regard to uptake and repair, it has often been noted that recasts rarely produce uptake 

from learners, whereas prompts such as elicitation and metalinguistic feedback are much more 

successful at generating uptake. On the other hand, learners in different contexts react 

differently to recasts and some studies have found high rates of uptake and repair after this 

feedback-type.  

A large number of studies have focused on recasts and the different characteristics that 

contribute to their relative effectiveness, such as their length and intonation. A lot of these 

studies were carried out in laboratories, during one-on-one interaction between a learner and 

a native speaker. However, experimental research carried out in classrooms has led some 

researchers to conclude that other types of feedback, which prompt students to self-correct 

rather than providing the correct form, may be more useful to learners (Lyster & Saito 2010).  

The debate about the effectiveness of recasts compared to prompts is still ongoing. Moreover, 

there are some indications that the effectiveness of a certain feedback-type may depend on 

the kind of target structure, as well as on learner variables such as working-memory capacity 

and motivation, but to this date little is known about these aspects.  

While a great deal of research has been devoted to studying the effects of oral feedback on 

the acquisition of different grammatical and lexical structures, far fewer studies have focused 

on teachers’ and students’ attitudes to oral feedback. The few studies which have done so 

have found a discrepancy between students’ belief in the necessity of correcting spoken errors 

and teachers’ opinion that this is not always desirable.  

Finally, a limited number of studies have attempted to find out how teachers’ beliefs about 

feedback interact with their classroom practices. Findings from these studies are 

contradictory, as some studies have found beliefs and practices to be generally in agreement 

while others have found several mismatches between the two and have concluded that 

teachers are not necessarily aware of how they deliver oral corrective feedback. 
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Chapter 3: Gaps in the research on oral feedback, aims and methods 

The previous chapter outlines the most important results of recent research on the effects of 

oral corrective feedback, on how it is dealt with by foreign language teachers and how it is 

viewed by teachers and students. However, the literature review reveals several areas which 

are in need of more research. A number of these research gaps will be dealt with in more 

detail in this chapter in order to motivate the design of the three studies which make up the 

empirical part of this thesis. The concrete aims of each study and how they relate to each 

other will be clarified and finally some space will be dedicated to the methodology employed 

in this thesis.  

Study 1 is a quasi-experimental study which aims to investigate the effects of two types of 

prompts on the accurate oral production and acquisition of the English regular and irregular 

simple past. Studies 2 and 3 add a qualitative viewpoint to the predominantly quantitative 

data obtained in study 1. Study 2 investigates the ways in which adult EFL teachers in Spain 

deal with their students’ spoken errors and studies the relationship between these teachers’ 

beliefs about oral CF and their CF-practices, by making use of classroom observations and an 

open-ended questionnaire. Study 3 elicits the beliefs about oral CF of a larger number of 

teachers and compares these to the attitudes of their students, by means of a different 

questionnaire which consists of a combination of closed- and open-ended questions.  

 

3.1 Motivation for study 1 

The two chapters that follow this one will be dedicated to the design and the discussion of a 

quasi-experimental classroom study on the effects of oral feedback on the acquisition of the 

English past tense. However, before we can turn to this study it is necessary to situate it within 

the literature. Since the target structure of the current study is the English past tense, a section 

will also be dedicated to theories about the acquisition of this grammar point. This will be 

followed by a presentation of the aims and research questions and finally by a brief outline of 

the methodology, since this aspect will be dealt with extensively in chapters 4 and 5.  
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3.1.1 Research gaps for study 1 

As seen in 2.5, oral corrective feedback has been shown to have positive effects on the 

acquisition of a wide range of grammatical structures. Even so, the authors of meta-analyses of 

experimental feedback-studies have pointed out that the proportion of studies focusing on 

recasts is much larger than that which deals with other feedback-types (Russell & Spada 2006, 

Li 2010). Therefore, these authors have made a call for more research on other feedback-

types. Moreover, there are several indications that these other feedback-types, generally 

referred to as prompts, might be more effective at eliciting uptake and repair from students 

and at effecting longer-term changes in students’ interlanguage systems.  

First of all, Lyster and Ranta (1997) observed that all of the teachers’ elicitation-moves in their 

database resulted in uptake and that elicitation and metalinguistic feedback were the most 

likely to lead to repair (see 2.2). Second, Lyster and Saito (2010) found that prompts, such as 

elicitation and clarification requests, had larger effects than recasts in their meta-analysis of 15 

classroom studies (see 2.6).  

Many studies have compared recasts to a group of prompts, without differentiating between 

individual prompts. However, just as recasts comprise a range of feedback types (see 2.6), the 

category of prompts is also very diverse. Clarification requests, such as “excuse me?”, can be 

said to be at the implicit end, whereas metalinguistic feedback is much more explicit. Prompts 

also differ according to whether or not the exact location of the error is made clear to the 

learner. A clarification request does not provide any indication as to what the problem is, 

whereas an elicitation-move in which the teacher pauses to let the learner complete the 

sentence locates the error for the learner. Repetition also locates the error and metalinguistic 

feedback both locates it and explains the exact nature of the error. Just as recasts and prompts 

have been found to affect acquisition in different ways, there may well be a considerable 

difference between the effects of individual prompts.  

Some studies have looked at the effects of specific prompts, such as clarification requests 

(Takashima & Ellis 1999, McDonough 2007) or metalinguistic feedback (Ellis et al. 2006, Ellis 

2007). To the best of my knowledge, no studies have attempted to look at the effects of 

elicitation separately. As elicitation and metalinguistic feedback were found to be the most 

effective types at eliciting repair from students by Lyster and Ranta (1997), and elicitation has 
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not been studied on its own, and since both feedback types differ significantly in explicitness, I 

propose to compare the effects of elicitation and metalinguistic feedback in a quasi-

experimental classroom study.  

Another aspect which is in urgent need of more research is the comparison of the effects of 

corrective feedback on different target structures, as two studies which have done so have 

revealed differential effects of feedback-types on different structures. As discussed in 2.6, Ellis 

(2007) noted that metalinguistic feedback had a greater effect on the comparative than on the 

regular past tense, while Yang and Lyster (2010) found greater effects for prompts than for 

recasts on the regular past tense. Since the regular and irregular past tense are said to be 

stored differently in the learner’s mind, as the former is rule-based while the latter is 

exemplar-based and is therefore thought to be accessed in the same way as lexical items (see 

the discussion of the rule-based versus the exemplar-based system in 1.1.6), this might explain 

why both structures were affected in a different way by prompts and recasts in Yang and 

Lyster’s (2010) study. However, these authors stressed the need to tease apart the effects of 

individual prompts on these structures, as their study compared a group of prompts to recasts.   

To address the need for more research which compares the effects of feedback on different 

structures and the necessity of studying individual prompts in comparison to each other, the 

quasi-experimental study in this thesis aims to investigate the effects of the two prompts 

discussed above on the regular and irregular English past tense.   

Another reason for choosing the past tense as the target feature of the oral feedback in my 

study is the fact that several feedback-studies have already focused on the past tense, which 

means the results of my study can be more easily compared to the existing research. Some of 

these studies have already been mentioned in the previous chapter, but in view of the focus of 

my experiment a more detailed description of the previous research on the effects of 

corrective feedback on the acquisition of the past tense will be presented in section 3.1.2.  

On top of this, the motivation for studying the acquisition of the past tense is pedagogical, 

because through my experience as an English teacher I have noted that this structure poses an 

important challenge for adult students, even at advanced levels, especially in oral production. 

The difficulty of acquiring the past tense for foreign language students has also been attested 

in second language acquisition research, which is why the acquisition of the past simple tense 

will be discussed in section 3.1.3.  
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3.1.2 Previous studies on the effects of corrective feedback on the acquisition of the past 

tense 

As mentioned earlier, several experimental feedback-studies have chosen to focus on the past 

tense, either on the regular past (Ellis et al. 2006, Ellis 2007) or on both the regular and 

irregular past (Doughty & Varela 1998, Takashima & Ellis 1999, Han 2002, Mackey 2006, 

McDonough 2007, Yang & Lyster 2010). While Han (2002) and McDonough (2007) are 

laboratory-studies, the others can be classified as classroom-based. Apart from Doughty & 

Varela’s (1998) study carried out in elementary school immersion classes, the other studies 

were all conducted with adult students. As to the types of feedback that were studied, Han 

(2002) only investigated recasts, Doughty and Varela (1998) studied the effects of “corrective 

recasts” (see 2.6), while in Mackey’s (2006) study the experimental group received a mixture 

of negotiation for meaning techniques such as clarification requests and recasts on question 

forms, plurals and the past tense. An overview of the main findings of previous CF-studies 

focusing on the past tense can be found in table 3.1.  

Takashima and Ellis (1999) compared the effects of clarification requests aimed at the past 

tense to a control group which only received clarification requests if there was a genuine 

breakdown in communication. McDonough (2007) also included a clarification-request group, 

which was compared to a recast-condition and a no feedback-condition. Both Ellis (2007) and 

Ellis et al. (2006) aimed to compare the effects of explicit and implicit feedback, which were 

operationalized as metalinguistic feedback and recasts, respectively. Finally, Yang and Lyster 

(2010) compared the effects of recasts and prompts, which included a variety of output-

pushing feedback techniques such as metalinguistic feedback, clarification requests and 

elicitation.  
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Study classroom/lab CF-type Target structure main findings 

Doughty & Varela 1998 classroom corrective recasts English past tense 
and conditional 

corrective recast- group outperformed 
control group 

Takashima & Ellis 1999 classroom clarification 
requests 

regular and 
irregular past 
simple 

experimental group outperformed control 
group (control only received clarification 
requests when communication 
breakdown)  

Han 2002 lab recasts tense consistency 
(telling stories 
either in present 
simple or in past 
simple)  

recasts promoted tense consistency, 
recast-group outperformed control group 

Mackey 2006 classroom  combination of 
recasts and 
negotiation  

questions, plurals 
and past tense 

learners who received a combination of 
recasts and negotiation improved mainly 
on question formation, compared to a 
control group receiving no feedback . No 
clear development on past tense (but 
little feedback directed at this structure)  

Ellis et al. 2006 classroom recasts and MF regular past tense both CF-groups outperformed control 
group but MF more effective than recasts  

Ellis 2007 classroom recasts and MF regular past tense 
–ed and 
comparative -er 

recasts effective for both structures, MF 
greater effect on comparative  

McDonough 2007 classroom recasts and 
clarification 
requests 

English past tense  Both recast- and clarification request-
group outperformed control group  

Yang & Lyster 2010 classroom recasts and 
prompts 

regular and 
irregular past 
tense 

recasts effective for both structures, 
prompts greater effect on regular past 
tense  

Table 3.1: Previous CF-studies focusing on the English past simple tense  

All the studies quoted above show that corrective feedback on the past tense promotes 

learning of this structure, as the feedback conditions led to superior gains on post-tests 

compared to control groups which received no feedback on their past tense production. It can 

thus be asserted that corrective feedback is useful for acquiring the target structure. However, 

the results related to which type of feedback may work better in combination with the past 

tense are less straightforward. Han (2002) and Doughty and Varela (1998) found recasts to be 

effective, but in their studies recasts were not compared to other feedback conditions, only to 

a control-group receiving no feedback.  Mackey (2006) did not tease apart the effects of 
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recasts and negotiation, as the feedback-group received a combination of various feedback-

techniques.  

While Takashima and Ellis (1999) noted that the group which received clarification requests 

outperformed the control group, McDonough (2007) found no difference between the effects 

of recasts and clarification requests on past tense acquisition. Note that this author 

acknowledges that the difference in results may be due to the fact that her study was carried 

out in a laboratory-context, while Takashima and Ellis (1999) conducted their experiment in 

the classroom (see 2.5 for a comparison of classroom- and lab-studies). 

As discussed in 2.5, Ellis (2007) found no difference between the effects of recasts and 

metalinguistic feedback on the regular past tense, but the author cautions that the treatment 

session only lasted for one hour and that the students received significantly more feedback on 

their production of the comparative than on the regular past tense. Ellis et al. (2006) did find 

metalinguistic feedback to be more effective than recasts for the acquisition of the regular 

past tense. Finally, Yang and Lyster (2010) concluded that prompts were more effective than 

recasts for promoting acquisition of the regular past tense, while the irregular past tense 

benefited equally from both feedback-types.  

3.1.3 The acquisition of the past tense  

Even though English text books such as New English File (Oxford), Total English (Longman) or 

Face to Face (Cambridge) introduce the past simple tense at the elementary or A1 level, it 

continues to be a problematic area for learners as they progress towards more advanced levels 

of English, especially in oral production. 

Morpheme studies which have attempted to establish an order in which learners acquire 

second language grammatical structures, such as Dulay and Burt (1974), show that the regular 

past tense –ed  is acquired after such morphemes as articles, progressive –ing, and plural –s 

but before such morphemes as long plural –es and third person –s. In Dulay and Burt (1974) 

and Larsen-Freeman (1975) the irregular past comes after the regular past in order of 

acquisition, although other studies (Hakuta 1976; Rosansky 1976) place the irregular past 

before the regular past. Either way, both irregular and regular past forms seem to be acquired 

quite late compared to other morphemes. For instance, In Dulay and Burt (1974) the regular 

and irregular past are ranked 6th and 7th out of 10 morphemes. Based on an analysis of 

empirical morpheme studies, Krashen (1982) proposes an average order of acquisition in 
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which the irregular past tense comes right before the regular past tense, which is among the 

last morphemes to be acquired together with third person –s and possessive –s. Even though 

these studies have been criticized on methodological grounds, it is generally accepted that 

learners of a second language follow a predictable order when acquiring certain grammatical 

features (Larsen-Freeman & Long 1991, in Goldschneider & DeKeyser 2001).  

In order to explain why certain morphemes appear to pose greater difficulty to learners than 

others, Goldschneider and DeKeyser (2001) note that perceptual salience is one of the factors 

which may influence the order of acquisition. In case of the regular past tense, the –ed ending 

is perceptually non-salient, as it is usually realized as either a [t] or [d] sound and as such thus 

not constitute a syllable.  

Apart from its lack of saliency, the past tense ending is also often redundant, as both 

contextual information and adverbial phrases such as “yesterday” or “last week” can be used 

to interpret a sentence as past (VanPatten 1996). Indeed, Bardovi-Harlig (2000) explains how 

learners tend to go through a pre-morphological stage when acquiring past tense, in which 

they rely on chronological order, adverbs or context to transmit past meaning.  

Another explanation why the regular past tense is problematic for learners in oral 

production is phonological. Wolfram (1985, in Bardovi-Harlig 2000) noted that the –ed ending 

can result in consonant clusters which may be difficult to pronounce, especially if the following 

word also starts with a consonant. This is why learners might find it easier to produce the past 

tense ending in front of a vowel, such as in “missed it”, than in front of a consonant, such as in 

“missed me”.  

Even though there are some variations in the order of the irregular and regular past tense in 

the morpheme studies quoted above, irregular forms are usually thought to be acquired 

before regular forms. This may be related to the exemplar-based/rule-based distinction 

explained in 1.1.6. The developmental order which has been proposed for the acquisition of 

the past tense is as follows (Lightbown & Spada 2013):  

1. At first learners do not mark any verbs as past, but instead use referential or adverbial 

information to indicate past time reference. 
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2. At a later stage, learners start to indicate past tense morphologically, but they might not 

use the correct morpheme. For instance, learners have been found to use –ing instead of –ed 

to indicate the past tense. 

3.  The next stage is characterized by the emergence of frequent irregular verbs. 

4. Later, learners start marking verbs with the regular –ed ending. This may result in 

overgeneralization, so that the irregular verbs which they used correctly at the previous stage 

also get marked as regular verbs.  

Another explanation for the fact that learners at a given stage produce some past-tense forms 

accurately while they leave other verbs unmarked is proposed by Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds 

(1995). These authors have shown that verbs referring to past events (e.g. “arrive”) are 

marked first, before activity verbs (e.g. “sleep”) and state verbs (e.g. “want”).  

Taken together, these accounts of the acquisition of the past tense all predict that learners will 

make errors against this structure and that the process of acquiring the irregular and regular 

past simple tense will be a complex one. As stated by Ellis et al. (2006, p.251), “the typical 

error made by learners is the use of the simple or present form of the verb in place of V–ed: 

*Yesterday I visit my sister.” Moreover, as we have seen, learners may overgeneralize the –ed 

ending to irregular past tense forms.  

3.1.4 Aims and research questions underlying study 1  

As has been mentioned repeatedly, oral corrective feedback has been shown to have positive 

effects on the acquisition of second language grammar and more specifically on the English 

past simple tense (see chapter 2 and 3.1.1). However, not enough is known about the effects 

of different feedback types. Recasts appear to be widely used by teachers but at the same time 

they may not always be the most effective in a classroom context. Both theoretical and 

empirical arguments indicate that for certain target structures prompts may be more useful 

(see 2.6), but the effects of individual prompts have rarely been studied individually or in 

comparison to each other (Yang & Lyster 2010). Metalinguistic feedback has been found to 

impact the acquisition of the past simple tense positively (Ellis et al. 2006). Even though 

elicitation appears to be very successful at eliciting uptake and repair (Lyster & Ranta 1997), 

the effects of this feedback type have never been studied separately, to the best of my 

knowledge. In order to fill this research gap, I designed a quasi-experimental classroom study 
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to compare the effects of elicitation and metalinguistic feedback on the accurate oral 

production and acquisition of the regular and irregular past tense.  

This study aims to contribute to the growing body of research into the effects of oral feedback 

on different grammatical structures, as well as to shed light on the relative effectiveness of 

different types of feedback. Moreover, it seeks to investigate how corrective feedback can be 

implemented into foreign language classrooms, how it can be combined with communicative 

speaking activities and how it affects students. These aims can be translated into the following 

research questions:  

1. How do elicitation and MF affect students’ accurate production of the regular and 

irregular past tense during communicative story-telling tasks?  

2. What are the effects of elicitation and MF on the acquisition of the regular and 

irregular past tense?  

3. Are these types of immediate oral feedback compatible with communicative 

speaking activities in the classroom?  

3.1.5 Methodology of study 1 

The classroom study on the effectiveness of elicitation and metalinguistic feedback was 

designed as a quasi-experimental quantitative study, consisting of a pre-test, two treatment 

sessions and a post-test. Two experimental treatment conditions are compared with each 

other: one group receiving elicitation and a second group receiving metalinguistic feedback on 

their past tense errors. Since the effectiveness of oral corrective feedback has been sufficiently 

established in the literature (see 2.5), this study does not include a control group receiving no 

feedback.  

As no instruments for data elicitation were at my disposal, it was necessary to develop suitable 

tests and tasks for the aims of the study first. Consequently, these materials needed to be 

trialled in order to make sure they elicited the right kind of data (see Mackey & Gass 2010). 

The process of piloting the classroom study will be discussed in depth in the next chapter, 

which will also include a detailed description of the methodology and the materials.   

Regarding the participants, it was decided to focus on intermediate adult students, since 

students at the intermediate level have usually received a great deal of grammar instruction 
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but it can be expected that they have problems putting this knowledge into practice in oral 

production. Moreover, these students will most probably have focused explicitly on the past 

simple tense in their previous language classes, but as we have seen in 3.1.3, they are not 

likely to have fully acquired the target structure. Some partial knowledge of the target 

structure is believed to be necessary in order for the treatment to work, as the two types of 

feedback under investigation are prompts which push the learners to produce the correct 

form. If the target structure were completely new to the learners, they could not be expected 

to be able to self-correct their errors. Since intermediate learners most probably have 

encountered this structure before, however, they appear to be the right choice for the present 

study.  

Two classes of undergraduate students enrolled on a degree in Primary Education were 

selected for the study. The students had two English classes of one and a half hour a week in 

which they followed the course book Ready for PET (Cambridge University Press). The 

researcher carried out the experiment with each class during their normal timetable over a 

period of two weeks. Each class was randomly assigned to a treatment condition: elicitation or 

metalinguistic feedback. The following schedule illustrates the design of the study:  

Elicitation-group Metalinguistic feedback-group 

Monday week 1: Pre-test 

              Wednesday week 1: treatment session 1 

                     Monday week 2: treatment session 2 

Wednesday week 2: Post-test 

Figure 3.1: Design of the quasi-experimental classroom study  

More detailed information about the content of the different sessions, the materials used in 

the study and the participants will be given in the following chapters (see 4.2 and 5.2).  

3.2 Motivation for study 2 

The experimental classroom study presented above can give us a deeper insight into the 

effects of different types of prompts on the oral production and acquisition of second language 

grammar, but it does not show us how oral feedback really works in the language classroom. 
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This is why the second study of this thesis was designed, in order to investigate the patterns of 

oral feedback used by adult EFL teachers in our context and to study the attitudes of these 

teachers to the correction of spoken errors. As with the first study, I will start by showing how 

the present study fits in with the existing research on teachers’ beliefs and feedback practices. 

3.2.1 Gaps in the research on teachers’ feedback practices and beliefs 

A considerable number of descriptive studies on teachers’ oral feedback practices have been 

published (see 2.3). Even though some generalizations about the way oral errors are treated 

by teachers can be made, several differences have also been found. For example, even though 

it is generally stated that recasts are the most frequently used feedback-type across contexts, 

Lyster et al. (2013) also quoted a few studies in which prompts were more frequent, for 

example in German as a foreign language secondary school classes in Belgium (Lochtman 

2002). Many of these observational studies were carried out in immersion or second language 

contexts, which are not directly comparable with the situation of English as a foreign language 

classes in Spain. Recently a study has been published on the feedback practices of Spanish 

teachers in a CLIL context (Llinares & Lyster 2014, see 2.3), but as the present thesis is mainly 

concerned with adult EFL classes19, it is doubtful whether the findings of this study can be 

applied to our context. Only two other studies have observed feedback practices in a European 

foreign language context, one of them in German as a foreign language classes in Belgian 

secondary schools (Lochtman 2002) and another in EFL classes ranging from primary school to 

university level in Germany (Havranek 2003). As context appears to influence feedback 

practices, it seems important to find out how spoken errors are dealt with in the under-

researched context of EFL in Spain.  

 

Apart from context, it has also been shown that individual teacher factors such as teaching 

experience can have an impact on feedback practices (see 2.3, 2.7). Furthermore, teachers’ 

individual belief systems seem to be responsible for many things that happen in the classroom, 

although they are not always directly translated into actions (Borg 2003). In a review of studies 

on teacher cognition, Basturkmen (2012) found that beliefs about planned aspects of teaching 

tended to correspond with teachers’ actions, whereas unplanned aspects such as correction 

                                                           
19 While study 1 and 2 are based on data gathered from adult students and their teachers, in study 3 the 

perspective of adult EFL is widened to include the attitudes to oral CF of secondary school teachers and 

students.  



3. Research gaps, aims and methods 

 

92 

 

seemed to be more often at odds with teachers’ practices. However, the question of teachers’ 

beliefs about oral corrective feedback has received little attention, especially in comparison to 

the studies investigating feedback effectiveness (see chapter 2). This is why Basturkmen (2012) 

made a call for more research on teacher cognition about error correction.  

 

As we have seen in the literature review (2.7), survey studies on teachers’ and students’ beliefs 

about feedback such as Schulz (2001) and Jean and Simard (2011) mainly focused on attitudes 

to grammar, including only a few items about corrective feedback. Furthermore, these 

questions were restricted to whether or not errors should be corrected and how often this 

should be done. They thus ignored the matter of the way in which feedback should be 

delivered to students, which is nonetheless an important issue of debate in the research on 

feedback efficiency (see section 2.6). Cathcart and Olsen (1976), on the other hand, did include 

a question on feedback types in their survey, but this was long before Lyster and Ranta (1997) 

published their typology of oral corrective feedback types, on which most of the recent 

research into feedback effectiveness is built.  

 

Another issue which has hardly received any attention is that of students’ affective responses 

to corrections. As Ellis (2010) states, this lack of attention is striking because negative affective 

responses in students can be a reason to dismiss oral corrective feedback altogether (Truscott 

1999, see also 2.4).  If teachers share this opinion, although there is little empirical evidence 

proving the harmfulness of feedback, it can still be an important motivation behind the way 

they deal with students’ errors.    

 

Although survey studies such as Schulz (2001) have their value because they can be 

administered to a large number of participants, the fact that they tend to be restricted to a 

number of pre-formulated statements with which teachers merely have to express their 

(dis)agreement means they cannot give a very deep insight into teachers’ reasons for providing 

feedback the way they do (see also Kagan 1990). Another problem is that these studies only 

dealt with teachers’ reported attitudes to feedback, without comparing these to what actually 

goes on in the classroom.  

The second study in this thesis therefore focuses on the feedback practices of ten adult EFL 

teachers, which are compared to their stated beliefs about the correction of spoken errors.  
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3.2.2 Aims and research questions underlying study 2 

First of all the second study of this thesis is aimed at studying the patterns of corrective 

feedback which occur in adult EFL classrooms in Spain. A second aim of this study is to get a 

deeper understanding of adult EFL teachers’ attitudes to oral feedback. Third, this study seeks 

to find out to what extent teachers’ beliefs are in agreement with their classroom practices. 

The studies with a similar aim quoted in section 2.7 have already shed some light on this 

question, but the work of Basturkmen et al. (2004), Junqueira and Kim (2013) and Jensen 

(2001) was carried out in an ESL context and only included a limited number of teachers 

(between two and five), whereas in Mori‘s (2011) study, just two EFL teachers were observed 

and interviewed. If we want to generalize these findings to other contexts, a larger number of 

teachers need to be included.  

 

For these reasons, the second study focuses on the feedback practices and attitudes of ten 

English teachers working in two different language schools for adults in Spain.  

The following research questions underlie the second study of this thesis: 

 

1. How much feedback and what types of oral corrective feedback do adult EFL 

teachers use? 

2. What are adult EFL teachers’ beliefs about oral CF? 

3. Do teachers’ beliefs about oral CF match their practices? 

3.2.3 Methodology of study 2 

While the classroom study presented in 3.1 utilizes quantitative methods to study the effects 

of different feedback-types on second language acquisition, the second and third study of this 

thesis rely on qualitative methodology to investigate feedback practices and attitudes to oral 

feedback. This way the issue of oral corrective feedback in adult EFL classrooms can be studied 

from different angles.  

The data for the second study were collected by means of nonparticipant classroom 

observations (Mackey & Gass 2010) and a questionnaire containing a number of open-ended 

questions which was administered to the ten teachers who volunteered to take part in the 

study, after one or two of their classes had been observed and audio-recorded. The data from 
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the classroom observations and the teachers’ answers to the questionnaires were analysed 

and compared in order to answer the research questions presented in 3.2.2.  

Detailed information about the participants, the observed lessons and the design of the 

questionnaire will be given in chapter 6.  

3.3 Motivation for study 3 

The third and final empirical study of this thesis focuses on a comparison of the attitudes to 

oral feedback of teachers and students in secondary schools and private language schools. The 

motivation for designing this study will be discussed in relation with the existing literature on 

this topic, followed by an outline of the aims and research questions which guide this study. 

Finally, I will briefly focus on the methodology for this study, as this will be commented on in 

greater depth in chapter 7.  

3.3.1 Gaps in the research on teachers’ and students’ beliefs about oral corrective feedback 

The second study of this thesis already focuses on teachers’ attitudes, but it only involves ten 

teachers working in one context, namely adult EFL. In the third study this question is extended 

to a larger group of teachers in both language schools for adults and secondary schools, whose 

beliefs are in turn compared to the students’ point of view.  

As has become clear from the literature review (2.7), a very limited number of studies have 

focused on teachers’ and students’ beliefs about oral feedback. Moreover, most of the studies 

which have been carried out have not included two of the most relevant questions in relation 

with oral feedback: the type of feedback preferred by teachers and students, on the one hand, 

and students’ affective responses to feedback, on the other. For this reason it was deemed 

necessary to design a questionnaire for teachers and students focusing on these two aspects.  

Even though the main part of the present thesis focuses on the context of adult EFL, it was 

considered useful to compare the attitudes of adult students and their teachers to the beliefs 

of secondary school teachers and students, since no previous research on attitudes to 

feedback has included student age and educational context as a variable.  Schulz (2001) did 

compare students from two different countries, but the educational context was the same, 

namely university.  



3. Research gaps, aims and methods 

 

95 

 

Finally, in contrast with Schulz (2001), Loewen et al. (2009) and Jean and Simard (2011), who 

made use of closed-ended questionnaires to elicit beliefs about feedback (see 2.7), the survey 

in the present study contains a mixture of closed- and open-ended questions, so that it is 

possible to get a deeper insight into the teachers’ and students’ attitudes to oral feedback.  

3.3.2 Aims and research questions underlying study 3 

The aims of the third study are as follows. First of all, I intend to find out what teachers and 

students in two different educational contexts think about oral corrective feedback, whether 

or not they think correction of spoken errors is necessary, how they think this should be done 

and what students’ affective responses to feedback are. On top of this, the design of the study 

makes it possible to compare the attitudes of adult and teenage students, on the one hand, 

and those of secondary school and private language academy teachers, on the other. In view 

of this, the following research questions can be formulated:  

1. What are students’ and teachers’ of English attitudes to oral corrective feedback and 

do they correspond? 

 

2. Is there a difference between the attitudes to oral feedback of secondary school 

students and adult students at private language academies? 

 

3. Is there a difference between the attitudes to oral feedback of secondary school 

teachers and private language academy teachers?  

 

3.3.3 Methodology of study 3 

In the previous section it was already mentioned that the third study of the present thesis 

makes use of a questionnaire in order to investigate how teachers and students in two 

educational contexts feel about oral feedback. The design of the questionnaire will be 

presented fully in chapter 7, but it can already be said that it consists of a mixture of closed- 

and open-ended questions, which means the data can be analysed quantitatively and 

qualitatively (see Dörnyei 2007, for a discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of open-

ended and closed-ended questionnaires).  For the quantitative analysis, the data from the 

questionnaires were inserted into a database in order to facilitate statistical analysis. The 

open-ended questions, on the other hand, were subjected to thematic content analysis, in the 
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same way as the data from the study on teachers’ beliefs and practices were analysed (see 

3.2.3).  

To administer the questionnaire, convenience sampling was used, as the participants all 

volunteered to take part in the research. More information about the teachers and students 

who participated can be found in chapter 7.  

3.4 Combined aims of the empirical studies   

This brief introduction to the three studies shows how the present thesis contributes to the 

field of second language research, by addressing a number of gaps in the existing literature on 

feedback effectiveness, practices and beliefs. The studies presented above aim to shed light on 

how different types of feedback can be used to improve students’ accurate production of 

grammatical structures during communicative speaking activities and how they can facilitate 

the acquisition of these structures. They also intend to show how teachers working in an adult 

EFL context deal with their students’ spoken errors and how their beliefs about feedback 

interact with their practice. Finally, this thesis looks at the attitudes of various teachers and 

students to oral feedback in order to establish if their views correspond or if there is a 

mismatch similar to the one that has been observed in previous research.  

It is hoped that the results of these studies will also be useful for foreign language teachers, as 

they deal with an aspect of teaching which is felt to be crucial by many students but of which it 

seems teachers are not always consciously aware. If the finding that most teachers tend to use 

recasts more than any other type of feedback is confirmed for the teachers in our context, 

more research on prompts and how they can be used to improve students’ accuracy during 

communicative speaking-tasks may help to encourage teachers to diversify their methods of 

feedback delivery. Moreover, the study of teachers’ beliefs and practices could serve as a 

starting point for raising teachers’ awareness of how they handle the aspect of oral feedback 

and for making them reflect on their own attitudes to this topic. In order to make their 

teaching as effective as possible, teachers also need to be aware of their students’ attitudes 

and feelings, which is why this thesis includes a study on teachers’ and students’ beliefs about 

oral feedback 

. 
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Chapter 4: Piloting the experimental classroom study: methodology and 

preliminary results   

Before carrying out the main experimental study, a series of three pilot studies, each focusing 

on a different methodological aspect, was completed in order to perfect both the materials 

and the research design, as well as to develop a suitable method of data analysis. First of all, 

the treatment material was piloted with a small group of four adult students. Second, the pre-

test/post-test materials, including a set of picture stories, a grammaticality judgment test and 

two different questionnaires, were piloted with one group of ten students. Finally, the pre-

test/post-test materials were perfected and the two treatment conditions (elicitation and 

metalinguistic feedback) were tested on two different groups of students.   The importance of 

piloting materials for the elicitation of second language data has been stressed by Mackey and 

Gass (2005), as the instruments used in research studies do not always generate the type of 

data predicted by the researcher.  This chapter will start with a brief description of the three 

pilot studies, moving on to a discussion of the major methodological issues associated with the 

study and the successive improvements the research design has undergone. Finally, although 

the main focus of the piloting phase was trialling various methodological aspects and this was 

done with small numbers of students,   some preliminary results in relation with the main 

research questions can be formulated.  

4.1. Description of the pilot studies 

Table 4.1 summarizes the different methodological and organizational aspects of the three 

pilot studies. The first study was designed to focus on the treatment task, telling a fairy tale 

based on pictures and keywords, and involved one group of four students whose past tense 

errors were treated with either recasts or metalinguistic feedback (MF). As, table 4.1 shows, 

the second phase of the piloting process involved the trialling of the entire project with only 

one group of ten students, consisting of a pre-test, post-test and two treatment sessions. 

Finally, pilot study 3 was planned to try out both the elicitation and the metalinguistic 

feedback condition on two different groups of 12 and 6 students, respectively.  
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 Pilot study 1 Pilot study 2 Pilot study 3 

Feedback 

type(s)  

recasts vs. MF Elicitation elicitation vs. MF 

Pre-test 

 

none -grammaticality judgment test 
-pronunciation test 
- storytelling test:  
“The Birthday Party” 
“Haunted House” 

-grammaticality judgment test 
-storytelling test:  
“The Birthday Party” 
“The Banana” 
“The Little Mouse” 
 

Post-test 

 

none -grammaticality judgment test 
-pronunciation test 
-storytelling test: 
“The Banana” 
“Chicken Soup” 
-exit questionnaire 1 
-exit questionnaire 2 
 

-grammaticality judgment test 
-storytelling test: 
-“The Banana” 
-“The Birthday Party” 
-“Birthday party 2” 
-exit questionnaire 1 

Treatment 

 

 

 

 

 

Fairytale: 

“Rumpelstiltskin” 

 

  

1: talk for 1 minute, anecdotes true or 
false 
2: fairy tales 

- put the pictures in the right 
order 

“Rumpelstiltskin” 
“Rapunzel” 
- find the differences 
“Puss in Boots” 

1:  talk for 1 minute  
fairy tales:  put the pictures in the 
right order: “Rumpelstitskin” 
                      “Rapunzel” 
                      “Cinderella” 
2: fairytales – find the differences 
“Puss in Boots”  

No of 

students 

4  10  2 groups: elicitation (12 students) 
and MF (6  students)   

Timing 30 minutes 4 consecutive weeks, once a week, 
about 1 hour a session 

2 consecutive weeks, twice a week, 
about 1 hour a session  

Table 4.1: Overview of the design of the three pilot studies.  
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4.1.1 Pilot study 1 

The purpose of the first pilot study was to test the treatment task, designed to elicit the past 

tense in a communicative context.  The task was carried out with four intermediate students at 

the private language school where the researcher was teaching at the time. The students each 

told one part of the fairytale of Rumpelstiltskin, after reading a written version of the story, 

which was then replaced by a list of keywords (see appendix 3). These keywords contained 

adverbial time phrases such as “one day”, most nouns and all verbs in the infinitive, printed in 

capital letters. In pilot story 1, the students had to tell the same fairy tale twice, but the second 

time they had to tell a different part of the story, which meant they had to pay attention to the 

whole story during the task. During the first story-telling turn, two of the students were 

corrected by the teacher-researcher by means of recasts and the other two received 

metalinguistic feedback after their past tense errors. During the second telling of the story 

they were not corrected, so that this part functioned as a kind of immediate post-test.  

4.1.2 Pilot study 2 

The second pilot study was designed in order to try out the testing materials and to further 

develop the treatment task. Different adaptations of the fairytale task were designed in order 

to be used in two consecutive treatments of about one hour each and two different tasks were 

added in order to study students’ use of the past tense in more informal, personal anecdotes: 

“talk for one minute” and “true or false”.  The students were intermediate adults and the 

sessions were organized once a week, over a period of four weeks, as part of an intermediate 

conversation course the students were enrolled on. The pre-test and post-test each consisted 

of a grammaticality judgment test, a pronunciation test (see appendix 4) and a story-telling 

test (see appendix 5).  The story-telling test was based on four different picture stories. In the 

pre-test the students had to tell “The birthday party” and “Haunted house”, whereas in the 

post-test they told “The banana” and “Chicken soup”. “The birthday party” and “The banana” 

were taken from “Do and Understand. 50 action stories for young learners” by Günter 

Gerngross and Herbert Puchta. “Haunted House” and “Chicken Soup” were taken from 

Surprise Activity Books (3 and 5 respectively) by Sue Mohamed. In the first treatment sessions 

the students played a “talk for one minute” game which included topics such as “my first job” 
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or “my last holiday” and they had to tell a personal anecdote which could be true or false. In 

the second treatment session, the students told fairy tales in groups. For the first part of the 

sessions there were two groups: group 1 had to tell the story of Rumpelstiltskin and group 2 

the story of Rapunzel. They first received a written version of the story which was later 

replaced by pictures and keywords. The pictures were taken from http://www.kids-

pages.com/colpages.htm. To ensure a communicative focus, the listeners were given a set of 

pictures which they had to put in the right order while the other group was telling their story. 

In the second part of treatment session 2, both groups were given a different version of the 

same fairytale, Puss in Boots. The procedure was the same as with the first set of fairy tales, 

only this time the aim was to find 5 differences between the versions of the story. During both 

treatment sessions, students’ past tense errors were followed by elicitation.  

4.1.3 Pilot study 3 

The final phase of the piloting process was aimed at perfecting the pre-test/post-test design 

and trialling both treatment conditions, elicitation and metalinguistic feedback, as pilot study 2 

only involved one group and one condition, namely elicitation. As in the main study, pilot study 

3 involved two different groups of intermediate adult students, one of which received 

elicitation while the other received metalinguistic feedback during the treatment. The pre-

test/post-test design utilized in pilot study 2 was slightly adapted. The test sessions no longer 

included a pronunciation test, but the grammaticality judgment test and the story telling test 

were kept. This time the students were given the same two stories to record in the pre-test 

and post-test: The Birthday Party and The Banana. On top of these two stories, they told The 

Little Mouse in the pre-test and a different Birthday Party story (taken from “New Headway 

Elementary”) in the post-test. There were also 2 treatment sessions, which included the “talk 

for one minute” activity from pilot study 2, as well as the two activities based on fairy tales: 

putting the pictures in the right order and finding the differences. The test and treatment 

sessions were organized over a period of 2 weeks, and lasted for about 1 hour each.  

4.1.2. Methodological problems and proposed solutions  

As anticipated, there were several methodological issues concerning data elicitation which 

needed to be addressed before we could embark on the main study. First, this section will 

focus on problems with the use of picture stories to elicit oral data on the past simple tense 

and solutions to these problems will be proposed. Attention will also be given to the method 
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of analysis of the oral data. Finally, the design and use of two other research instruments will 

be discussed: the grammaticality judgment test to elicit explicit knowledge of the past tense 

and two different questionnaires to elicit students’ attitudes to the treatment and to feedback 

in general.  

4.2.1 Eliciting data for second language acquisition research: using picture stories to elicit the 

past simple tense in oral production  

Most of the activities which were used during the oral tests and treatment sessions were 

adapted from previous research investigating the effects of CF on the acquisition of the past 

simple tense. Takashima and Ellis (1999), Ellis et al. (2006), Han (2002) and Yang and Lyster 

(2010) all used picture stories to elicit the past simple tense from learners, either in the testing 

phase or as part of the treatment.  As Mackey and Gass (2005: p98) note in their book on 

second language research methodology, it is important to pilot materials in order to be sure 

that the activity in question elicits the target structure.  With picture stories, the possibility 

exists that learners tell the story in the present tense. In order to make sure that this did not 

happen, Takashima and Elllis (1999, p.178) provided their students with a “trigger for the use 

of the past tense” by telling them to begin their stories with “once upon a time...” or “one 

day...”.  They subsequently noted that none of their subjects tried to tell the story in the 

present tense, which means the strategy was successful. Other studies included a similar 

“trigger”, e.g. Mackey (2006), who showed learners cartoons of Homer Simpson and instructed 

them to say what happened to Homer yesterday. This simple instruction appeared to be 

enough to maintain a past tense focus.  

4.2.1.1. Eliciting the past tense through picture stories and fairy tales  

Following the authors quoted above, I provided the students in pilot studies 1 and 2, which 

included a pre- and post-test, with a similar context for the use of the past tense by giving 

them a sentence to begin their stories with, for example: “Start your story with: One day Joe 

went to the market.” (see appendix 7). Unlike Takashima and Ellis (1999) or Mackey (2006), I 

did encounter a number of students who clearly tried to tell the stories in the present tense 

despite the trigger provided, more particularly 5 out of 25 students in pilot study 1 and 2. The 

following is an example:  

(1) Student: Nick erm he…he has a present for Mike. And he is very happy. 
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Han (2002) also noted that students may have a tendency to tell a picture story either in the 

present or in the past, which is why his study focuses on improving tense consistency, rather 

than on improving past tense use. If a student in his study showed a preference for the present 

tense, he or she subsequently received present tense recasts. In my study, however, this 

problem was only evident during the pre- and post-tests, but not during the treatment 

sessions, when the stories were fairy tales. It appears that this type of story, clearly set in a 

world far removed from the present, more naturally elicits the past tense. A possible solution 

to this methodological problem could therefore be to use fairy tales in both the testing and 

treatment phases of the study. However, as the picture stories were shorter and less 

demanding with respect to vocabulary and the majority of the students attempted to use the 

target structure while telling the picture stories, I decided not to change the testing materials 

for the main story. I simply stressed the use of the first sentence during the tests in the hope 

that all the students would realize they needed to tell the stories in the past tense.  

4.2.1.2 Determining the difficulty level and comparability of picture stories  

Another issue which came up while using picture stories in the pre- and post-test in pilot study 

2 was the question of making sure pre- and post-test stories were of a similar difficulty level. 

Takashima and Ellis (1999) used the same stories in the pre-test and the first post-test, but this 

approach could be criticized, as any improvements on the post-test can be attributable to so-

called practice effects. In the case of Takashima and Ellis (1999) this was not problematic, as 

they used a control group which did not receive feedback on the past tense. In the present 

pilot studies, however, no control groups were used. To avoid practice effects, my original 

intention was to use different stories in the pre- and post-test in pilot study 2. Not only was no 

improvement found on the post-test, the students’ accurate past tense use even declined on 

the post-test. After taking into consideration the high rate of uptake and repair occurring 

during the treatment sessions and the fact that some immediate improvement in the students’ 

accurate past tense production was observed, I hypothesized that the observed lack of 

improvement might have been due to the greater difficulty of the post-test stories. (see also 

3.3.2).    For this reason the decision was made to use the same two stories in pilot study 3 for 

both pre- and post-test, with the addition of a third story which was different in the post-test. 

This way it would be possible to see if any improvement occurred when the students were 

given a new context, or if they only improved because they could tell the same stories a 

second time. Another reason for not changing the stories in the post-test is based on research 
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on task repetition. Although some research has found that repeating the exact same task can 

increase accuracy (Gass et al. 1999 (in Kim & Tracy-Ventura 2013), other studies show that task 

repetition can cause increased complexity (Bygate 1996) or fluency (Skehan & Foster 1997), 

but not necessarily more accurate language. Regarding the difficulty of the picture stories 

used, the stories taken from “Surprise” were found to be more complex because their 

storylines were less clear and more imaginative than the ones from “Do and Understand”, 

which relied on a series of simple actions such as “going to the market”, “buying a banana”, 

“paying for it”, etc.  These stories were generally immediately understood by the students and 

did not contain too much complex vocabulary for an intermediate level. The students also had 

3 minutes before each story to ask questions about it, which revealed some common 

vocabulary problems. Because of this, a few difficult vocabulary items with their Spanish 

translations were added above the picture sequences for the main study.  

4.2.1.3 Providing students with keywords  

In previous research studies such as Takashima and Ellis (1999) or Ellis et al. (2006) students 

were provided with a list of infinitives to help them tell the story. In pilot study 1, where 

students had to tell part of the fairy tale Rumpelstiltskin, the subjects were first given a written 

version of their part of the story, which was then replaced by a rather extensive list of nouns, 

adverbial phrases such as “one day” to provide past tense reference, as well as all infinitives in 

bold, as in the following example:  

the next day –  miller BRING girl 

king TAKE to room full of straw – GIVE spinning wheel 

 

It was noted that two of the four students seemed to focus explicitly on their past-tense use, 

as they tended to self-correct their past tense errors and to overgeneralize past tense forms to 

contexts where it was not necessary, e.g. in negatives instead of the infinitive. Examples 2 and 

3 illustrate both of these phenomena:  

 (2) S1: and he give… he gave a spinning wheel.  

 

 (3)  S3: She couldn't uh say the, said the name. 

As the aim of my research was to elicit “spontaneous” oral production of the past simple 

tense, I felt that providing infinitives in this way made the activity look too much like a text 
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book grammar exercise. Thus the format was adapted as follows.  In the second pilot study the 

number of keywords was limited and no infinitives were provided, as in the following example:  

 

                             a long time ago                                                      

                            miller to king: “my daughter can spin straw into gold”  

 

 

Together with the pictures, this more limited set of keywords appeared to provide the 

students in pilot study 2 with enough support to tell the story. In the third pilot study the same 

materials were also used successfully, and therefore no further changes were made to this 

material for the main study.  

4.2.1.4 Data analysis: ambiguous and unclear forms 

After dealing with the instruments used to elicit oral data on the past simple tense, I will now 

turn to the qualitative and quantitative analysis of the data obtained with these materials. It is 

striking that none of the feedback-studies targeting the past tense cited in 2.1.1 mention any 

difficulties with the interpretation of the oral data. Only one study, Han (2002: p. 556), 

specifies the exclusion of “the few verb forms that were ambiguous, such as cames, trie, and 

founds”. Another study, Mackey (2006: p419), mentions that “only fully correct forms were 

counted” when calculating rates of accurate past tense use. Apart from the inclusion of these 

short specifications, data analysis seems to have been unproblematic and straightforward in 

these studies. However, in the present research, several ambiguous and unclear forms were 

identified during the transcription and analysis of the oral data. First of all there is the issue of 

pronunciation, which cannot be excluded from any study focusing on spoken language. In the 

case of the regular past tense there is usually only one final sound that distinguishes past from 

present. As N. Ellis and Larsen-Freeman (2006) point out, learners of English often reduce the 

/t/ or /d/ allomorph of a regular past tense form, especially when the next word begins with 

another consonant, which means “kissed Pam” would be pronounced as “kiss Pam”, whereas 

“kissed it” would be easier to pronounce. The pronunciation of final /t/ or /d/ is especially 

difficult for L1 speakers of Spanish, and thus for the students in our studies, as Spanish has no 
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words ending in final /t/ and final /d/ in words such as “Madrid” is either pronounced as a 

fricative, or simply not pronounced. In oral production it is therefore almost impossible to 

determine if the student does not pronounce the past tense ending because he or she has not 

acquired the rule, or if it is simply a problem of pronunciation.  Moreover, in the recordings it 

was often difficult to distinguish the endings of the verbs. Any time a form was unclear, it was 

decided to place it between brackets in the transcription and not to include it in the 

quantitative analysis, as in the following example from pilot study 2:  

(4) Joe was very happy but erm in this moment he erm erm walk(ed) over the skin 

banana and finally he fall for the road.  

Other unclear forms concern irregular verbs, in cases where the difference between the 

present and past tense is marked by a vowel change. The pronunciation of certain vowel 

sounds, especially diphthongs, can be problematic for Spanish students. I came across forms 

like /kaem/, for the verb “come”, for instance. In the pilot studies such forms were normally 

considered to be non-targetlike and therefore counted as errors. However, in the main study it 

was decided to count certain forms as correct if they were clearly intended to be past tense 

forms, although the pronunciation was not fully targetlike,  for example in the case of “drunk” 

in the elicitation group of the main study. If it was impossible to distinguish past and present 

forms, for instance with various pronunciations of “run” or “ran”, the form was simply not 

included in the analysis, as with the regular verbs whose endings were not clearly pronounced.   

Another problem for the learners in these studies appeared to be the pronunciation of the /id/ 

allomorph in regular verb forms such as “started” or “wanted”. In pilot study 1, it became clear 

that a student who apparently produced the base form of the verb “shout” was aware that he 

needed to use the past tense but did not know the pronunciation rule for this type of verbs, as 

the following extract exemplifies:  

(5)     T: What's the past of shout ? 

          M4: shout [emphasizes the final T] 

                  T: no 

           S4: no? What's the past of shout?  

             T: regular verb 

           S4: shout [same as before], ED? 

                T: yes, so you have to pronounce it 
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Other students in these studies pronounced the –ed ending as /id/ when it was not necessary, 

a mistake which is common when students read aloud, but was also made when speaking: 

 

(6)   S3: She offer, offer-/əd/ all the gold uh but the little man only wanted the   

baby. 

In this example the mispronunciation is most probably a consequence of the fact that this 

student was focusing hard on the formation of the regular past tense. Because these issues 

related to pronunciation were observed in pilot study 1, it was decided to include a 

pronunciation test before the storytelling test based on the picture stories in pilot study 2. This 

test consisted of a series of 16 sentences which the students had to read aloud in the 

microphone in the computer lab, 9 of which were distractor sentences. The other 7 contained 

9 regular past tense forms. Four of these were forms in which the –ed ending needs to be 

pronounced, such as “wanted”. The other forms contained consonant clusters that might 

cause difficulty for the students, whose first language, Spanish, does not contain these 

clusters. For example: “John kissed Pamela at the party last Friday.” The results of this 

pronunciation test in pilot study 2 confirmed that the intermediate Spanish students in the 

present context had difficulties pronouncing the –ed ending and kept making pronunciation 

errors in the post-test. Table 4.2 shows the result of this test. The verb-forms written in italics 

were pronounced in a non-standard way. If the ending is between brackets it means it was 

difficult to distinguish. If the –ed ending is separated from the stem with a hyphen it means the 

e is being pronounced.  Some false starts can be noted for students JM, MJ and MA, such as 

“start…started “, which shows that the students had problems pronouncing these forms. 

However, as the treatment sessions did not focus on pronunciation, not much improvement in 

that area could be expected, except maybe regarding the /id/ allomorph. If students failed to 

pronounce this, they were pushed to correct themselves because it meant the verb was not 

marked for past tense. But there is no evidence that this affected students’ pronunciation, on 

the contrary. The first student, for instance, pronounced “hated” and “started” correctly on 

the pre-test but incorrectly in the post-test. Others simply maintained the error, for instance 

MJ and MA in the case of “waited”, which they pronounced as “wait” on both tests. Students 

MD and G kept pronouncing the e in the –ed ending, which is not surprising as no feedback 

was given when this happened.  
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Student Pre-test  Post-test 

JM hated 

wanting 

start…started 

ask(ed) 

like(d) 

watch 

hate 

wanting 

start 

asked 

liked 

watched  

MD kiss-ed 

ask-ed 

lik-ed 

play-ed 

watch-ed 

walk-ed 

kiss(ed) 

ask(ed) 

like(d) 

play-ed 

watch-ed 

walk-ed 

G kiss-ed 

ask-ed 

lik-ed 

play-ed 

watch-ed 

walk-ed 

kiss-ed 

ask-ed 

lik-ed 

play-ed 

watched 

walk-ed 

MJ play(ed) 

hated 

kiss(ed) 

want wanted 

start started 

ask(ed) 

like(d) 

watch(ed) 

walk(ed) 

wait 

play(ed) 

/i:t/ 

kiss(ed) 

wanted 

started 

ask(ed) 

like(d) 

watch(ed) 

walk(ed) 

wait  
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Student Pre-test  Post-test 

MA (2 weeks afterwards) hated 

kissed 

start 

like(d) 

watch(ed) 

walked 

wait 

hate 

kiss(ed) 

started 

like(d) 

watch a video we watch-ed 

walk(ed) 

wait 

     Table 4.2: Analysis of the pronunciation test results from pilot study 2 

This test showed that pronunciation of past tense forms is a completely different problem, 

which would be better addressed in a separate study. Therefore, the issue of pronunciation, 

although still relevant, was no longer tested separately in pilot study 3 or in the main study. 

For the quantitative analysis of the data, the following points related to unclear and 

ambiguous forms were decided on:  

- If the /id/ allomorph was not pronounced in forms such as “started”, this was 

considered to be an error against the past simple tense 

- If the “e” in the –ed ending was pronounced in forms such as “worked”, this was 

considered to be correct from a grammatical point of view  

- irregular verb forms which were ambiguous because of their pronunciation were not 

included into the quantitative analysis (e.g. come-came) 

- irregular verb forms in which the past tense form is identical to the present tense or 

base form, e.g. “put-put”, were excluded from the quantitative analysis 

Unrelated to pronunciation, it was also decided not to include the following kinds of errors 

into the analysis, although the forms were not ambiguous:  

- when a student made a past tense error while trying to use indirect speech: 

In the fairytales, fragments of dialogues were included between quotation marks for 

students to read aloud, but some of them tried to adapt them to indirect speech, e.g.:  
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(Keywords) Cat to ogre: “I have heard that you are so powerful that you can change 

yourself into any animal you like”.  

Student: And the cat s- said to the ogre, ogre that erm he has hear that he can change 

yourself to into a other animal that he like he liked (pilot study 2) 

-  if a student made an error that he or she immediately self-corrected without being 

prompted by the teacher, the form was counted as correct, e.g.:  

(7) Suddenly a little man came into the room and the girl tell told him erm his problem. 

(pilot study 3) 

4.2.1.5 Method of quantitative analysis of the oral data 

Since one of the aims of this study was to determine the effects of the treatment on the 

subjects’ acquisition of the regular and irregular past tense, rates of accurate past tense use 

needed to be calculated, in order to compare performance on the pre- and post-test. As 

discussed in section 4.2.1.4, the analysis of the oral data in the pilot studies was far from 

straightforward and several decisions about which forms to include and exclude needed to be 

made. Another important issue is how to calculate rates of accurate past tense use. Apart from 

Han (2002), all the CF-studies targeting past tense quoted above used “suppliance in obligatory 

contexts” as their method of calculating accurate use.  This means that all tokens of the past 

tense are counted. However, some students in these pilot studies tended to use a limited 

range of past tense verbs, often very frequent forms such as “went” or “was”. Therefore it was 

decided to follow Bardovi-Harlig (2000, p.51), who calculated accuracy rates looking at verb-

types instead of tokens. This way a student who uses a limited range of verbs correctly would 

not have a higher score than a student who uses many different verbs and makes errors 

against some of these verbs. What also happened quite frequently was the occurrence of the 

same verb, used by a student correctly and incorrectly in the same story, as in the following 

extract from pilot study 3:  

(8) Also Joe help with all the things of the woman who fell down around the floor. The 

woman give some pounds, give, gave some pounds to Joe because he helped to her. 

In this case, as Bardovi-Harlig (2000) suggests, “help” and “helped” were counted as 2 different 

verb-types. For this particular fragment, this would mean there are 4 types: help, fell, gave and 

helped (if the student immediately self-corrected, as in “give, gave”, the incorrect form “give” 
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was not counted as an error), 3 of which are correctly marked for past tense. This would result 

in 3/4 accurately used past tense forms, or a rate of 75%. Not including the special cases 

related to pronunciation outlined in section 4.2.1.4, it was decided to only count correct past 

tense forms for the calculation of accuracy scores, following Mackey (2006). However, it was 

found that several students overgeneralized the –ed ending to irregular verbs, such as in (9): 

(9) He buyed a a banana and he… ate the banana. 

This type of error tended to be more frequent during and after the treatment than on the pre-

test and can therefore be linked to the corrective feedback aimed at the past tense. As 

explained in the chapter about the acquisition of the past simple tense, overgeneralizing the 

regular past tense ending to irregular verbs is a common developmental stage learners go 

through while acquiring the past tense.  This is why McDonough (2007), in a study on the 

effects of corrective feedback on the acquisition of the past tense, analysed forms such as 

“falled” or “drinked” as indications of development. Unlike McDonough, I counted these forms 

as errors in the quantitative analysis of my data, but I did not ignore them either, as they might 

constitute one of the effects of corrective feedback (see section 5.3.2.3).                        

4.2.2 Eliciting data on explicit knowledge of the past tense: the grammaticality judgment test 

Given the difficulties of interpreting oral data because of issues such as pronunciation, as 

explained above, it was considered necessary to provide the students with a pen-and-paper 

grammaticality judgment test in order to establish the degree of explicit knowledge they 

possessed of the target structure. As the students were at the intermediate level, they had 

undoubtedly received explicit instruction on the formation of the past simple tense in English, 

but, as discussed in chapter 3, this does not mean they had acquired the structure and could 

use it without problems in oral production. It was particularly important to test to what extent 

the students knew the rule in case of the regular past simple test, and if they knew the correct 

forms of a number of frequent irregular verbs, because it is not possible to elicit a form by 

means of prompts when the student has no knowledge of this form. Moreover, as a similar 

test was given to the students on the post-test, it would be possible to find out whether the 

corrective feedback treatment had any influence on the students’ explicit knowledge of the 

target structure. This type of test has been widely used in both first and second language 

acquisition research, and although this method has been criticized for several reasons (see for 

example Cook 2010, Mackey & Gass 2010), it was believed to be the most convenient way of 
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testing students’ knowledge of the past simple tense without making them aware of the aim of 

the research. This test contained four practice sentences which were done as a group in order 

to explain the test. These sentences did not contain the target item. The students had to 

decide if a given sentence was correct or incorrect. If they thought it was incorrect they had to 

provide a correction, so that I could establish whether they knew the rule for the regular verbs 

or the correct form for irregular verbs.  Because Schütze (1996) advises to give students the 

same amount of work to do whether the sentence is correct or not, I asked them to indicate 

whether they had used a rule or feel when they rated a sentence as correct. Figure 4.1 is an 

example of what the test looked like:  

Figure 4.1: Example of grammaticality judgment test item  

After the trial sentences, the students were originally given 15 minutes to judge a total of 35 

sentences, 18 incorrect ones and 17 correct ones. This was done in accordance with Schütze’s 

(1996) advice to keep the number of correct and incorrect sentences roughly equal. Also 

following Schütze (1996), I included a number of distractor items on other grammar points 

such as comparatives, present tense and there is/are. 20 of the sentences were of this kind, 

which means that there were 15 sentences containing the target item. These 15 sentences 

contained 6 incorrect irregular verbs versus 2 correct ones and 4 incorrect regular verbs versus 

3 correct ones.  I chose to include more incorrect ones because the corrections would show if 

the students really knew the forms, especially in case of the irregular past tense. Frequent 

irregular verbs that would appear several times in the treatment tasks were chosen: come, tell, 

say, get, see, take, hear and run. To avoid possible order effects, each participant received the 

sentences in a slightly different order. For the post-test, the same verbs and the same 

distribution of correct and incorrect sentences was used, but the lexical content of the 

sentences was changed. For example, in the pre-test students were given the following 

sentence: When I come home yesterday, all my friends were there. Versus the following one in 

the post-test: It was 3 o’clock in the morning when she finally come home. 

The blue dress is much nice than the yellow one. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   

 

Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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A problem with grammaticality judgment tests which was also pointed out by Mackey and 

Gass (2005, p.52) is that when a learner judges a sentence as correct, there is no way of 

knowing which aspect of the sentence the learner was focusing on. If a learner marked a 

sentence such as “When I was a teenager I absolutely loved hard rock music” as correct, this 

did not tell me if the learner knew the rule for the regular past tense. For this reason, the test 

was adapted for pilot study 3 so that all the sentences containing past tense forms were 

incorrect. The distribution of correct and incorrect sentences was slightly altered because of 

this. The test in pilot study 3 contained a total of 40 sentences, consisting of 17 correct versus 

8 incorrect distractor sentences and 15 sentences containing past tense errors (5 regular verb 

errors versus 10 irregular verb errors). The same format was used for the main study (see 

appendix 6).  

4.2.3 Eliciting students’ perceptions and attitudes towards the treatment: exit questionnaire 

1 and 2 

In pilot study 2, after carrying out the written and oral post-tests, the students were given two 

separate questionnaires. The first one was adapted from Yang and Lyster (2010) and its aim 

was to find out whether the students were aware of the aim of the experiment. It contained 1 

multiple-choice question, asking them what they thought the tests and exercises had been 

about (grammar, speaking, listening or vocabulary), and 1 open question asking them what 

they had learned from the sessions (see appendix 9).  

They then received the second questionnaire (see appendix 10), which consisted of 14 

statements they had to rate on a scale of 4 (strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree).  

The aim of this questionnaire was to get more information about students’ attitudes towards 

speaking (e.g. do they focus on accuracy or fluency when speaking) and towards corrective 

feedback (e.g. do they want to be corrected when they speak).  

The first questionnaire produced some interesting insights into the way the students 

experienced the treatment, which could be of importance to teachers and researchers who are 

concerned about negative affective responses from students that are subject to immediate 

corrections during communicative practice (Truscott 1999, see section 2.4). Another concern, 

also discussed in the section about criticism of corrective feedback, is that feedback, especially 

if it is not in the form of implicit recasts, “moves students’ attention away from the task of 

communicating” (Truscott 1999: p. 442). Most of the students answering the questionnaire in 
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pilot study 2 and 3, however, were not aware of the grammatical focus of the activities, even 

in the metalinguistic feedback group in pilot study 3, where the feedback was very explicit 

(“you need to use the past tense”). Moreover, almost all the students claimed the activities 

had been a positive experience for them and they had helped them improve their English 

speaking skills.  

The second questionnaire mainly showed that the students in pilot study 2 had a positive 

attitude to corrections and expressed the desire to be corrected. However, as its results did 

not contribute significantly to the main findings from the study and as the post-test already 

took enough time, it was decided to abandon this questionnaire in subsequent studies. 

Instead, a separate questionnaire study was designed to investigate the issue of students’ 

beliefs and attitudes towards oral corrective feedback, which will be presented in chapter 7 of 

this thesis.  

4.2.4 Methodological conclusions of the pilot studies  

After piloting the material and methods of data elicitation and analysis at three different times 

with different classes of intermediate adult students, the following conclusions, of importance 

for the design of the main classroom study, can be formulated:  

(1) Picture stories such as the ones used in these studies can be a useful tool for eliciting the 

past tense, even though some students still used the present, despite being given a trigger 

sentence to start their stories with.  

(2) Piloting picture stories is very important to determine possible problems with vocabulary 

and general difficulty level. It was found that students at this level needed more help with 

vocabulary and thus the most problematic words were added above the pictures for the main 

study.  

(3) To make sure the pre-test and post-test were of comparable difficulty, it was decided to 

use the same two stories (A and B) in both tests, keeping in mind the possibility of practice 

effects. To find out if students could apply what they had learned to a new context, two 

different stories (C and D) were added to stories A and B. Thus, on the pre-test students were 

given stories A, B and C, whereas on the post-test they had to tell A, B and D.  

(4) The treatment tasks based on fairy tales appeared to be very effective at eliciting the past 

tense. The other treatment tasks, “speaking for one minute” and “telling a personal anecdote” 
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were no longer included in the main study, because it was hard to predict the language 

students would use in these tasks.   

(5) As we aimed to elicit more “spontaneous” oral production, it was decided to provide 

students with a limited amount of keywords and not with the infinitives of all verbs. This did 

not pose any major problems to the majority of the intermediate students involved.  

(6) In my view, research reports should include a justification of the way the oral data were 

analyzed, because choosing to include or exclude certain ambiguous or unclear forms can have 

a considerable influence on accuracy scores. Contrary to other studies, in which all past tense 

forms were counted, I decided to calculate accuracy scores based on verb-types. This way the 

scores were not biased by the occurrence of very frequent verbs such as “was” or “went”. 

(7) It is important to establish the degree of explicit knowledge of past tense forms the 

students possess prior to the treatment, as it is difficult to elicit something from a student that 

he or she has never learned or at least partially acquired. The grammaticality judgment test 

designed for this purpose appeared to be appropriate for the type of students in my study. The 

original test was therefore not significantly changed, apart from one important adaptation: all 

the sentences targeting the past tense were made incorrect so that students’ corrections could 

show if they knew the rule or irregular past tense form in question.  

4.3. Main results of the pilot studies 

Even though the pilot studies were mainly aimed at testing and improving the research design, 

they also produced a number of results which can give us some indications about the effects of 

different types of CF on the acquisition of the English past tense by intermediate adult 

students in Spain.  Due to problems with the design as well as the small scale of these studies I 

do not claim to make generalizations based on these results, but I have gathered and analysed 

a considerable amount of data in the process, which can help shed light on questions related 

to the effectiveness of corrective feedback and its application to adult EFL classrooms.  

Apart from the issues related to the research design and data elicitation, I also had to contend 

with practical difficulties, the most important one being students’ attendance. Pilot studies 2 

and 3 both consisted of several sessions, and only a few students attended all different 

sessions. In pilot study 2, of the 10 students who participated, only 4 took part in the entire 

project. In pilot study 3, 6 students in the elicitation group versus 2 students in the MF group 
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took part in all sessions. This made it almost impossible to answer the main research question, 

i.e. what are the effects of CF on the acquisition of the past tense? Moreover, due to the small 

number of students participating, any quantitative results obtained must be interpreted with 

caution. What can be done, however, is to treat them as preliminary results, which can then be 

compared to the results of the main study.  

4.3.1 Research questions 

The following research questions underlie the pilot studies (see also chapter 3):  

RQ1: How successful are the different types of CF at eliciting uptake and repair from 

students when they are aimed at the English past tense, and are there any differences 

between the regular and irregular past tense? 

 

RQ2: Does the students’ accurate oral production of past tense forms improve after 

having received CF aimed at those forms? 

 

RQ3: Are there differential effects between the different CF-types on the acquisition of 

the regular and the irregular past?  

 

RQ4: From a pedagogical standpoint, how can immediate oral feedback be 

implemented during communicative speaking tasks and what are students’ attitudes to 

the feedback treatment? 

 

4.3.2 Immediate effects of CF: Uptake and repair (RQ1) 

In order to establish how oral feedback in the form of recasts, elicitation and MF affect 

students’ accurate production of the target structure during communicative storytelling tasks, I 

adopted the notions of uptake and repair used by Lyster and Ranta (1997) (see section 2.1).  

If students reacted in some way to the oral feedback, by making changes to their original 

utterance or by repeating the correct form recast by the teacher, this was considered as 

uptake. If this uptake resulted in students using the correct form, this was considered as 

uptake with repair. As discussed in the literature review (section 2.2) the potential benefits of 

uptake and repair have been subject of discussion and it is generally accepted that the 
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repetition of a recast is by no means an indication acquisition has taken place. In the case of 

prompts, on the other hand, it has been argued that pushed output can contribute to 

acquisition. On the other hand, in sociocultural theories of education, (discussed in section 

1.1.7), corrective feedback can be interpreted as a form of scaffolding.  If the learner can 

incorporate the teacher’s feedback into their speech, this means the teacher has managed to 

aid the learner to carry out the speaking task more accurately and effectively. In this view, 

uptake with repair would be interpreted as a positive effect of feedback, leaving aside the 

question whether these effects are short- or long-term.  

Moreover, studies which limit themselves to a comparison of pre- and post-test scores may tell 

us if feedback was effective or not, but if we want to find out how exactly feedback can 

function in the classroom and how it affects different students, we need to carefully analyze 

the classroom data as well. Studying instances of uptake and repair was found to be a valuable 

way of analyzing the implementation of different types of oral feedback in the adult EFL 

classrooms in question.  To do this, all classroom sessions were recorded and transcribed in 

normal English and then analysed as follows:  

-  All errors against the past tense were counted and then divided into regular and irregular 

past tense errors. 

- All instances of corrective feedback were counted and further classified according to whether 

they were aimed at the regular and irregular past tense. 

- For each corrective feedback episode, the student’s reaction was classified as one of three 

possibilities:  

(a) no uptake: if the student ignored the feedback and continued telling his or her story, as in 

the following example: 

(10) Student: Bueno [Spanish], I ran across the street and a car come                                      

  Teacher: a car…?  

  Student: and crashed with me...         

                                                                                                                              

(b) uptake without repair: if the student reacted to the feedback but did not manage to correct 

the initial past tense error, as in the following example: 
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(11) S2: So this woman become a queen 

         T: In the past? 

S: Become, was queen and a year before, bueno, a new baby was born and the 

little man appear 

 

(c) uptake with repair: if the student’s  reaction to the feedback resulted in the correction of 

his or her error. In this case the repair could be either self-initiated (12), or other-initiated (13). 

In the latter case another student volunteered the correct form, which was then usually 

repeated by the student who committed the error.  

    (12)   Student: and the queen start to cry. 

             Teacher: uhuh, what’s the past of start? 

                           Student: started.  started to cry. 

 

        (13)    Teacher: Rapunzel…?                                                                                                        

             Student: erm…  I don’t remember hear erm?                                                                               

     Other student: heard                                                                                                                      

                Student: heard 

 

Table 4.3 compares the rates of uptake and repair for the different feedback types in the three 

pilot studies. Recasts were only investigated in the first pilot study, which was the smallest 

one, only involving four students and one task. Because the number of instances of feedback 

was limited, percentages can be misleading. This is why absolute numbers are added between 

brackets for study 1. Metalinguistic feedback (MF) was included in study 1 and 3, and table 4.3 

shows the rates of uptake and repair for this type of feedback in both studies. Elicitation was 

studied in pilot study 2 and 3 and table 4.3 contains the rates of uptake and repair after 

elicitation in both these studies. In accordance with other studies, such as Lyster and Ranta 

(1997), recasts hardly ever resulted in uptake in pilot study 1 (see table 4.3). Only once did a 

student repeat the recast provided by the teacher. As recasts already provide the correct form, 

this means that uptake of recasts automatically leads to repair. The one case of uptake with 

repair after recasts can be found in example (14):  
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(14) S2: The girl explain(ed) to him and he told her that it wasn’t a problem, that uh, 

because he can help her. 

       T: Yes, he could help her.  

     S2: he could help her. 

 

As discussed in section 2.2 of the literature review, repeating a recast may not be necessary for 

the recast to have an effect on acquisition. Since the main study no longer includes a recast- 

condition, I will not go into detail about the findings concerning this feedback-type.  

As table 4.3 shows, both types of prompts or output-pushing feedback were very successful at 

eliciting uptake. This is also in line with Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) findings and it is probably not 

that surprising, considering the fact that these types of feedback aim at eliciting a response 

from the student. What is more interesting is the rate of repair after the two kinds of prompts. 

Table 4.3 indicates that both MF and elicitation resulted in high rates of repair, which means 

that in the vast majority of the cases the students in these studies were able to correct their 

initial past tense errors successfully when prompted by the teacher.  The highest rate of repair 

was found for MF in pilot study 3, as shown in table 4.3. 

Feedback-type Total uptake Uptake with repair 

Recasts (study 1) 10% (1/10) 10% (1/10) 

MF (study 1) 100% (7/7) 71.4% (5/7) 

MF (study 3) 96% 87% 

Elicitation (study 2) 85% 73% (13% other-initiated) 

Elicitation (study 3)  94% 65% 

Table 4.3: Uptake and repair after different types of feedback 

 

Because studies have shown that CF may affect different kinds of structures differently (see 

2.5), rates of uptake and repair were calculated separately for the rule-based regular past 

tense and the exemplar-based irregular past tense. Table 4.4 shows the rates of repair after 

errors against the regular past tense, whereas table 4.5 contains the rates for the irregular past 

tense. As tables 4.4 and 4.5 show, in pilot study 2 elicitation resulted in 10% more repairs from 

students for the regular past tense than for the irregular one, which was initially thought to be 

related to the high explicit knowledge of the regular past tense found in the grammaticality 

judgment results. As the students in study 2 appeared to know the rule for forming the regular 

past tense, it was thought that they could successfully apply it when prompted in almost all 

cases, whereas they did not know all the forms of the irregular verbs. However, in pilot study 3 
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the reverse was found, as the repair rate was considerably higher after irregular verb-errors 

(see tables 4.4 and 4.5). For MF, on the other hand, no difference between regular and 

irregular verb-errors was found in study 3. (Since pilot study 1 contained such a limited 

number of MF instances, it is hardly possible to comment on differences between regular and 

irregular verbs.)  

 

Feedback-type Total uptake Uptake with repair 

Recasts (study 1) 0% 0% 

MF (study 1) 100% (3/3) 33% (1/3) 

MF (study 3) 94% 87% 

Elicitation (study 2) 89% 79%  

Elicitation (study 3)  89% 56% 

Table 4.4: Uptake and repair after regular verb-errors 

 

Feedback-type Total uptake Uptake with repair 

Recasts (study 1) 10% (1/10) 10% (1/10) 

MF (study 1) 100% (4/4) 100% (4/4) 

MF (study 3) 97% 87% 

Elicitation (study 2) 83% 69%  

Elicitation (study 3)  96% 70% 

Table 4.5: Uptake and repair after irregular verb-errors 

 

Pilot study 2 and 3 thus produced contrasting results with regard to the difference in repair 

after regular and irregular past tense errors. It will be interesting to see whether the main 

study provides clearer results and a possible explanation for any observed differences between 

the immediate effects of corrective feedback on the two target structures.  

 

4.3.3 Effects of CF on acquisition: pre- and post-treatment scores (RQ2+3) 

In the following sections the results of the pre- and post-tests will be presented in order to 

study the effects of the different types of CF on acquisition. First of all, the effects on explicit 

knowledge will be discussed based on the analysis of the grammaticality judgment test results.  

4.3.3.1 Effects of CF on explicit knowledge: the grammaticality judgment test results 

When it was decided to study the acquisition of the English past simple tense in intermediate 

adult learners in EFL classrooms it was hypothesised that these learners would already have 

studied the target structure and consequently have some knowledge of it. A certain rate of 
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explicit knowledge of the structure was moreover an important condition for output-pushing 

feedback to work, as there is no point in pushing someone to use a structure they have no idea 

how to use. The results of the grammaticality judgment tests in pilot study 2 and 3, shown in 

tables 4.6, 4.7 and 4.8, indicate that this condition was met. In the three groups of students 

(the group in pilot study 2 and the elicitation and MF-groups in pilot study 3), the average pre-

test scores were very similar: 10.83 (see table 4.6), 10.4 (see table 4.7) and 11.13 out of 15 

(see table 4.8) respectively, which means a rate of about 70%. Of course individual differences 

can be noted, but no student was totally incapable of correcting the past tense errors on the 

test. Given that their initial knowledge was already high, it is difficult to note much 

improvement in the post-test scores.  As can be seen in table 4.6, the students in pilot study 2 

obtained a mean post-test score that was slightly lower than the pre-test score. The elicitation 

group in post-test 3, on the other hand, appears to have improved if one looks at the mean 

post-test score in table 4.7. However, as the number of students was low and only a limited 

group of students took both the pre- and the post-test, it is not possible to draw conclusions 

from these data.  
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Student Pre-test Post-test 

JM 12/15 (80%) (regular 7/7, 

irregular 5/8) 

12/15 (80%) (regular 

6/7, irregular, 6/8) 

MD 12/15 (80% )(regular 7/7, 

irregular 5/8) 

10/15 (67%) (regular 

5/7, irregular 5/8) 

G 6/15 (40%) (regular 3/7, 

irregular 3/8) 

7/15 (47 %) (regular 

4/7, irregular 3/8) 

MJ ABSENT ABSENT 

MA 10/15 (67%) (regular 5/7, 

irregular 5/8) 

(2 weeks later) 

13/15 (87%) (regular 

7/7, irregular 6/8) 

MG 12/15 (80%) (regular 7/7, 

irregular 5/8) 

(2 weeks later)  

11/15 (regular 6/7, 

irregular 5/8) 

A 13/15 (87%) (regular 6/7, 

irregular 7/8) 

ABSENT 

CG ABSENT 6/12 (did not have time 

for the last page) (50%) 

regular 4/6, irregular 

2/6) 

FJ ABSENT 9/15 (60%) regular 6/7, 

irregular 3/8) 

Mean score 10.83/15 (72%) 9.83/15 (66%)  

Table 4.6: Grammaticality judgment test results pilot study 2 
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Student Pre-test Post-test 

 Reg. Irreg. total Reg. Irreg. Total 

E1 4/5 7/10 11/15 5/5 9/10 14/15 

E2 3/5 7/10 10/15 5/5 8/10 13/15 

E3 3/5 8/10 11/15 3/5 9/10 12/15 

E4 2/5 6/10 8/15 2/5 7/10 9/15 

E5  5/5 9/10 14/15 5/5 10/10 15/15 

E6 4/5 8/10 12/15 5/5 7/10 12/15 

E7 3/5 8/10 11/15 5/5 9/10 14/15 

E8 5/5 8/10 13/15 - - - 

E9 - - - - - - 

E10 2/5 4/10 6/15 - - - 

E11 3/5 5/10 8/15 - - - 

E12 - - - 3/5 7/10 10/15 

Mean 

score 

10.4/15 (69.3%)  12.4/15 (82.5%)  

Table 4.7: Grammaticality judgment test results pilot study 3, elicitation-group 
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Table 4.8: Grammaticality judgment test results pilot study 3, MF-group 

 

4.3.3.2 Effects of CF on accurate oral production and acquisition of the past tense: the 

storytelling test results 

As has already been explained, practical and methodological limitations to the pilot studies 

made it especially difficult to make generalisations about longer-term effects of CF on 

students’ use and acquisition of the past tense. Nevertheless I will briefly discuss the results of 

the storytelling tests in pilot study 2 and 3 (Note that pilot study 1 did not involve a pre- or 

post-test).  In pilot study 2, as mentioned in 4.2.1.2, the decrease in accuracy scores in the 

post-test which can be seen in table 4.9 can probably be explained by the fact that different 

stories were used in both tests and the stories in the post-test might have been more difficult 

than those in the pre-test. As table 4.9 shows, the only student who improved on the post-test 

(MD) did so because she apparently told most of the pre-test stories in the present tense and 

only marked one verb for past tense, whereas she clearly tried to use the past tense in the 

post-test.  These rather negative results, however, contrast with the positive findings from the 

treatment sessions, in which corrective feedback helped students to repair their past tense 

Student Pre-test Post-test 

 Reg. Irreg. total Reg. Irreg. total 

M1 4/5 8/10 12/15 4/5 7/10 11/15 

M2 5/5 9/10 14/15 4/5 9/10 13/15 

M3 2/5 7/10 9/15 3/5 9/10 12/15 

M4 2/3 2/6 4/9 _ _ _ 

M5 5/5 8/10 13/15 _ _ _ 

M6 5/5 7/10 12/15 _ _ _ 

Mean score 11.13/15 (74%) 12/15 (80%) 
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errors successfully 73% of the time (see table 4.3, section 4.3.2). Moreover, another indication 

of positive effects of corrective feedback on acquisition was found in the second treatment 

session, where four students who had two opportunities to tell a fairy tale improved their 

accurate past tense use considerably during their second turn. This treatment session involved 

two different fairy tale tasks. The class was divided into two groups during the session and for 

the first task, each group told a different fairy tale while the listeners had to order a set of 

pictures. For the second task, a different version of a third fairy tale was given to each group 

with the aim of finding 5 differences between the two versions. However, due to time 

constraints, only one group carried out the second task. For these four students it was 

therefore possible to compare their performance on the first fairy tale task and the second 

one. Compare for instance student MJ’s performance on the first task, in which she had to tell 

a fragment of “Rapunzel” (15), to her part of “Puss in Boots” at the end of the session (16).   

(15)  MJ: a long time ago there was a man and his wife, they erm live erm 

             T: they…?  

MJ: lived lived in a house in the country but the wife erm was very ail, ail? 

T: uhuh, ill 

MJ: ill the man erm look(ed) for a plant and erm erm nam-ed?nam-ed… 

T: called  

MJ: called sorry called Rapunzel erm and he erm go… 

T: he…? 

MJ: go erm ah went sorry 

T: ahah 

MJ: he went to the garden and… witch garden? 

T: the witch’s garden  

MJ: the witch’s erm garden and the witch was very angry with her with him sorry and 

erm erm the witch erm him propose 

T: the witch…? 

MJ: the witch him say(ed) 

T: mm mmm 

MJ: erm him first baby for the witch erm…for the plant and the the man accept the 

erm 

T: the man…? 

MJ: yes for erm save erm her wife hi- 
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T: okay his wife yes 

 

(16)  MJ: erm the cat went erm castle the ogre’s castle and he told with him and the cat erm 

he told with the ogre and erm told him I have erm heared you are so powerful than 

you can change yourself into any man you like and the ogre erm was transform-ed in a 

lion and the cat told him is this true. And is possible you can erm be transform-ed in a 

small animal. And the ogre was transform-ed in a mouse, a rat and in this moment the 

cat erm caught him and eat him 

T: and he… 

MJ: he ate him sorry, and finally the king and her daughter went to the castle ogre 

castle and this castle is very nice for the king and the king told erm erm told with the 

master erm erm he has to marry with the prince  erm  

T: the princess 

MJ: yes sorry and they was very happy 

Within the same lesson, when they have been previously corrected on their past tense errors, 

students such as MJ in the above example do seem to focus harder on their past tense use. 

Another indication of this is self-correction. This means that the student self-corrects his or her 

own utterance without any interference from the teacher, as example (17) illustrates: 

 

(17) Student: okay and the king is was very happy with the present. 

 

Of the four students in pilot study 2 who had two storytelling turns, J self-corrected his past 

tense use once in his first turn and six times in his second turn. C self-corrected twice during 

her first turn and once during her second turn, which did not contain any past-tense errors 

after that. 

It goes without saying that this is not sufficient evidence of the effectiveness of corrective 

feedback, as these effects were only observed within the same session and for a small number 

of students. In pilot study 3, on the other hand, after adapting the design by using the same 

stories in the pre- and post-test, improvement could be observed for all eight students who 
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took part in the entire experiment. Table 4.10 shows differences in accuracy scores from the 

pre-test to the post-test for pilot study 3, with some students improving considerably (e.g. S1 

and S2 in the elicitation group), whereas others only made small gains. Nevertheless these 

results, unlike the ones from pilot study 2, indicate that the effects of CF can not only be 

observed within the same classroom session but might continue to work a few days after the 

treatment has finished. It is hoped that the main study will be able to show this more 

convincingly, by involving a larger sample of students, which will also enable us to establish 

whether any differences observed are statistically significant. Another question for which no 

clear pattern emerged from the limited amount of data from the pilot studies is that of 

possible differential effects of CF on the two different target structures (the regular past tense 

versus the irregular past tense). This question will be dealt with in more detail in the main 

study.  

Student Pre-test Post-test 

JM Total: 88%  Total: 68%  

MD Total: 10% (only one verb in the 

past tense, tried to tell the story in 

the present tense) 

Total: 43%  

G Total: 40%  Total: 25%  

MJ Total: 58%  Total: 46%  

MA Total: 70%  Total: 48%  

Table 4.9: Results of the storytelling tests for pilot study 2 
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 Elicitation Metalinguistic feedback 

Student Pre-test Post-test Pre-test Post-test 

Student 1 28.6% 67.6% 39% 57.1% 

Student 2 17.9% 59.3% 61.4% 66.7% 

Student 3 52.2% 61.8% _ _ 

Student 4 42.1% 54.5% _ _ 

Student 5 67.6% 70.6% - - 

Student 6 20% 24.1% - - 

Table 4.10: Pre- and post-test results pilot study 3   

 

4.3.3.3 Pedagogical implications: implementing oral feedback in the EFL classroom (RQ4) 

These studies, carried out using intact classes of adult learners in an EFL context, aim to 

investigate how output-pushing corrective feedback can benefit language learning in a 

classroom environment. While the previous sections have shown that elicitation and 

metalinguistic feedback can help learners correct their own past tense errors while speaking 

and may also have effects on their future production of the target structure, EFL teachers and 

methodologists have been found to have reservations about interrupting communicative 

speaking activities to correct students’ errors, especially when this is done explicitly. 

Interrupting students when they carry out speaking tasks is thought to distract students from 

the goal of communicating. One might think that the students’ apparent improvement on past 

tense production happened at the expense of the development of their general oral skills and 

fluency. However, a close analysis of the treatment sessions suggests that in most cases, 

interruptions caused by the provision of CF were minimal and did not distract the students 

from their main goal: telling their story. The following transcription of a fragment from pilot 

study 2 illustrates this:  

(18) Student: So my mother stay(ed) at the airport and we go to Madrid 

Teacher: we…? 



4. Piloting the experimental classroom study 

 

128 

 

Student: went we went to Madrid when we arrive(d) erm (laughs) we wen- when we 

were going to check … the…                                                                                                                    

Teacher: to check in                                                                                                                

Student: to check in to check in we realised that my mother in her bag had all the 

tickets for all family                                                                                                                                     

Teacher: ooh (people laughing)                                                                                               

Student: so we couldn’t check and we catch the next plane                                                          

Teacher: we…?                                                                                                                       

Student: we caught… the next plane and my mother arrive(d) and… 

 

A further indication that the students were mainly focused on communicating and did not start 

focusing exclusively on getting the past tense right can be found when analysing students’ 

answers to the first post-test questionnaire. It seems almost all of the students believed that 

the aim of the sessions was to improve their speaking skills. In the two groups of students who 

received elicitation after their past tense errors, only three out of 17 students indicated they 

had realized that the focus of the study was the past tense, e.g.: “I think I learned to express 

myself better in the past.” In the MF-group unfortunately only four students were present on 

the post-test, and two of them made reference to tenses on the questionnaire: “practice 

speaking, especially telling stories and using the past sentences (a little bit)”; “I have learned 

that I have a lot of fails (errors) in verb tenses when I speak”. However, three of these four 

students saw improving oral skills as the main objective of the sessions, because they chose 

option a, “they were practicing and testing my speaking skills” in answer to the multiple choice 

question: “what do you think these sessions were all about?”. In the elicitation groups in pilot 

study 2 and 3, the majority also chose option a and only two of the 17 students chose option b, 

“they were practicing and testing my grammar”.  

On top of the fact that only a few students reported awareness of the grammatical target of 

the study, the students’ overall comments on the sessions were clearly positive. Several 

students wrote they felt they had improved their general communication skills in English as 

well as their confidence when having to speak in front of other students. For instance, five 
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students in the elicitation group in pilot study 3 wrote they had improved their speaking skills. 

One of them mentioned she thought she had “more fluency in [her] speaking”. Two students 

also mentioned they had become more confident: “I haven’t embarrassed to speak in 

English.”, “I had embarrassing to speak English in public, but with the second and the third 

class I spoke more and without embarrassing.” These comments suggest that another 

objection of teachers and researchers to providing feedback during communicative activities, 

namely that this kind of interruptions affect students’ confidence and willingness to speak in 

class, may not be justified, at least judging from these students’ reported attitudes to the 

experimental tasks. The risk of producing negative affective responses in students is often 

thought to be higher if the feedback is more explicit, as in the case of metalinguistic feedback, 

as this kind of interruption is probably more intrusive than an implicit recast. Keeping in mind 

that these remarks are only based on the statements of four students, we observe that the 

students receiving MF were not less positive about the treatment than those receiving the 

more implicit elicitation. Three of these students stated they felt they had become better at 

speaking and gained confidence during the sessions: “Now I have more confidence than the 

first class and I think I improve in my speaking skills”, “I have learned in these four sessions to 

don’t be scared about my mistake and to speak with confidence.”  

Despite their limitations, the data from the pilot studies suggest that output-pushing CF does 

not distract students from communicating their message, while at the same time it can 

promote a greater focus on accuracy. This seems especially true of grammatical items which 

have been learned explicitly but are not yet fully part of students’ implicit knowledge, in this 

case the English past simple tense.  

4.3.4 Tentative conclusions based on the results of the pilot studies  

The most important preliminary results concerning the effects of CF on the acquisition of the 

regular and irregular past tense will be summed up here. As the main study involves a 

comparison of two types of prompts, elicitation and MF, I will only focus on these two types of 

output-pushing feedback, although pilot study 1 also included recasts.  

(1) Both types of prompts appear to be very effective at eliciting uptake with repair, with MF 

giving slightly better results than elicitation.  
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(2) Some differences were observed between the rates of repair after regular and irregular 

verb-errors, but it is not clear if either type of error could be more receptive to output-pushing 

feedback.  

(3) The intermediate students in this context have high explicit knowledge of the past tense, 

scoring on average 70% on the grammaticality judgment pre-test. No clear improvement on 

the post-test could be observed. 

(4) After improving the research design in pilot study 3, it was noted that accuracy rates on the 

oral storytelling tests increased on the post-test. This indicates that the prompts under study 

can have positive effects on the acquisition of the target structures.  

(5) The question whether both types of CF affect the acquisition of the two target structures 

(regular and irregular past) in different ways could not be answered in the pilot studies due to 

insufficient data.  
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Chapter 5: The effects of elicitation and metalinguistic feedback on the 

acquisition of the regular and irregular past tense 

Chapter 4 discussed the process of developing a methodology for the study of the effects of 

corrective feedback on the acquisition of the English past tense. Such a study was motivated 

by the dearth of research dealing with the effects of various types of output-pushing feedback 

or prompts in isolation and in comparison with each other, as well as by the need to 

investigate how different grammatical structures might be affected differentially by corrective 

feedback (see chapter 3). After several aspects of the design and research instruments used 

were perfected, the methodology for the main study was established. A description of the 

research design will be given below, with reference to chapter 4 for detailed information about 

the rationale behind the usage of specific testing and treatment tasks. Though of a preliminary 

nature, some tentative answers to the research questions in 3.1.4 were put forward based on 

the data from the pilot studies. We will see whether or not these results can be confirmed by 

the data from the main study. Although the motivation and aims of the present study have 

been presented in chapter 3, I will briefly restate these before outlining the design and finally 

presenting and discussing the results of this study.  

5.1 Aims and research questions 

As discussed in chapters 3 and 4, the aim of this study is to compare the effects of two types of 

output-pushing corrective feedback, elicitation and metalinguistic feedback (MF), on the 

acquisition of the English past simple tense by adult learners of English as a foreign language in 

Spain.  

 Since an important number of studies have shown positive effects for corrective feedback on 

second language grammar acquisition (see 2.5) and several studies have found positive results 

for the English past tense in particular  (see 3.1.2),  this study intends to go beyond the 

question of whether or not feedback has an effect and rather aims at examining this effect in 

more detail for two specific types of feedback which have not generally been compared to 

each other in experimental feedback studies.   

As mentioned in the literature review, several studies have compared recasts, the type of 

feedback which has been studied the most, to prompts, which comprise different types of 
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output-pushing feedback.    However, the effects of specific prompts are not usually studied in 

isolation. Takashima and Ellis (1999) looked at clarification requests and Ellis et al. (2006) 

compared metalinguistic feedback to recasts (see 3.1.2), but elicitation and repetition have not 

been implemented as separate treatment conditions in experimental research.  

Within the “prompt” category, there are several differences regarding feedback explicitness, 

metalinguistic feedback or metalinguistic clues being arguably the most explicit, whereas 

clarification requests such as “pardon?” may also be interpreted as being about content or 

being provoked by a genuine misunderstanding, rather than being overtly corrective. Other 

differences between prompts have to do with whether or not they indicate the precise nature 

or place of the error that is in need of correction. Elicitation, in which the teacher pauses in 

order for the student to complete the utterance, indicates the place of the error but does not 

make it clear to the student what exactly is wrong.  Metalinguistic feedback, on the other 

hand, clearly indicates what the problem is. In this respect, clarification requests are probably 

the least explicit of all prompts because students are not told where the error is or what type 

of error they made, they merely know something is not clear about their utterance (see 2.1 for 

a typology and classification of feedback-types).  

Given these differences between various prompts, it is hypothesized that they can affect 

students’ accurate production and acquisition of the target structure differently.  Moreover, as 

this study includes both the regular and irregular past tense, another aim of the study is to 

investigate whether the two types of feedback affect the rule-based regular past in a different 

way than the exemplar-based irregular past. The study looks both at immediate and longer-

term effects of both feedback-types.  

First of all students’ immediate reactions to being prompted while carrying out communicative 

story-telling tasks in the classroom are studied by analysing instances of uptake and repair (see 

2.2). Second, the study employed a pretest/posttest design which makes it possible to observe 

whether or not students improved after taking part in the treatment sessions.  

A final objective of the study concerns possible pedagogical implications of our findings. One 

concern with immediate corrective feedback during communicative activities which has been 

voiced by researchers (Truscott 1999, see 2.4) and teachers alike (see 2.7 and chapters 6 and 

7) is the idea that correction interrupts the flow of communication and moves students’ 

attention away from the message they are trying to convey.  To what extent this concern is 
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justified could be an important topic for future empirical research, but the present study can 

hopefully already shed some light on this question.   

The aims discussed above can be summarized by the following research questions (see also 

3.1.4): 

1. How do elicitation and MF affect students’ accurate production of the regular and 

irregular past tense during communicative story-telling tasks?  

2. What are the effects of elicitation and MF on the acquisition of the regular and 

irregular past tense?  

3. Are these types of immediate oral feedback compatible with communicative 

speaking activities in the classroom?  

5.2 Method 

5.2.1 Procedure and materials  

The study was organized following  a pretest/posttest design, with two treatment sessions in 

between. Two intact classes of students were randomly assigned to an elicitation- and a 

metalingusitic feedback-treatment condition. Apart from the type of feedback they received 

during the treatment sessions, the tests and tasks carried out by both groups were identical.  

Table 5.1 outlines the different stages of the design.  

During the pretest and posttest, the students were given a grammaticality judgment test, in 

order to assess the level of explicit knowledge they possessed of this grammar item, and a 

story-telling test based on picture stories taken from the book “Do and Understand”, to test 

their implicit knowledge and ability to use the structure orally.  

The grammaticality judgment test (see appendix 6) consisted of 15 sentences containing a past 

tense error, 10 of which targeting the irregular past and 5 of which targeting the regular past. 

There were 25 distractor sentences containing a variety of grammatical targets, such as 

comparatives, there is/there are, much and many. The students were first given four example 

sentences to familiarize them with the procedure, none of which contained the past tense. 

They were asked to rate the sentences as correct or incorrect, and if incorrect, they needed to 

provide a correction. If they rated a sentence as correct, they had to indicate if they had used a 

rule or feel to determine correctness. This was done following recommendations by Schütze 
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(1996), who advises giving students a similar amount of work to do whether the sentence is 

correct or incorrect.  

Week 1 session 1 Pretest Background questionnaire 

Grammaticality judgment test 

Storytelling test:  

Story 1:“The Birthday Party” 

Story 2:“The Banana” 

Week 1 session 2 Treatment 1 Telling a fairytale in groups, 
listeners put the pictures in the 
right order 

10 minutes: read the story 

5 minutes: prepare for telling part 
of the story based on keywords and 
pictures  

Stories:  

“Rumpelstiltskin” 

“Cinderella” 

Week 2 session 3 Treatment 2 Telling a faitytale in groups, finding 
the differences between two 
versions of the same story  

10 minutes: read the story 

5 minutes: prepare for telling part 
of the story based on the keywords 
and pictures  

Stories:  

“Puss in Boots” 

“Little Red Riding Hood”  

Week 2 session 4 Posttest Grammaticality judgment test 

Storytelling test: 

Story 1:“The Birthday Party” 

Story 2:“The Banana” 

Story 3: “The Little Mouse” 

Exit questionnaire 

Table 5.1: Overview of the design of the study  
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The 15 sentences containing the target structure were all incorrect, because, as stated by 

Mackey and Gass (2010), if a learner judges a sentence to be correct it is hard to say if he or 

she was focusing on the target structure, but if they are asked to correct the sentence it 

becomes clear which part of the sentence they were focusing on (see 4.2.2).  

The story-telling test (see appendix 7) consisted of two picture stories which were the same in 

the pretest and posttest, entitled “The birthday party” and “The banana” and a third story 

which was added to those two in the posttest, “The little mouse”. All three stories had been 

piloted with intermediate adult learners at the same language institute (see 4.2.1). Initially, it 

was planned to include another story in the pretest, but due to technical problems there was 

no time for this. In a first piloting stage, students had been given different stories in the pretest 

and posttest to avoid practice effects, but it appeared the posttest stories were more difficult 

than the pretest stories, as explained in 4.2.1. Therefore it was decided to use the same stories 

in the posttest, but to add one new story, in order to see if students were able to apply what 

they had learned to a new context. Although the possibility still remains that mere practicing 

of the stories caused students to improve, research on task repetition has usually found more 

changes in complexity than in accuracy when learners carry out the same task a second time 

(Bygate 2000, Gass  et al. 1999). The story-telling tests were carried out in a computer lab, 

where students recorded themselves using the software Audacity. They were given a copy of 

the story in question, with the following instructions: “Tell the story. Use at least 1 sentence 

for each picture. Start your story with “Last Saturday, Nick went to Mike’s birthday party.”. 

This starting sentence provided students with a context for the past tense. They were also 

given some vocabulary, as the pilot studies had proved this to be necessary (see chapter 4). 

Before recording themselves, students were given about 3 minutes to think about the stories 

and ask questions about vocabulary.   

After the posttest, the students were also given a brief questionnaire (see appendix 9) to find 

out if they had realized what the aim of the study was, similar to the one used by Yang and 

Lyster (2010) in their study on the effects of prompts and recasts on the acquisition of the past 

tense (see 3.1.2). This questionnaire contained one multiple choice question in which students 

had to choose what they thought the focus of the study had been: speaking, grammar, 

listening or vocabulary. The other item was an open question asking the students to write a 

short paragraph stating what they thought they had learned during the four sessions. They 

were allowed to answer this question in Spanish, because of their low proficiency level.  
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As stated before, the study took place during four consecutive sessions over a two week 

period, during the students’ normal English class time. The pretest was administered on the 

first day, which was a Monday in both groups, and the posttest was organized on the fourth 

day, the Wednesday of the following week. On the Wednesday of the first week and the 

Monday of the second week, two treatment sessions took place.  These sessions took about 45 

minutes and 1 hour, respectively.  

As table 5.1 shows, both treatment sessions consisted of a similar task, namely telling a fairy 

tale in groups. In the first session students were divided into 3 groups and each group was 

given a written version of a different fairy tale. They had about 10 minutes to read the story, 

discuss anything they didn’t understand in their groups and decide which student was going to 

tell which part of the story. After that they had another 5 minutes to prepare their part of the 

story, after which the written texts were taken away and replaced by a series of pictures and 

keywords, consisting of adverbial phrases such as “one day”, difficult nouns and parts of 

dialogue in direct speech. Unlike in other studies, e.g. Takashima and Ellis (1999), the keywords 

did not contain any verbs, because it was felt this would make the acitivity look too much like a 

grammar exercise (see 4.2.1.3) 

In the first treatment session, the students were told they would have to tell their story to the 

rest of the class and the others would have to listen and put a series of pictures in the right 

order. This was done to give the acitivity a communicative focus.  In the second treatment 

session, there were only two stories but each story had two different versions and the listeners 

had to try to find 5 differences between the two versions of the same story. Thus,  in both 

storytelling tasks there was a clear aim and focus on communicating the content of the story 

to the rest of the class. Nevertheless, the fact that these students were aware they were 

getting a mark on their oral performance during the sessions most probably  had an influence 

on their concern for speaking accurately, although it is difficult to determine to what extent 

this played a role. Some indications of what the students thought about the project and how 

much they were focused on accuracy and/or communication can be found in the exit 

questionnaire, which will be discussed in detail later on.  

5.2.2 Participants 

Two intact classes of university students, all enrolled in the second year of a degree in primary 

education, took part in this study. Permission was obtained from the head of department and 
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all the students signed a consent form (see appendix 1) before the start of the study, in which 

they agreed to being audio-recorded.  

An English level test administered at the beginning of the year diagnosed the students as 

intermediate and they were randomly divided into two groups for English. Their English 

classes, consisting of 2 sessions of 1 hour and a half a week, were dedicated to preparing for a 

B1 exam. Each group was taught by a different teacher but they both followed the same 

course book: “Ready for PET” (“Macmillan English”).  Before the beginning of the project all 

students were informed that they would have four sessions with the researcher in which they 

would practice their speaking skills. In order to make sure students would attend the sessions, 

they were told they would receive a mark on their participation and performance during those 

sessions. It was stressed, however, that participating in all four sessions would guarantee them 

a good mark in this component of the course. Eighteen students in group 1 versus 13 students 

in group 2 participated in the project, but only 10 in the first group and 6 in the second 

attended all the sessions. Before the start of the project the groups were randomly assigned to 

a treatment condition: group 1 received elicitation and will be referred to as the elicitation 

group, whereas group 2 will be called the metalinguistic feedback (MF) group.  

Table 5.2 shows the biodata of the students in both groups, together with their placement test 

scores.  All the students were mother-tongue speakers of Spanish. A lower score than 5 out of 

10 meant they were classified as going towards a B1 (intermediate) level. As can be seen in 

table 5.2, both groups contain a mixture of lower-level and higher-level students, according to 

their placement test results, although the mean placement test score of the MF group (3.69) is 

slightly higher than that of the elicitation group (3.37).   

To determine if the two groups were of a comparable level, an unpaired t-test20 was carried 

out with the placement test results of both groups and this showed no statistically significant 

difference between the elicitation group and the MF group (p=0.2296). 

Tables 5.4 and 5.5 show the students’ history of learning English. All of them had studied 

English at primary and secondary school, with some of them starting in pre-school. Most 

                                                           
20 For all t-tests, the alpha level was set at 0.05.  
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students had not spent any time in an English speaking country, although some of them had 

studied English in the UK or Ireland in the summer.  

 

Student Attendance Gender Age Other languages Placement 

test score 

E1 All sessions F 20 No 2.87/10 

E2 All sessions F 19 French 4.12/10 

E3 All sessions M 19 No 2.75/10 

E4 All sessions F 20 No 2.5/10 

E5 All sessions F 19 Basque 4.75/10 

E6 All sessions M 21 French _ 

E7 All sessions F 21 Basque 4.25/10 

E8 All sessions F 19 No 3.37/10 

E9 All sessions F 20 No 4.15/10 

E10 All sessions F 19 Basque 3.37/10 

E11 3 sessions 
(missed 
treatment 1) 

F 19 Basque 3.37/10 

E12 3 sessions 
(missed pre-
test) 

F 19 No 3/10 

E13 3 sessions 
(missed 
treatment 2) 

F 19 German 3.62/10 

E14 3 sessions 
(missed oral 
pre-test and 
treatment 1) 

F - French 2.5/10 

E15 2 sessions 
(missed pre-
test and 
treatment 1) 

F 21 Basque 4/10 

E16 2 sessions 
(missed pre-
test and 
treatment 2) 

F 19 French 3.12/10 

E17 2 sessions 
(missed 
treatment 1 
and post-test 

M 21 No 2.3/10 

E18 2 sessions 
(missed pre- 
and posttest 

F 20 Basque 
(bilingual) 

_ 

Mean placement test score: 3.37/10 

Table 5.2: Biodata and attendance of the Elicitation group 
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Student Attendance Gender Age Other languages Placement 

test score 

M1 All sessions F 23 No 2.3/10 

M2 All sessions F 19 No 2.75/10 

M3 All sessions F 19 French 3.87/10 

M4 All sessions F 19 French 4.75/10 

M5 All sessions M 19 Basque 4/10 

M6 All sessions F 21 No 3.75/10 

M7 3 sessions 
(missed 
treatment 2)  

F 22 French 4/10 

M8 3 sessions 
(missed pre-
test) 

F 19 No 3.75/10 

M9 3 sessions 
(missed pre-
test) 

F 19 No 4/10 

M10 3 sessions 
(missed pre-
test)  

F 19 French 4.25/10 

M11 3 sessions 
(missed pre-
test)  

F 22 No 3.62/10 

M12 2 sessions 
(missed pre-
test and 
treatment 1) 

F 19 French 3.87/10 

M13 2 sessions 
(missed pre-
test and 
treatment 1)  

M 20 Basque 
(bilingual) 

3.1/10 

Mean placement test score: 3.69/10 

Table 5.3: Biodata and attendance of the MF-group 
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Student Age started 

learning English 

No of years of learning English Time spent in English-

speaking country  

E1 6 14 None 

E2 11 8 1 month UK 

E3 6 13 None 

E4 6 14 None 

E5 6 12 1 month UK 

E6 5  15 1 month UK 

E7 6 12 2 months UK 
1 month USA 
1 week Ireland 

E8 6 13 None 

E9 9 8 None 

E10 6 13 None 

E11 5 13 None 

E12 6 13 None 

E13 4 15 3 weeks UK 

E14 5 15 None 

E15 3 15 None 

E16 6 13 None 

E17 6 15 1 month UK 

E18 7 13 None 

Table 5.4: History of learning English of Elicitation group 
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Student Age started 

learning English 

No of years of learning English Time spent in English-

speaking country  

M1 7 15 None 

M2 3 16 1 month UK 

M3 5 16 None 

M4 4 14 None 

M5 6 12 None 

M6 3 17 1 month Ireland 

M7 4 18 different summers 
(UK, Ireland, US) 

M8 4 18 2 weeks UK 

M9 4 15 None 

M10 6 14 None 

M11 3 15 None 

M12 6 12 1 month UK 

M13 8 10 None 

Table 5.5: History of learning English of MF-group 

As figures 5.1 and 5.2 show, the students’ contact with English out of class tended to be 

limited to doing English homework, watching series or films in English and listening to music in 

most cases.  

               

 Figure 5.1: Contact with English outside class for elicitation-group 
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Figure 5.2: Contact with English outside class for MF-group 

5.3 Results and discussion  

5.3.1 Research Question 1: Uptake and repair 

In order to study the immediate effect of these two types of ouput-pushing feedback on 

students’ ability to accurately produce the past tense, the treatment sessions of both groups 

were transcribed and analyzed for instances of student uptake and repair (see 4.3.2 for more 

details about this analysis).  

 correct past 

tense forms 

Errors Elicitation uptake Repair 

regular 26 35 33 31 15 (45.5%) (1 
other initiated) 

irregular 116 67 47 46 23 (48.9%)  

total 142 102 80 77 38 (47.5%) 

Table 5.6: Uptake and repair in the Elicitation group 
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 correct past 

tense forms 

Errors MF uptake Repair 

regular 49 23 22 21 20 (2 other) 
(90.9%) 

irregular 130 39 37 35 29 (2 other) 
(78.4%)  

total 179 62 59 56 49 (83.1%) 

Table 5.7: Uptake and repair in the MF group  

Tables 5.6 and 5.7 show the number of errors, and the number of instances of uptake and 

repair after elicitation and MF, respectively.  A striking difference between the two groups is 

that the MF group made far fewer errors than the elicitation group and as a consequence 

received fewer instances of feedback.  Nonetheless, both groups took part in the same 

activities and produced a comparable number of words per student on average: 102 words per 

student in the elicitation group versus 140 words per student in the MF-group. As can be seen 

in tables 5.6 and 5.7, the number of correct past tense forms the students produced on their 

own, without being prompted to correct themselves, was also counted for each group. Note 

that the high number of irregular verbs found in both groups is due to the frequent occurrence 

of common verbs such as “be”, “go” and “say”. In fact, the number of irregular verb-types used 

is much lower:  26 in the elicitation-group and 25 in the MF-group. Not only did the MF-group 

produce fewer errors, table 5.7 indicates that the students also produced a higher number of 

correct past-tense forms without being prompted. The difference with the elicitation-group is 

especially notable with regard to the regular verbs.  

 As both groups contained students with higher and lower scores on the placement test and an 

unpaired t-test21 revealed no significant differences between the mean placement test scores, 

the overall proficiency of the two groups can be considered similar, even though the mean 

score is slightly higher for the MF group (3.69 versus 3.37). When looking at the students’ 

explicit and implicit knowledge of the past tense in particular, two other unpaired t-tests failed 

to show significant differences between the two groups on the pretest. Tables 5.8 and 5.9 

display the pretest results of the grammaticality judgment test and the results for both groups 

on the storytelling tests are discussed in 5.3.2. It is important to note, however, that in the 

                                                           
21 For all t-tests, the alpha level was set at 0.05.  
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case of the MF group several of the students taking part in the treatment did not carry out the 

pre-test (table 5.3 shows that only 7 students in this group were present during the first 

session).  

In view of these findings it is remarkable that there is such a difference between the number of 

correctly produced past tense forms and the number of errors for the two groups.  It may be 

due to the more explicit nature of MF, which could have made the students in that group focus 

more consciously on their production of the past tense. This could also explain why the 

students in the MF-group produced more correct regular verb-forms, since it can be 

hypothesised that a rule-based structure is more easily affected by explicit metalinguistic 

feedback. However, in an exit questionnaire asking the students what they thought they had 

learned, only one student in the MF group explicitly mentioned she had learned to speak 

better in the past (see 5.3.3), so the question is how conscious students were of this effect.  

Tables 5.6 and 5.7 show that both types of output-pushing feedback led to uptake in almost all 

cases. If the students reacted to the feedback in any way by trying to rephrase their initial 

utterance, this was counted as uptake, as was also explained in the discussion of the pilot 

studies (4.3.2). No uptake means the student ignored the teachers’ intervention and went on 

to tell the story. An example of no uptake is the following:  

(1) S: She didn’t find the name, then on third day she… she arrive(d) a message of the 

little man, which said that he told tell hi- her… 

T: He…? 

S: …a strange history 

 

When looking at the rates of repair, we observe that the MF group was very successful at 

repairing their errors, as students managed to do so in 83.1% of the cases (see table 5.7). The 

following is an example of repair after MF: 

(2) S: suddenly a little man go to the… 

T: in the past 

S: went to the room 

 

There were also a few instances of other-initiated repair, four in the MF group, but only one in 

the elicitation group, in which the student received help from a classmate. In all these cases, 
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the student who initially made the error repeated the correct form provided by their 

classmate, as in the following example: 

(3) S: It was midnight and she need 

T: In the past 

S: Need, no 

Other student: needed 

S: Needed go to house because she remembered a fairy had told her. 

 

In the elicitation group on the other hand, less than half of the feedback moves led to repair 

(see table 5.6). In the cases that did not lead to repair, most of the time the student simply 

repeated the initial error, as in : 

(4) S:But she go to house 

T: But she…? 

S: But she go to house to 11 o’clock 

 

As discussed earlier, an important difference between the two types of prompts under study is 

their explicitness. This might explain why some students simply repeated what they had said 

before, as they did not understand the feedback to be directed at the use of the tenses.  In 

some cases the students changed their utterance by using a different verb, which means they 

understood something was wrong but possibly thought it was a problem of vocabulary:  

(5) S: and a little man arrive 

T: a little man…? 

S: go  

In some cases the students clearly indicated they did not understand the teacher’s intention: 

(6) S: When the prince climb up the tower 

T: And when the prince…? 

S: What?  

 

Ten of the eighty elicitation moves were misunderstood in this way, whereas in the MF group 

there were only three cases which seemed to cause misunderstanding, of which the following 

is an example: 
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(7) S: she had one list of names but it’s incorrect 

T: in the past? 

S: don’t?  

 

In the MF group almost all the errors against regular verbs led to repair, and in the case of 

irregular verbs there were six cases in which students did not manage to repair their error. 

Sometimes they also simply repeated the initial error, as in the example from the elicitation 

group, but in two cases, they produced a different form by overgeneralizing the –ed ending of 

regular verbs:  

 

(8) S: After this the… Cinderella hear the clock 

T: In the past 

S: Heared, no sí, heared the clock. 

 

(9) S: and king erm… give a  

T: In the past…? 

S: Give-ed, gav no, give  

 

The explicit nature of the metalinguistic feedback thus caused the students to interpret it as 

feedback directed at their past tense production and enabled them to correct their errors in 

almost all cases, whereas the purpose of the elicitation moves seems not to have been that 

clear to the students in question, who only managed to self-correct in about half of the cases. 

These results differ from those obtained in two smaller-scale studies carried out with 

intermediate students (see 4.3.2), in which the rate of repair after elicitation was considerably 

higher: 73% in pilot study 2 and 65% in pilot study 3. The latter small-scale study also included 

a MF-group, which managed to repair their errors  87% of the time, a similar rate to the one in 

the present study.  

Regarding the question whether corrective feedback affected regular and irregular verbs in a 

different way, only a small difference can be observed in the case of elicitation, whereas in the 

MF group, repair after regular verbs is 12 per cent higher than after irregular verbs (see tables 

5.6 and 5.7). In pilot study 2 elicitation yielded a higher rate of repair after regular verbs and 



5. The effects of elicitation and metalinguistic feedback  

 

147 

 

this led us to suggest a connection with the high rate of explicit knowledge of the regular past 

tense rule that was found in that study (see 4.3.2). However, the students in the present study 

did not show such a clear knowledge of the regular past tense overall, as can be seen in tables 

5.8 and 5.9 which show the results of the grammaticality judgment tests: the mean score on 

the  regular verbs in the grammaticality judgment pre-test was 3.4/5 for the elicitation group 

and 2.8/5 for the MF group. Note that student M1 was considered to be an outlier because of 

her extremely low scores on both the grammar and oral tests, so her score was not included 

into the calculation of the mean.  

 Another possible interpretation of this finding is that MF had a greater immediate effect on 

the regular past tense because this structure is rule-based. (cfr. results Yang & Lyster 2010: the 

effects of prompts were larger in the case of the regular past tense, see 3.1.2). If the students 

know the rule and the problem lies in applying it in real-time in oral production, a brief hint 

from the teacher can help them fix the problem. On the other hand, if they do not know the 

correct irregular verb form, they will not be able to fix it, as was indeed the case in the 

examples above.  



5. The effects of elicitation and metalinguistic feedback  

 

148 

 

 

Student Pre-test Post-test 

 Reg. Irreg. Total Reg. Irreg. total 

E1 1/5 5/10 6/15 2/5 4/10 6/15 

E2 4/5 8/10 12/15 5/5 9/10 14/15 

E3 3/5 10/10 13/15 5/5 9/10 14/15 

E4 1/5 8/10 9/15 4/5 8/10 12/15 

E5 5/5 8/10 13/15 5/5 8/10 13/15 

E6 3/5 7/10 10/15 4/5 5/10 9/15 

E7 5/5 10/10 15/15 5/5 9/10 14/15 

E8 5/5 9/10 14/15 5/5 10/10 15/15 

E9 2/5 5/10 7/15 4/5 8/10 12/15 

E10 5/5 9/10 14/15 - - - 

Mean  3.4/5 7.9/10 11.3/15 4.3/5 7.8/10 12.1/15 

                        Table 5.8: Elicitation group grammaticality judgment results 
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Student Pre-test Post-test 

 Reg. Irreg. Total Reg. Irreg. Total 

M1 0/5 0/10 0/15 0/5 2/10 2/15 

M2 2/5 4/10 6/15 5/5 5/10 10/15 

M3 4/5 8/10 12/15 4/5 9/10 13/15 

M4 5/5 9/10 14/15 5/5 10/10 15/15 

M5 2/5 6/10 8/15 3/5 7/10 10/15 

M6 1/5 5/10 6/15 3/5 7/10 10/15 

Mean  2.8/5 6.4/10 9.2/15 4/5 7.6/10 11.6/15 

       Table 5.9: MF group grammaticality judgment results  

 

5.3.2 Research Question 2: the effects of elicitation and MF on the acquisition of the regular 

and irregular past tense 

As discussed above, the immediate effects of elicitation and MF on the students’ accurate 

production of the past tense differed considerably for the two types of output-pushing 

feedback, as MF was much more successful at pushing students to correct their errors. In order 

to determine if the two feedback types helped students acquire the target structure, it is 

necessary to compare the results of the pre- and posttests. First of all, the effects on the past 

tense in general will be discussed in 5.3.2.1. The second part of research question 2 is related 

to possible differential effects of the two feedback-types on the regular and irregular past 

tense, which will be dealt with in 5.3.2.2. Finally, as discussed in 4.2.1.5, a quantitative analysis 

of accurate use of the past tense might not give a complete picture of students’ development 

of past tense morphology, as students tend to go through a stage in which they overgeneralize 

regular past-tense morphology to irregular verbs (see also 3.1.3). For this reason, the 

presentation of the quantitative analysis will be followed by a focus on the phenomena of 

overgeneralization and self-correction (see 5.3.2.3). 
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5.3.2.1 The effects of two types of prompts on the acquisition of the past tense 

 As the results of the grammaticality pretest in tables 5.8 and 5.9 show, all students (except for 

one) initially had some explicit knowledge of the regular and irregular English past tense. An 

unpaired t-test (α=0.05) comparing the means of the grammaticality judgment test in both 

groups showed that there was no significant difference between the elicitation group’s and the 

MF group’s explicit knowledge of the target structure.  

When we observe the grammaticality posttest results, we cannot see a clear improvement for 

all students, as for some of them the pretest results were already high and there were only 15 

sentences in total containing the target structure. A comparison of the mean results for both 

groups indicates that the overall results of the MF group improved significantly (p=0.0086), 

while in the elicitation group there was no significant difference between the pre- and posttest 

(p= 0.4480).  

When looking at the regular and irregular verb scores separately, however, it can be seen that 

the elicitation group made significant improvements on the regular verbs (p=0.0331) but no 

significant improvements on the irregular verbs (p=0.3506). For the MF group it was the other 

way around: the difference between the regular verb scores was not statistically significant, 

while the difference between the irregular verb scores was (p=0.0015). These findings contrast 

with the results on uptake and repair, in which MF appeared to have a somewhat larger effect 

on the rule-based regular past tense.   

Turning to the results of the story-telling tests, it can be observed in tables 5.10 and 5.11 that 

there were important differences between the students’ performance on the pretest within 

the same group, both in the elicitation and the MF-group. The results of the posttest are 

divided into the accuracy scores for the same two stories that were used in the pretest and the 

scores on the new story, which the students told for the first time in the posttest. 

In case of the MF group, student M1’s data are not taken into account because she did not 

show any knowledge of the past tense on the grammaticality judgment test (see table 5.9) and 

it was very difficult to analyze the oral data  for this student because of problems with 

pronunciation and grammar, as the following example shows:  
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(10)  M1 (pretest): He’s a banana ate and did to peel a banana and is his woman erm is    

his woman is erm walk in the street. 

An unpaired t-test comparing the pretest scores of the elicitation group to those of the MF 

group showed no statistically significant difference between the two groups on the pretest. As 

we have seen before, the two groups were also found to be comparable on the placement test 

scores (see 5.2.1) and grammaticality judgment scores (see 5.3.1). 

Two paired t-tests (α=0.05) comparing the pretest and posttest scores (same stories) in both 

groups showed both groups improved significantly after the treatment.  When comparing the 

pretest stories with the results of the new story in the posttest, the elicitation group also 

improved significantly, whereas the MF group improved but the difference was not quite 

significant (p=0.0572). This indicates that the improvements made in accurate production of 

the past tense were not just due to practice effects but the effects could also be noted in a 

different context.  

In order to answer the question whether these two types of feedback affect the acquisition of 

the past tense differently, gain scores22 were calculated by subtracting the pretest scores from 

the posttest scores (only taking into account the scores for same stories). These gain scores are 

displayed in table 5.12.  Student E1, for instance, made gains of 13 per cent from the pretest to 

the posttest for the same stories, whereas student E2’s score went down, which results in a 

negative score of -9 per cent. The mean gain score of the elicitation group was found to be 

11.56, while the mean gain score of the MF turned out to be somewhat higher, i.e. 27.96. An 

unpaired t-test comparing the gain scores of both groups resulted in a p-value of 0.0518, which 

means the difference is not quite statistically significant, but there are some indications that 

MF might be more effective than elicitation for the acquisition of the past tense.  

 

 

                                                           
22 Even though the use of gain scores has been criticized for not being sufficiently reliable by some 

authors (e.g. Menard 2002, in Dörnyei 2007), others have pointed out that in studies with only two 

measurements per individual, as is the case in the present study, an analysis based on gain scores yields 

identical results to that of a repeated measures ANOVA (Anderson et al. 1980). Moreover, analyses 

based on gain scores were used in several language acquisition studies with a similar pretest/posttest 

design as in my study (e.g. Smith 2004, Gass & Alvarez 2005, Winke 2013). 
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Student Pretest Posttest 

Same stories 

Posttest 

Different story 

E1 1/15 7% 3/15 20% 4/8 50% 

E2 13/22 59% 9/18 50% 6/14 42.9% 

E3 7/18 38.9% 6/14 42.8% 4/8 50% 

E4 7/11 63.6% 12/17 70.6% 6/9 66.7% 

E5 7/14 50% 12/22 54.5% 10/13 76.9% 

E6 6/23 26.1% 6/17 35.3% 5/8 62.5% 

E7 7/20 35% 11/20 55% 7/11 63.6% 

E8 10/18 55.6% 14/20 70% 6/11 54.5% 

E9 3/15 20% 10/21 47.6% 7/11 63.6% 

E10 1/16 6.3% 5/16 31.3% 5/10 50% 

Mean score 36.15% 47.71% 58.07% 

Table 5.10: Elicitation group pre-test/post-test storytelling results  

Student Pre-test Post-test 

Same stories 

Post-test 

Different story 

M2 4/10 40% 11/17 64.7% 5/9 55.6% 

M3 1/14 7.1% 7/12 58.3% 7/13 53.8% 

M4 10/16 62.5% 13/17 76.5% 9/11 81.8% 

M5 7/16 43.8% 11/22 50% 5/12 41.7% 

M6 1/16 6.3% 11/22 50% 6/11 54.5% 

Mean score 31.94% 59.9%  57.48%  

Table 5.11: MF group pre-test post-test storytelling results 
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Student Elicitation  MF 

1 13% - 

2 -9% 24.7% 

3 3.9% 51.2% 

4 7% 14% 

5 4.5% 6.2% 

6 9.2% 43.7% 

7 20% - 

8 14.4% - 

9 27.6% - 

10 25% - 

Mean  11.560% 27.960% 

Table 5.12: Comparison of gain scores of both groups for the storytelling test 

When interpreting these results, it is important to take into account that only 5 students could 

be studied for the MF-group, compared to 10 in the elicitation-group. Moreover, important 

differences exist between the improvement of individual students, and some of them only 

improved slightly (for example students E4 and M5).  

5.3.2.2 The effects of elicitation and MF on the acquisition of regular versus irregular verbs 

Another question this study aimed to answer was whether elicitation and MF affect the 

acquisition of the regular past tense differently from the irregular past tense. Tables 5.13 and 

5.14 show that there were important difference between the production of the regular and 

the irregular past tense. Student E1, for instance, did not produce any accurate irregular verbs 

in the pretest, whereas students E3, E9, E10, M3 and M6 did not produce any accurate regular 

verbs in the pretest. Two unpaired t-tests (α=0.05) were carried out with the gain scores of 

both groups on the irregular and regular verbs, which are displayed in table 5.15. Concerning 

the regular verbs, the difference between elicitation and MF were not significant (p=0.2762), 
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while for the irregular verbs, MF outperformed elicitation and the difference was statistically 

significant (p=0.0494).  

Student Pre-test Post-test 

Same stories 

Reg. Irreg. Reg. Irreg. 

E1 12.5% 0% 33.1% 11.1% 

E2 75% 50% 57.1% 45.5% 

E3 0% 50% 0% 54.5% 

E4 80% 50% 87.5% 55.6% 

E5 25% 60% 33.3% 62.5% 

E6 17% 29.4% 33.3% 36.4% 

E7 28.6% 38.5% 57.1% 53.8% 

E8 71.4% 45.5% 66.7% 72.7% 

E9 0% 30% 50% 46.2% 

E10 0% 8.3% 40% 27.3% 

Mean score 30.95% 36.17% 45.81% 46.56% 

Table 5.13: Accurate production of regular vs. irregular verbs for the elicitation group 
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Student Pre-test Post-test 

Same stories 

Reg. Irreg. Reg. Irreg. 

M2 60% 20% 87.5% 44.4% 

M3 0% 11.1% 60% 57.1% 

M4 66.7% 60% 100% 60% 

M5 50% 42.9% 28.6% 60% 

M6 0% 9% 50% 50% 

Mean score  35.34% 28.6% 65.22% 54.3% 

Table 5.14: Accurate production of regular vs. irregular verbs for the MF group 

 Gain scores Regular verbs Gain scores Irregular verbs 

Student Elicitation  MF Elicitation  MF 

1 20.6% - 11.1% - 

2 -17.9% 27.5% 0.5% 24.4% 

3 0 %  60% 4.5% 46% 

4 7.5%  33.3% 5.6% 0% 

5 8.3%  -21.4% 2.5%  17.1% 

6 16.3% 50% 7% 41% 

7 28.5% - 15.3% - 

8 -4.7% - 27.2% - 

9 50% - 16.2% - 

10 40% - 19% - 

Mean  14.86% 29.88% 10.69% 25.7% 

Table 5.15: Gain scores of both groups for the regular and irregular past tense 
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As discussed in the literature review, Yang and Lyster (2010) found a larger effect for prompts 

on the regular past tense than for recasts, an input-providing form of feedback. The two 

prompts under comparison in this study appeared to have a similar effect on the regular past 

tense but a difference was found for the irregular past tense.  

However, the same caution expressed in 5.3.2.1 applies with regard to the individual 

differences between students and the fact that fewer data were available for the MF-group. 

Moreover, these scores do not take into account instances of overgeneralization (see 5.3.2.3), 

which means that a decrease in accuracy of irregular verbs does not imply that these verbs 

were not marked for past tense. 

5.3.2.3 Self-correction and overgeneralization  

On the one hand accuracy of past tense forms increased in both groups, but these scores only 

take into account fully correct forms. On the other hand, the effects of the treatment could 

also be noted by an increase of instances of self-correction by the students and by the 

overgeneralization of the past tense. The fact that students started monitoring their use of the 

past tense and correcting themselves without needing a prompt from the teacher can be seen 

as another positive effect of the treatment, on top of the overall increase in accuracy scores. In 

the case of overgeneralization, however, some students overgeneralized the regular –ed 

ending to irregular verbs, whereas others used a past tense form where it was not needed, for 

example in negations such as “didn’t knew”. It can be argued that overgeneralization is a 

negative effect of the treatment, because new errors are created. On the other hand, theories 

of learners’ interlanguages stress the dynamic process of development and state that a certain 

kind of errors can be an indication that learning is taking place, as discussed in chapter 3 

(Lightbown & Spada 2006, Lightbown 2000). 

As we have seen in 3.1.3, learners often go through a stage in which they overgeneralize the 

regular past tense, after which they return to marking the verb as irregular.  This is why 

McDonough (2007), in a study on the effects of corrective feedback on the acquisition of the 

past tense, analysed usages such as “falled” or “drinked” as indications of development (see 

4.2.1.5).  
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Although the current study only included fully accurate forms in the quantitative analysis, the 

instances of overgeneralization in the data cannot be overlooked. For example, if we look at 

student E2, table 5.10 shows that her accurate past tense use decreased from 59% to 50% in 

the post-test. However, when analyzing the transcripts more closely I noted that this student 

marked four irregular verbs for past tense in the post-test, one of which she immediately 

corrected: “goed, went”. This shows that, even if the accuracy scores do not reveal it, the 

treatment clearly affected this student. Another student in this group, E8, already 

overgeneralized two irregular verbs in the pretest and this number increased to four in the 

posttest. An interesting example of how the use of the irregular past tense can develop is the 

case of student M3, who used the form “gived” in the pretest, but changed this to the correct 

form “gave” in the post-test.  

(11)   M3 (pretest): He g-, he gived him a big present. 

M3 (posttest): He gave him a big present.  

Turning to the instances of self-correction, it was noted that in the elicitation group four of the 

ten students did not self-correct any of their errors in the pre-test, but started doing so in the 

post-test, resulting in the right form.  Three other students already self-corrected but started 

doing this more in the post-test. Only one student in this group, E6, never self-corrected. This 

student scored quite low on the oral pretest and only improved slightly (see table 5.10). On the 

other hand, two students who tended to self-correct and overgeneralize considerably, student 

E2 and E5, had high explicit knowledge of the past tense and also scored quite well on the oral 

pretest. This might mean that students who already have some mastery over the target 

structure as well as sufficient explicit knowledge of it are better able to monitor their 

production. On the other hand, student M1, who did not show any explicit knowledge of the 

past tense and did not self-correct in the pretest, successfully corrected her past tense errors 

four times in the posttest, although three of these times concerned the verb to be.  

(12)   M1 (posttest): He is, he is, he was erm happy, ha- and dancing and swim. 

In the MF group, four of the six students did not self-correct in the pretest but started doing so 

in the posttest. It thus seems that both types of output-pushing feedback can help students to 

gain greater control over their past tense errors. These self-correction and overgeneralization 

effects were equally present in both groups, which means it does not seem to depend on the 

type of feedback, but rather on the type of student.  
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One could say that through being constantly corrected on the same kinds of errors during the 

treatment sessions, the students had simply become aware of the focus of the study and 

started to consciously monitor their past tense use. The results of the exit questionnaire, 

however, show that almost all students believed the aim of the project was practicing and 

testing speaking and several students mentioned they had improved their fluency during the 

sessions (see 5.3.3).  

Even if they were aware of the past tense being important, which became clear in at least 

some students who asked the teacher-researcher questions such as “how do you pronounce 

this verb in the past?” or “what is the past of verb X?” it did not mean there was a cost for 

fluency or the students lost sight of the aim of the task, which was communicating the content 

of the stories.   

 

5.3.3 Research question 3: Does immediate corrective feedback disrupt the flow and move 

students’ attention away from communicating? 

After completing the post-test the students were asked to complete a short questionnaire (see 

appendix 9) to find out if they were aware of the aim of the study. They had been told before 

the study that they would practice their speaking skills, but they did not know that the aim was 

to improve their accurate production of the past tense while telling stories. As discussed in 

chapters 1 and 2, it has often been claimed that teachers should not interrupt students when 

they are engaged in speaking activities where the focus is on communicating meaning, 

because students will get distracted from the task and start focusing on form (e.g. Truscott 

1999, Harmer 2006). This can especially be expected when the interruption consists of an 

explicit form of correction, such as metalinguistic feedback. The questionnaire consisted of one 

multiple choice question, in which the students had to choose one of the following options:  

a) they (the sessions) were practicing and testing my speaking skills 

b) they were practicing and testing my grammar 

c) they were practicing and testing my listening skills 

d) they were practicing and testing my vocabulary 
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and one open question in which they were asked to write a short paragraph explaining what 

they thought they had learned in the four sessions.  

In the elicitation group, of the 15 students who attended the post-test session, 14 students 

chose option a, “they were practicing and testing my speaking skills”, and only one student 

chose both option a and option b,” they were practicing and testing my grammar”, even 

though the students were told they could only pick one option.   

In the MF group 13 students completed the exit questionnaire and none of them circled option 

b. This is the more remarkable because they were constantly reminded to use the past tense 

while they were telling the stories. Eleven students believed that the aim of the sessions was 

to practice and test their speaking skills and 2 students believed it was about vocabulary.  

When looking at the answers to the second question, I found that only one student in the MF 

group mentioned she had practiced verbs in the past tense.   

In the elicitation group, on the other hand, none of the students mentioned the past tense in 

their answers, but two students mentioned they had learned to correct their errors while 

speaking, another student wrote that she had practiced her fluency and also to express herself 

correctly, and yet another student mentioned she had learned to better use the grammar she 

already knew. Four of the 15 students in this group thus were aware of being corrected while 

they were speaking, but at the same time they also believed they had practiced their speaking 

skills and improved their fluency. (Six of the 15 students stated they had improved their 

fluency). This shows that as far as these students are concerned, it is possible to focus on 

communicating and fluency, while at the same time improving accuracy, at least when the 

structure in question has been studied before.  

In the MF group, four of the 13 students who completed the questionnaire mentioned the 

sessions had helped them to speak more fluently. Five students wrote they had learned new 

vocabulary, so they seem to have focused on content rather than on grammar. Thus it appears 

that I succeeded in maintaining a communicative focus during the story telling tasks, even in 

the MF group which received the most explicit grammar feedback.  

5.4 Limitations  

Some limitations to this study need to be acknowledged. First of all, it needs to be kept in mind 

that this is a small-scale study. Especially where the data on the comparison of the pre- and 
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posttest results are concerned, only ten students in the elicitation-group versus five in the MF-

group took part in the entire experiment.  

Even though both types of prompts were found to have a positive impact on students’ 

language development, it is not possible to know if this development was maintained over 

time, because of the absence of a delayed post-test.  

Another limitation is that there was no control group which carried out the same tests and 

tasks without receiving corrective feedback. However, as explained in 3.1.5, this was not 

considered to be a major drawback as there already seems to be sufficient evidence of the 

effectiveness of oral feedback in the literature.   

The results of this study also indicate the importance of taking into account individual 

differences between students in future research, since large differences in performance could 

be observed. As discussed in the literature review, only a limited number of studies have so far 

focused on student variables such as proficiency and personality and similar calls for focusing 

on these aspects have been made by other researchers.  

Related to this last point, it was not possible in this study to track the development of 

individual learners during the treatment sessions and to establish a link between the extent to 

which learners managed to produce “pushed output” and their development on the posttest, 

as was done in Takashima and Ellis (1999).  

In future research it would also be interesting to establish the extent to which learners profit 

from feedback directed at their classmates, but the design of the present study did not allow 

me to do that (see Mackey 2012, p.50 for a discussion of this issue) 

Finally, the students’ performance during the tests and tasks might have been enhanced by the 

observer effect and the fact that the students were given a mark on their participation in the 

study, as mentioned in 5.2.2. Nevertheless, the students’ answers on the posttest 

questionnaire indicate that most of the students were probably not aware that the focus of 

the study was the past simple tense.  

5.5 Conclusions  

In line with previous research on output-pushing feedback or prompts (e.g. Ellis 2007, Ammar 

& Spada (2006), see chapter 2), this study found that both elicitation and MF can positively 
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affect the accurate oral production and acquisition of L2 grammar. After being prompted to 

correct their past tense errors during communicative story-telling tasks, both groups’ explicit 

knowledge and oral production of the past tense improved significantly.  

Nevertheless there were clear differences between the groups’ performance on the classroom 

tasks, as MF led to a much higher rate of immediate repair than did elicitation. Moreover, it 

seems that MF was especially successful at eliciting repair of regular past tense errors, 

probably because this is rule-based.  

Another difference between the two types of feedback was observed when comparing the 

results of the pretest and posttest for both groups. In general, MF appeared to have larger 

effects on the overall performance of the students than elicitation, as the results of the 

unpaired t-test approached significance. Moreover, it was found that as far as regular verbs 

are concerned there was no difference between the effects of the two feedback-types, but for 

irregular verbs MF outperformed elicitation. These results must be handled with caution, as 

only 5 students in the MF group contributed test scores, compared to 10 students in the 

elicitation group.  

Finally, a qualitative analysis of the classroom transcriptions and the students’ feedback on the 

activities indicates that an intensive focus on one grammatical form during communicative 

practice does not need to disrupt oral activities, even in the case of explicit metalinguistic 

feedback, as only one student showed awareness of the grammatical focus of the activities 

and all the students gave positive feedback on the activities, stating that they had improved 

their speaking skills and fluency. 
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Chapter 6: A comparison between adult EFL teachers’ oral feedback 

practices and their beliefs 

Chapter 5 indicates that prompts can be used successfully in combination with communicative 

speaking activities in the adult EFL classroom in order to increase accuracy and help adult 

students acquire second language grammar. However, as mentioned in 3.2.1, little is known 

about the actual feedback practices of adult EFL teachers and the factors that impact these 

practices. For this reason, the data from the experimental study in chapter 5 need to be 

complemented by qualitative data obtained from classroom observations, so that we can 

establish whether teachers already make use of prompts, or if they rely mainly on recasts, as is 

the case for the vast majority of teachers which have been studied in other contexts (see 2.3). 

Moreover, since it has been shown that teachers’ actions can be influenced by their beliefs, it 

is important to find out what teachers’ attitudes are to the topic of oral CF and how their 

beliefs interact with their practices. This is the motivation behind the second empirical study of 

this thesis, as explained in 3.2.   

Before the discussion of the results of this study, a reminder of the aims and research 

questions underlying study 2 is in order. Although chapter 3 already provided some 

information about the methodology of study 2, a more detailed explanation of the design of 

the questionnaire, the method of classroom observation and data analysis will be given in 6.2.  

6.1 Aims of study 2  

As shown in 3.2.1, there is a dearth of research on teachers’ beliefs about oral corrective 

feedback, since most CF-studies have been either observational studies which did not take into 

account the teachers’ point of view (e.g. Panova & Lyster 2002, Sheen 2004) or experimental 

studies whose results are not always easily applicable to everyday classroom practice (e.g. 

Mackey & Philp 1998, Ammar & Spada 2006, Lyster & Izquierdo 2009). The few studies which 

have investigated the teachers’ viewpoint tend to be large-scale survey-studies resulting in 

quantitative data on teachers’ and students’ opinions (e.g. Schulz 2001, Jean & Simard 2011). 

Only a very limited number of case studies investigating a small number of teachers’ beliefs 

compared to their practices have been published to date, most of them set in an ESL context 

(e.g. Basturkmen et al. 2004, Junqueira & Kim 2013). For these reasons, the second study of 
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this thesis compares classroom observations of 10 adult EFL teachers’ with these teachers’ 

answers to an open-ended questionnaire about oral CF, in order to address the following 

research questions:  

1. How much feedback and what types of oral corrective feedback do adult EFL 

teachers use? 

       2. What are adult EFL teachers’ beliefs about oral corrective feedback?  

3. Do teachers’ beliefs about oral corrective feedback match their practices?  

6.2 Method of study 2 

6.2.1 Data collection and analysis 

Ten teachers of English as a foreign language in Spain volunteered to take part in this study. 

These teachers were recruited through personal contacts of the researcher.  Five of them 

taught at the private language academy where the researcher was teaching, whereas the other 

five were employed at the language institute of the university where the researcher was 

based. Before starting the study, the necessary permissions from the institutions and 

individual participants were obtained. Nonparticipant observations, as described by Harbon 

and Shen (2010) or Mackey and Gass (2010), of one or two lessons, depending on the 

availability of the teachers and the researcher, were planned.  Teachers were not told that the 

aim of the study was to look at oral corrective feedback, because this might have influenced 

the way in which they dealt with their students’ errors, but they knew that the researcher was 

interested in how they interacted with their students and especially in observing oral activities. 

The lessons were audio-recorded and the researcher also took field notes during the 

observations.  
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Teacher Observed class Level Nr of 

students 

Lesson topic 

Jack 2 consecutive classes 
of 1h30 
Total: 3 hours 
 

Intermediate 8-9 conversation, vocabulary, 
listening to song 

Rose 2 consecutive classes 
of 1h15 
Total: 2 hours 30 
minutes 
 

Advanced 8 Lessons from “English 
unlimited advanced” 
Combination of speaking, 
listening and grammar 

Jose Two parallel classes 
of 1h15 
Total: 2h30m 
 

beginner/pre-
intermediate 

8-13 Revision exercises 
(grammar, vocabulary) 

Elena 2 different classes of 
1h30 
Total: 3 hours 

pre-intermediate 
advanced (� 
questionnaire 
based on this 
group) 
 

10-12 grammar, speaking, 
listening 

Jorge 1 class of 1h15m Pre-intermediate 4 class correction homework 
+ role play in pairs 

Lynn 2 consecutive classes 
of 1h30m 
Total 3 hours 
 

upper-
intermediate 

6-8 Lessons from “Global” 
speaking, listening, 
grammar 

Joe last half hour of four 
consecutive lessons 
Total: 2 hours 
 

upper-
intermediate 

4-5 FCE 
speaking and listening 

Nigel 2 consecutive classes 
of 2 hours 
Total: 4 hours 

Upper-
intermediate 

5 “New English File”  
grammar 
vocabulary 
listening 
speaking 
 

Chloe 2 consecutive classes 
Total: 2 hours 

Upper-
int./advanced 

5 “New English File”  
grammar 
speaking 
reading 
 

Marta 1,5 hour (1 class) Upper-
intermediate 

4 speaking 
writing 
 

Mean length of observations: 148.5 minutes 

Total length of observations:  24 hours and 45 minutes 

Table 6.1: Information about class observations 

Table 6.1 gives some more information about the classes that were observed for each teacher. 

As table 6.1 indicates, the duration of the observations ranges from 1 hour 15 minutes to 4 

hours. The mean length of the observations is 148.5 minutes and the total database comprises 

24 hours and 45 minutes. As can be seen in table 6.1, different levels are covered, ranging 

from beginner to advanced. The number of students in all these classes was rather low, 
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between 4 and 13. Most lessons consisted of a combination of skills and language work. Jack, 

Marta and Elena23 did not follow a set text book, but the other teachers did, as table 6.1 

indicates, e.g. “New English File” by Oxford University Press. Only one teacher, Joe, was 

preparing his students for an official examination, namely the Cambridge First Certificate 

exam. This may have influenced Joe’s feedback practices, but the oral interaction observed in 

his classes was not based on the speaking paper of the exam and can be described as free 

speaking activities. After the observations were completed, the recordings were transcribed 

into normal English and analyzed following a similar methodology to the one that has been 

adopted in previous observational studies of corrective feedback, such as Lyster and Ranta 

(1997), Panova and Lyster (2002) and Sheen (2004) (see 2.3). This way, the results of the 

present study can be easily compared to the findings from previous studies. The total number 

of spoken errors was counted, in order to calculate which percentage of errors the teachers 

corrected. Errors were divided into three categories: grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation. 

Corrective feedback episodes were coded according to Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) typology of 

oral feedback types, which can be found in 2.1.  

Percentages were calculated to establish how often each type was used by the teacher in 

question, and what types were directed at what kind of errors (grammar, vocabulary or 

pronunciation). After having been observed, the teachers were asked to complete a 

questionnaire which contained 11 open-ended questions about oral corrective feedback. The 

design and content of this questionnaire will be explained in more detail below. These 

questionnaires were analysed qualitatively to identify common themes as well as differences 

between the teachers’ beliefs, following the “constant comparative method of analysis” 

(Glaser & Strauss 1967), and for each teacher a comparison was made between the 

questionnaire data and the classroom data.  

 

6.2.2 Material: the questionnaire  

The questionnaire (see appendix 11) was designed based on the literature review, 

incorporating items from the surveys used by Schulz (2001) and Jean and Simard (2011) about 

the importance of correcting oral errors, how many errors should be corrected and what kind 

of errors should be focused on. However, the use of open-ended questions in this study allows 

the teachers to explain their beliefs in more detail (see, for instance, Dörnyei 2007 for a 

                                                           
23 All names used are pseudonyms.  
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discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of open-ended questions). From Cathcart and 

Olsen (1976) I adapted the question about feedback-types to fit Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) 

typology. The definitions of the feedback-types given in section 2.1 were translated into six 

possible reactions to a student’s error against the past simple tense, as can be seen in the 

following excerpt from the questionnaire:  

Look at the following ways of giving feedback: 

Teacher: What did you do last weekend? 

Student: I watch a film with my friends. 

a)     Teacher: No, not watch, watched.  

b)     Teacher: You watched a film. That’s interesting. 

c)     Teacher: I’m sorry? 

d)    Teacher: You need to use the past tense. 

e)    Teacher: Last weekend I ... (pausing)? (rising intonation) 

f)     Teacher: I WATCH a film? (stressing the mistake, with rising intonation) 

Figure 6.1: Excerpt from the questionnaire  

Based on this example, teachers were asked to state which types of feedback they think their 

students might prefer and which ones they believe to be the most effective. An attempt was 

also made to uncover to what extent teachers are aware of what they do in the classroom and 

if their beliefs match their feedback practices, by asking them which types they tend to use 

and to estimate the percentage of their students’ errors they believe to correct.  Since 

researchers such as Dörnyei (2007) or Wagner (2010) have stressed the importance of piloting 

questionnaires, a first version of the questionnaire was administered to three EFL teachers 

working at the same private language school where five of the participants came from. Since 

these teachers reported no problems with the clarity of the questions, no changes were made 

to the original design.  



6. Teachers’ feedback practices and their beliefs  

 

167 

 

 

6.2.3 Participants of study 2 

Table 6.2 shows the background information about the 10 teachers that took part in study2.  

Their names are pseudonyms.  As can be seen, 5 of them work at a private language school, 

while the other 5 all have positions at a university language institute.  There are 6 male 

teachers and 4 female and their ages range from 26 to 63 with a mean age of 36.8. Six teachers 

are native speakers of English, whereas three teachers have Spanish as their mother tongue. 

As can be seen in table 6.2, they teach a variety of levels and there is an important difference 

in experience, ranging from 1 and a half years of teaching experience to 42 years. Three 

teachers have CELTA, while the others have university degrees in linguistics and/or education.  

Teacher Gender Age L1 Position Levels  Experience Qualifications 

Jack M 50 English University B1�C1 24 years 
BA Hons Modern 
Languages 

Rose F 63 English University B2,C1 42 years 
BA, Higher 
Diploma in 
Education 

Jose M 38 Spanish University A2�B2 8 years 
Diploma in TESOL, 
MA in TESOL 

Elena F 
No 

info 
Spanish University No info No info No info 

Jorge M 26 Spanish University A1�B2 5 years 
Master in 
Language Teaching 

Lynn F 26 English 
private 
school 

A1�C2 4 years 

Bachelor English 
Literature, Ba Hons 
Linguistics 
CELTA 

Joe M 30 English 
private 
school 

A1�C2 1,5 years CELTA 

Nigel M 36 English 
private 
school 

A1�C1 3 years CELTA 

Chloe F 35 English 
private 
school 

A1�C2 7 years no info 

Marta F 44 Spanish 
private 
school 

A2�C1 10 years CELTA 

Table 6.2: The teachers’ biodata 

6.3 Results of study 2 

The results will be presented following the order of the research questions in 6.1. This will be 

followed by a discussion of each research question, in which the findings will be related to the 
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literature review. Finally, some space will be devoted to the limitations of the study and the 

conclusions will be formulated in 6.6.  

6.3.1 Amount and types of oral feedback used by the teachers 

Table 6.3 shows the total number of feedback moves that was observed for each teacher, 

broken down into the different types of feedback used. The teachers’ methods of providing 

oral feedback fitted quite well into the seven categories proposed by Lyster and Ranta (1997), 

apart from a few cases in which the teacher used a different way of correcting, classified as 

“other”. This category mainly consists of paralinguistic signals such as gestures. Considerable 

differences can be noted between individual teachers, both regarding the amount of errors 

they corrected and the feedback-types they used. As table 6.3 shows, the correction rate of 

the teachers ranges from 8.1% to 78%, with a mean rate of 48.01%. In general, the most 

frequent type of feedback used in our context is the recast, which comprises 65.3% of all 

feedback moves in the database. It also needs to be noted that most of the recasts used by 

these teachers were of the reduced type, as in example (1) and only a few were reformulations 

of the entire utterance, as in example (2). 

(1) Student: the T-shirt cost 15 pounds 

       Teacher: costs 

 

(2) Student: The people that works in nuclear plants 

       Teacher:  people who work in nuclear plants?  

Apart from explicit correction and elicitation, which each make up about 10% of the total 

feedback moves, the other types of feedback (clarification requests, repetitions, metalinguistic 

feedback and translations) were rarely observed. However, recasting was not the preferred 

type of correction for all 10 teachers. As can be seen in table 6.3, Jose used more explicit 

corrections than recasts and Lynn used an equal amount of both these types. Overall, it 

appears that the adult EFL teachers in our study show a preference for providing their students 

with the correct form, through recasting or explicit correction, rather than for prompting them 

to self-correct.   
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Jack 51     32 

 

63% 24  1    0 0 0 5   2      0 

Rose 40 30  75% 23  0 0 1     2      1      3   0 

Jose 39     24  

 

62% 5    0 2           3  

 

2      8   0 4   

Elena 60    38  

 

63% 31  0 0 1  0 3      3      0 

Jorge 47 37  78% 19  0 0 10  6   2      0 0 

Lynn 70 13  18.5% 5   1      0 2    0 5    0 0 

Joe 148 12  8.1% 12  0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Nigel 281   146 

 

52.5%     94 

 

3 6 13 4     15 

 

6 3 

Chloe 70    20 

 

29%     17 

 

1 0 0 0 0 1 1 

Marta 

 

64    20 

 

31%    13 

 

0 0 5 0 2 0 0 

 Total 870 372 42.8% 243  

(63.5

6 

(1.6%) 

8 

(2.2%) 

35 

(9.4%) 

14 

(3.8%) 

41 

(11%) 

15 

(4%) 

8 

(2.2%) 

Table 6.3: Amount and types of feedback provided by the teachers in study 2 

When the types of feedback were studied in relation to different error types (vocabulary, 

grammar and pronunciation), considerable variation between the teachers’ methods was also 

observed, as can be seen in table 6.4. The most frequently used type of feedback for each kind 

of error is indicated in bold. Given the high number of recasts in the database (see table 6.3), it 

is not surprising that almost all the teachers tended to use recasts to treat grammar and 

pronunciation errors (see table 6.4), with the exception of Jose, who tended to use explicit 

correction for grammatical errors and Lynn, who explicitly corrected most pronunciation 

errors, like in example (3): 

(3) Student:  (reading aloud) Grammar mistakes, tense, word order … 

     Teacher:  pronunciation: tenses 
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Teacher Grammar Vocabulary Pronunciation 

Jack 100% recasts 67% explicit 

correction 

33% recasts 

73% recasts 

20% explicit correction 

6% clarification request 

Rose 81% recasts 

12% repetition 

6% explicit correction 

60% recasts 

30% translation 

10% elicitation 

100% recasts 

Jose 45% explicit correction 

18% metalinguistic 

18% elicitation 

18% other 

50% repetition 

25% elicitation 

25% other 

56% recasts 

33% explicit correction 

11% other 

Elena 93% recasts 

7% explicit correction 

56% recasts 

33% translation 

11% elicitation 

100% recasts 

Jorge 50% recasts 

33% elicitation 

8% explicit correction 

8% repetition  

40% elicitation 

40% repetition 

20% recasts 

73% recasts 

13% elicitation 

7% explicit correction 

7% repetition 

Lynn 83% recasts 

17% elicitation 

100% elicitation 83% explicit correction 

17% clarification request 

Joe 100% recasts 100% recasts 100% recasts 

Nigel 60.4% recasts 

16.7% explicit 

correction 

8.3% MF 

6.3% clarification 

request 

4.2% elicitation 

4.2% repetition  

45.7% recasts 

21.7 % elicitation 

13 % translation  

10.9% explicit 

correction 

4.3% repetition 

4.3% MF 

88% recasts 

6% other 

4% explicit correction 

2% elicitation  

Chloe 75% recasts 

12.5 % clarification 

request 

12.5% other (gesture) 

75% recasts 

25% translation  

100% recasts 

Marta 42.9% recasts 

42.9% elicitation 

14.3% explicit 

correction 

100% recasts 62.5% recasts 

25% elicitation 

12.5% explicit 

Table 6.4: Feedback-types in relation to error-types 
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With regard to vocabulary errors, a greater variety of feedback-types seem to be used. It 

can be seen in table 6.4 that 3 teachers mainly used a type of prompt, such as repetition 

or elicitation, whereas Nigel used a combination of recasts, explicit correction and 

various output-pushing CF-types such as elicitation, repetition and MF for vocabulary 

errors. Explicit correction was used for 2 out of 3 (67%) vocabulary errors observed in 

Jack’s class, as in example 4:  

(4) Student: a little country near to Pamplona 

     Teacher: you mean a little town or village 

The five other teachers, however, tended to use mainly recasts in response to 
vocabulary errors as well.  

 

 

6.3.2 Teachers’ stated beliefs about corrective feedback 

Although all ten teachers stated they believe it is important to provide their students 

with corrective feedback on their oral performance, most of them expressed some 

reservations in relation to this issue. The matter of interrupting the flow of 

communication and a concern for students’ affective responses to being corrected were 

two recurrent themes in the questionnaire data. Seven of the ten teachers in our study 

referred to the importance of fluency while expressing their beliefs about oral feedback, 

as the following extracts illustrate:  

If I think that repeated oral correction interferes with communication, I just note down 

the mistakes and later comment on them as a whole class. (Elena) 

 

It is essential, in my opinion, to prioritize fluency instead of grammar/vocabulary 

perfection. (Marta) 

 

I try not to correct the students if I feel it will disturb the flow of the class or individual 

student. (Jack) 

 

The question of when to correct seems to preoccupy teachers, because both Lynn and 

Jorge stated it is often hard to find the right time to correct, whereas Nigel and Elena 
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made a difference between mistakes that should be treated “on the spot” and mistakes 

that can wait. In Elena’s view, for example, errors should only be corrected immediately 

if they interfere with communication. A second important theme that emerged from the 

data is the teachers’ perceptions of their students’ emotional reactions to being 

corrected. Even though all of the teachers believe their students wish to be corrected, 

eight of them referred to possible damage to students’ confidence or other negative 

emotions as a result of feedback. Take, for example, the following quotes from teachers:  

 

I sometimes avoid constantly correcting simple and “unimportant” mistakes made, so as 

not to frustrate (timid) students. (Chloe) 

 

I like to encourage students in such a way that “criticism” does not undermine their 

confidence. (Elena) 

 

In connection with students’ reactions to feedback, four of the teachers also stressed 

the importance of the personality of the student in question, implying that shy or 

introvert students might find it more difficult to deal with oral feedback than their more 

extravert classmates, as explained by Lynn:  

 

I may give certain students who are more confident feedback which is more direct and in 

the moment. This is owing to the fact that I feel they will not be embarrassed by having 

attention drawn to them in front of peers. (Lynn) 

 

The teachers’ opinions about the best method of correcting vary, with four teachers 

maintaining that prompting students to self-correct is more effective, two teachers 

opting for more indirect feedback because it is “constructive”, while the other four 

stated that a combination of the different techniques might be best, and that it depends 

on the student.  

As their answers to the questionnaire suggest, the adult EFL teachers in this study thus 

believe oral corrective feedback to be of importance and recognize that their adult 

students want to be corrected when they speak.  At the same time, however, they share 

an interest in promoting fluency and confidence in their students, which they tend to 

see as incompatible with “too much” corrective feedback.  
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6.3.3 A comparison of the questionnaire data and the classroom observation data 

Of the seven teachers who claimed they believed in the importance of promoting 

fluency and in keeping interruptions to a minimum, two teachers indeed provided very 

little immediate feedback on their students’ oral performance. As table 6.3 shows, Joe 

and Chloe only reacted to a small percentage of their students’ spoken errors, which 

means they let them communicate their ideas freely most of the time. It appears these 

two teachers thus acted in accordance with their beliefs where the importance of 

fluency is concerned. On the other hand, Jack and Rose expressed a similar belief but 

nevertheless corrected a high rate of their students’ errors. Observe an example from 

Rose’s class in which this teacher clearly interrupts her student:  

 (5) Student: she help an elderly couple... 

       Teacher: she helps 

       Student: and make the cooking 

       Teacher: she does some cooking  

 

Another teacher for whom beliefs about prioritizing fluency and communication were at 

odds with her feedback practices was Elena. Although this teacher stated she only 

corrects errors immediately if they interfere with communication (see 6.3.2), she 

corrected several grammatical errors that could not have caused any misunderstanding, 

such as in the following example:  

 (6) Student: people who is... 

       Teacher: who are 

 

The teachers’ expressed beliefs about the best method of correcting did not always 

match their practices either. Rose, Marta, Chloe and Nigel -the four teachers who were 

of the opinion that making students think about their mistake rather than giving them 

the answer would be more beneficial- all treated most of their students’ errors with 

recasts, even though Nigel and Marta also made some use of elicitation (see table 6.3). 

On the other hand, Jorge, who made the most frequent use of prompts and only used 

recasts about half of the time, was one of the teachers who thought indirect ways of 



6. Teachers’ feedback practices and their beliefs  

 

174 

 

giving feedback were more effective because of the “affective filter”.  Only in the case of 

one teacher, Joe, did his beliefs about the most effective feedback type completely 

match his practice, as he expressed a clear belief in the effectiveness of recasts, which 

he saw as “constructive correction”. As table 6.3 shows, recasts were the only feedback 

type observed in Joe’s classes.  

Apart from being asked to state their general opinion about oral corrective feedback, 

the teachers were also questioned about their actual feedback use (see questions 8 and 

11 in appendix 11).  Table 6.5 shows the teachers’ estimated amount of feedback used 

in comparison with the data from the classroom observations. Teachers were asked to 

put a percentage on the amount of errors they tend to correct and also to estimate how 

many vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation errors they usually focus on. If there was 

a difference of 15 per cent or less between the observed correction rate and the 

teacher’s estimate, the two rates were considered to correspond. Table 6.6 gives an 

overview of the relationship between the estimates and the actual correction rates 

observed in the teachers’ classes.   As table 6.6 shows, only four of the ten teachers 

were able to make a good estimation of the overall number of errors they tend to give 

feedback on when compared to the classroom observations. Two teachers, Rose and 

Jorge, corrected considerably more than they thought, whereas three others corrected 

fewer mistakes than they believed to do (Chloe did not fill in a percentage for the total 

number of errors she tends to correct). Several differences between the teachers’ 

estimations and their actual rate of correction can also be observed for different error 

types, especially in the case of grammar errors where only two teachers’ estimates 

corresponded to their actual correction rate (see table 6.6).  

More discrepancies between beliefs and practices were found when the teachers were 

asked to choose the types of oral feedback they tend to use (see question 11 in 

appendix 11). As can be observed in table 6.7, five teachers were aware of using recasts, 

but they also mentioned other types which were not identified in the lesson 

observations. For example, Lynn indicates she tends to use metalinguistic feedback (MF) 

but she did not use it in the two lessons witnessed by the researcher. Another example 

is Joe, who claims to use elicitation and repetition while he only used recasts. 

Correspondences between the reported and observed feedback practices are indicated 

in bold in table 6.7, from which we can conclude that five of the ten teachers were at 
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least partially aware of the way they tend to give feedback, whereas the five others 

were not.  

 

 Total nr of errors  Pronunciation errors  Vocabulary errors  Grammar errors  

 estimated observed estimated Observed estimated observed estimated observed 

Jack 60% 63% 70% 68% 50% 100% 80% 50% 

Rose 50% 75% 75% 67% 100%  91% 50% 69% 

Jose 50% 62% 20% 64% 10% 100% 40% 100% 

Elena 70% 63% 50% 75% 50% 100% 50% 50% 

Jorge 50% 78% 50% 63% 50% 100% 50% 92% 

Lynn 40% 18.5% 10% 35% 30% 17% 40% 13% 

Joe 40% 8.1% 10% 6.25% 20% 23% 25% 2% 

Nigel 75% 52.5% 90% 54% 90% 90.2% 60% 35.3% 

Chloe _ 29% 25% 32% 35% 57% 40% 21% 

Marta 40% 31% 50% 35% 25% 63% 25% 21% 

Table 6.5: Estimated versus observed rates of corrective feedback 
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All errors   Pronunciation errors Vocabulary errors  Grammar errors  

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Jack Estimates = Actual  Estimates = Actual  Estimates < Actual  Estimates  > Actual 

Rose Estimates < Actual  Estimates = Actual  Estimates = Actual  Estimates < Actual 

Jose        Estimates = Actual  Estimates < Actual  Estimates < Actual  Estimates < Actual 

Elena  Estimates = Actual  Estimates < Actual  Estimates < Actual  Estimates = Actual 

Jorge Estimates < Actual  Estimates = Actual  Estimates < Actual  Estimates < Actual  

Lynn Estimates  > Actual  Estimates < Actual  Estimates = Actual  Estimates > Actual 

Joe Estimates  > Actual  Estimates = Actual  Estimates = Actual  Estimates > Actual 

Nigel Estimates  > Actual  Estimates  > Actual  Estimates = Actual  Estimates > Actual 

Chloe missing data  Estimates = Actual  Estimates < Actual  Estimates  > Actual 

Marta Estimates = Actual  Estimates  > Actual  Estimates < Actual  Estimates = Actual 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Table 6.6: Relationship between estimated and observed rates of corrective feedback  
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Teacher Reported CF-types used Observed CF-types 

Jack all of them, difficult to say how 
often 

mainly recasts, also explicit 
correction, 1 clarification request 

Rose elicitation and repetition almost all recasts (but usually partial 
recasts) only 1 elicitation and 2 
repetition, also 1 explicit correction 

Jose all of them, depending on the 
person and the kind of error 

all of them, except clarification 
requests, but mainly explicit 
correction 

Elena all of them (but “I try to avoid 
explicit correction”) 

mostly recasts, 3 explicit correction 
and 1 elicitation 

Jorge recasts, elicitation, repetition, 
occasionally clarification requests 

mostly recasts, followed by 

elicitation and repetition 

Lynn most often: recasts, repetition 
sometimes: MF 

mostly recasts and explicit correction 
no repetition, no MF                                            
1 clarification request, 2 elicitation 

Joe mainly recasts, also elicitation and 
repetition 

only recasts 

Nigel Clarification requests and 
elicitation                                    MF 
for incorrect tense 

Mostly recasts                                  Also 
some elicitation and explicit 
correction                                          MF 
4 times for grammar and 2 for 
vocabulary 

Chloe Recasts and MF 
Depends on the level 
 

85% of corrections are recasts, no MF 

Marta Recasts and clarification requests 65% recasts, no clarification requests 
25% elicitation 
Also 2 explicit corrections 

Table 6.7: Reported versus observed ways of giving feedback  

 

The teachers were also asked if they tended to correct their students in other ways than 

by means of the six feedback-types proposed by Lyster and Ranta (1997). Table 6.8 gives 

an overview of the teachers’ answers to this question and states whether or not these 

other methods were identified in the classroom observations. If there is a match 

between the teachers’ statements and the observations, this is indicated in bold in table 

6.8. It is striking that six of the ten teachers mention making use of delayed correction, 

by taking notes and putting the errors on the board after an activity, for instance. 

However, only three of these teachers were actually observed to do this, as can be seen 
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in table 6.8. Other ways of correcting which have hardly received attention in corrective 

feedback research and which the teachers mentioned are paralinguistic signals, such as 

gestures, facial expressions or noises. Just as in table 6.7, table 6.8 shows that several of 

the teachers did not appear to use the reported CF-methods.  

Teacher Other CF-methods reported Observed 

Jack write errors on board for students 
to correct 

not in two observed lessons 

Rose a little cough + take notes and 
discuss errors on other occasion 

did not take notes in two observed 
lessons 

Jose write errors on the board uses the board a lot, also 
disapproving noise/look 

Elena frown or show surprise, write 

sentences on the board 

facial expressions in combination 

with verbal feedback + also uses the 

board 

Jorge ask questions pointing out 
differences in meaning (e.g. in 
case of error against tenses) 

questions not observed, but uses 
gestures 

Lynn put mistakes on the board writes mistakes on board after pair 

work 

Joe None none 

Nigel ask the other students to correct not observed 

Chloe write sentences on board for 
correction 
 

not observed 

Marta signal with hand for tenses not observed  

Table 6.8.: Reported and observed ways of giving feedback, other methods  
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6.4 Discussion of the results of study 2 

6.4.1. How much feedback and what types of oral corrective feedback do adult EFL teachers 

use? 

 

The present analysis of 10 adult EFL teachers’ oral feedback practices adds to the existing body 

of descriptive classroom studies that have been carried out in a range of contexts and 

countries (see 2.3). As we have seen in chapter 2, many of these studies were set in second 

language or immersion contexts, for example French immersion in Quebec (Lyster & Ranta 

1997) or adult ESL in New Zealand (Ellis, Basturkmen & Loewen 2001). Foreign language 

contexts have also been studied, for instance adult EFL in Korea (Sheen 2004) or high school 

EFL in China (Yang 2009), but relatively little work has been published on oral corrective 

feedback in foreign language classrooms in Europe. The only two studies in this context that I 

am aware of are Havranek (2003), who observed a number of classes ranging from primary to 

university level in Austria, and Lochtman (2002), who analysed German foreign language 

classes in Belgian Dutch-speaking high schools. The situation of English as a foreign language in 

Spain is arguably closer to that of English in Austria than that of French in Quebec. 

Notwithstanding geographical and methodological differences, recasts have been found to be 

the most commonly used oral CF-type in most studies (Sheen 2004, Havranek 2003). However, 

Lyster et al. (2013) point out that this is not necessarily the case everywhere, as five of the 

twelve studies in their review did not identify recasts as the most frequent type. In the high 

school foreign language classrooms observed by Yang (2009) and Lochtman (2002), for 

instance, prompts were considerably more frequent than recasts. The adult EFL teachers in our 

Spanish context, on the other hand, showed a preference for recasts and in general did not use 

many prompts. In this sense they were closer to the adult ESL and EFL teachers in Sheen’s 

(2004) study, for example. This may be because the classes in the present study, like the ones 

in Sheen (2004), consisted of small groups of adult students. The variables of class size and 

student age might be important influences on the way teachers give oral feedback, but this is 

something that needs to be verified empirically.  

When studying the feedback-types that were used most often with different kinds of errors, 

Lyster (2001) found that the teachers from Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) French immersion 

context (see 2.1) tended to use recasts with grammar and pronunciation errors, but appeared 
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to use mostly prompts for vocabulary errors. In line with these findings, almost all the teachers 

in the present study made use of recasts to provide feedback on phonological and grammatical 

errors. Some of the teachers also used more prompts with vocabulary errors, but on the other 

hand several teachers mainly used recasts or explicit correction for vocabulary errors as well.   

 

6.4.2 What are adult EFL teachers’ beliefs about oral corrective feedback?  

The thematic analysis of the questionnaire data revealed two concerns related to the provision 

of oral corrective feedback which were shared by the majority of the teachers in my sample, 

namely the belief that immediate corrective feedback can disrupt communication and the 

possible negative influence feedback may have on students’ confidence and motivation. As we 

have seen in the literature review, these beliefs appear to be shared by researchers who argue 

against correcting students’ spoken errors, such as Krashen (1982) and Truscott (1999) (see 

2.4). While Truscott’s (1999) claim that “oral grammar correction” moves students’ attention 

away from the task of communicating was not supported by any empirical evidence, results 

from corrective feedback research suggest that students are capable of focusing on meaning 

and form simultaneously (e.g. Lyster & Ranta 1997). Moreover, according to Long (1991), 

feedback is thought to be the most useful for learners when it is delivered during activities in 

which the main focus is on meaning (see 1.1.3).  The experimental research demonstrating the 

positive effects of corrective feedback on acquisition all investigated feedback provided during 

communication. This does not mean that delayed error correction, a technique most of the 

teachers in this study were positive about and claimed to use, is not effective. However, I have 

only found one study addressing delayed correction, and this was descriptive in nature (Rolin-

Ianzati 2010). The present study therefore indicates a need for research studies comparing the 

effects of immediate and delayed oral feedback. Another area which has hardly been 

investigated empirically is that of students’ affective responses to feedback (Ellis 2010). The 

importance of taking into account affective factors when correcting was also expressed by 

teachers in studies by Lasagabaster and Sierra (2005) and Yoshida (2010), carried out in Spain 

and Japan, respectively. This study thus highlights the importance of conducting research on 

both the timing and the affective aspect of oral corrective feedback, not only from a 

theoretical motivation but also for the sake of addressing teachers’ practical concerns.  
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6.4.3 Do teachers’ beliefs about oral corrective feedback match their practices?  

Unlike the findings from Cathcart and Olsen (1997) and Jensen (2001), but in line with 

Basturkmen et al. (2004) (see 2.7), the teachers’ beliefs about oral CF did not generally match 

their practices. Basturkmen (2012, p.291) hypothesized that a possible reason for such a 

discrepancy is due to the fact that feedback is an unplanned aspect of teaching, for which 

teachers tend to rely on “automatic and generally unexamined behaviours”. Indeed, this study 

indicates that teachers are not always aware of the quantity and types of feedback they give to 

their students.   

As the concept of teachers’ beliefs is a complex one, which may be shaped by many factors, 

such as context, experience and teacher training (Borg 2003), it is difficult to provide a single 

explanation for the observed disagreements between beliefs and practice. Moreover, 

investigating reasons for such a disagreement was not part of the current study’s research 

design. At least one explanation, however, may be connected to the teachers’ concern for 

their students’ emotional well-being, as discussed in 6.3.2.  As Mori (2011) also observed, 

there may be a conflict between language teachers’ wish to promote linguistic competence in 

their students and their desire to increase their students’ confidence. This may explain why 

teachers claim feedback to be important but at the same time state they do not want to 

interrupt their students or hurt their feelings. It also provides a possible explanation for the 

finding that even teachers who stated prompting students would be more effective mainly 

used recasts, as these are probably less disruptive and more indirect than prompts such as 

elicitation or metalinguistic feedback.  

6.5 Limitations of study 2 

Some limitations of the study need to be pointed out. First of all, for some teachers only one 

lesson could be observed and if they did not make use of a certain correction technique in this 

lesson, it does not necessarily mean they rarely or never use it. Another important shortcoming 

is the fact that the questionnaire only included one type of recast, in which the whole utterance 

is reformulated. However, most of the recasts used by our teachers turned out to be shorter, 

partial reformulations. Even though the questionnaire succeeded in eliciting rather lengthy and 
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useful comments from the teachers, it might be better to reduce the number of questions, for 

instance by focusing on fewer aspects of oral corrective feedback. The fact that the present 

instrument could only be trialled with three teachers is another obvious limitation. Furthermore, 

for practical reasons the analysis of the classroom data could not be checked by a second 

researcher. Moreover, I need to acknowledge a possible observer effect on the teachers’ 

practices (Labov 1972). It was hoped that this effect could be minimized by not informing the 

participants beforehand of the focus of the observations, but I cannot exclude the possibility that 

the teachers adapted their feedback practices as a result of the observer’s presence. Finally it 

would have been useful to confront the participants with the results of the study in order to get a 

deeper insight into the causes of the observed discrepancies between practices and beliefs. 

However, this was not part of the scope of the present study.  

6.6 Conclusions of study 2 

Discrepancies between teachers’ beliefs and their feedback-practices were found, both 

for less experienced and experienced teachers. It seems several teachers are not aware 

of how much feedback they give, although they have clear opinions about how many 

and what kinds of errors they should focus on. It appeared slightly easier for these 

teachers to explain how they give feedback, although there were also a number of 

differences between their answers and what was observed in their lessons.  

A possible reason for the observed mismatch between beliefs and practices is the 

teachers’ perception of their students’ individual personalities and feelings, which leads 

some to opt for less intrusive and more indirect feedback-methods, even when they 

believe prompts to be more effective.  On the other hand, the classroom observations 

have shown that most of these teachers far from neglect accuracy and provide feedback 

on a great number of their students’ mistakes, even if these do not obstruct 

communication. 

 It is also true that the most common type of feedback used in my data was the recast, 

which fits in the teachers’ views because of its implicitness and because it interferes 
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minimally with the students’ flow of conversation. Indeed, a lot of research on recasts 

has shown that they often go unnoticed by students (see 2.6).   

Even though giving feedback is perceived as part of a teacher’s job by students and by 

some of the teachers in this study, it is not that straightforward, as several difficulties 

and doubts indicated by the teachers prove. Moreover, the discrepancies between 

teachers’ beliefs and their actual feedback-practice confirm that it can be a difficult 

aspect of language teaching.  

Helping teachers gain awareness of their own practices and of the results of research 

into the effectiveness of different feedback-types might make giving feedback an easier 

and more rewarding task for them. On the other hand, this study identified a number of 

topics that are in need of more empirical research, such as the effectiveness of delayed 

correction of students’ spoken errors and the extent to which students’ personalities 

and affective responses interact with the effects of feedback. 
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Chapter 7: A comparison of teachers’ and students’ attitudes to oral 

corrective feedback 

 

Previous research comparing teachers’ and students’ attitudes to corrective feedback has 

found several discrepancies between the views of these two groups, as has been explained in 

the literature review (see chapter 2). A recurrent finding seems to be that students want to be 

corrected much more than their teachers believe to be necessary. It has been pointed out that 

such a mismatch between teachers’ and students’ beliefs can have a negative influence on the 

learning process. However, various important aspects related to oral corrective feedback have 

not been included in most of these studies.  

 

Since a large number of experimental studies on corrective feedback have attempted to 

address the question what type of feedback is the most effective, it may be useful to ask 

teachers and students what types of feedback they prefer. However, recent survey studies on 

attitudes to grammar and error correction have not dealt with this question.  Another issue 

which needs to be included is that of affective responses to corrective feedback, as the 

possibility of harmful effects on students is often used as an argument against the correction 

of spoken errors.  

 

The previous chapter already presented the viewpoints of ten adult EFL teachers on these 

issues. It turned out that the teachers in that study showed a similar concern about the 

possible negative emotional reactions their students might experience when corrected. In 

order to find out if this concern is justified, it is necessary to ask the students for their opinion.  

 

For these reasons, a questionnaire focusing on oral feedback and more particularly on the 

issues of feedback types and emotional responses was administered to a considerable number 

of students and teachers in secondary schools and private language academies. This chapter 

will present the results of this questionnaire study, starting with an explanation of the aims of 

the study and the design of the questionnaire. These aspects were briefly introduced in 

sections 3.3.2 and 3.3.3., but they will be discussed in more detail here.  
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7.1 Aims and Research Questions of study 3 

 

The aims of the questionnaire study are, first of all, to get an insight into the beliefs of students 

and teachers on oral corrective feedback, more specifically on the questions of how much 

feedback should be given, when feedback should be given, what kind of errors should be 

treated, what types of feedback are the most effective and how students respond to oral 

feedback. A second aim of this study is to compare the viewpoints of adult students and 

teenage students. Third, the question is asked whether there is a difference between the 

attitudes to feedback of teachers working in two different contexts: secondary school 

teachers, working with teenage students, and private language academy teachers, working 

with a mixture of adult and younger learners.  Based on these aims, the following three 

research questions were formulated:  

 

1. What are students’ and teachers’ of English attitudes to oral corrective feedback and 

do they correspond? 

 

2. Is there a difference between the attitudes to oral feedback of secondary school 

students and adult students at private language academies? 

 

3. Is there a difference between the attitudes to oral feedback of secondary school 

teachers and private language academy teachers?  

 

7.2 Method of study 3 

7.2.1 Material: the questionnaires  

Two different paper questionnaires were designed to be administered to students and 

teachers of English. The teacher and student questionnaires were developed based on the 

literature review of oral corrective feedback research, discussed in chapter 2. The teacher 

questionnaire was written in English, but for the student questionnaire Spanish was used so 

that it would be understandable for students of all levels. A first version of each questionnaire 

was piloted with 11 teachers and 11 adult students at a private language academy. Following 

comments from these teachers and students, minor problems with question formulation were 
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adapted and teachers were given more space to comment on closed-ended questions, but the 

main organization of the questionnaires was not altered. However, an important change was 

made to the closed-ended questions, which originally contained only a 3-point scale (e.g. 

“agree”, “not sure”, “disagree”), so that the revised questionnaire utilizes a 4-point scale 

instead.  

 

The student questionnaire (see appendix 12) includes questions about whether or not 

students want to be corrected when they speak, what types of corrections they prefer, what 

type of errors need to be corrected, how their teacher usually corrects them and how they feel 

when they are corrected. The teacher questionnaire (see appendix 12) also includes the 

question whether students should be corrected, which feedback types are the most effective, 

what kind of errors teachers tend to correct and how they think their students feel when they 

are corrected.  Apart from that, the teachers are also asked how they deal with errors in 

different classroom situations and which factors they believe influence the way they provide 

oral feedback. The question about different feedback types was adapted from Cathcart and 

Olsen’s (1976) questionnaire (see 2.7), which asked students to rate different teacher 

responses to a learner’s spoken error. In the present study, the teachers’ responses were 

made to fit Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) classification of feedback types (see section 2.1). Two 

types of recasts were included, as there is an important difference between longer, unstressed 

recasts and reduced recasts, which tend to be more salient (see 2.6). This question was 

identical for the teachers and the students, apart from the fact that the teachers had to rate 

the types on a scale from “very effective” to “not effective”, which in the students’ case 

ranged from “very good” to “bad”. A 4-point scale was adopted in order to prevent 

respondents from choosing the “neutral” option typical of a 5-point scale. As Wagner (2010) 

explains, leaving out the “no opinion” option can make it easier to interpret the results, as 

participants who are not very motivated to answer the questionnaire might otherwise rely too 

heavily on this category.  The example below shows what this question looked like on the 

teacher questionnaire (see figure 7.1). The examples of feedback types correspond to the 

following seven categories: (1) explicit correction, (2) recasts, (3) partial recasts, (4) 

clarification requests, (5) metalinguistic feedback, (6) elicitation, (7) repetition.  
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A student makes a grammar mistake. How effective do you think the teacher’s reactions are to help the student 

improve?                                                                                                             

Teacher: What did you do last weekend? 

Student: I watch a film with my friends. 

Teacher’s reaction:  Very effective Quite effective It depends Not effective 

 1. No, not watch, watched.     

 2. Oh, you watched a film. Which one?     

 3. Watched     

 4. I’m sorry?/ Pardon?     

 5. You need to use the past tense.     

 6. Last weekend I …? (pausing, with rising 
intonation) 

    

 7. I WATCH a film? (stressing the mistake, 
with rising intonation)  

  

    

 

Figure 7.1: Excerpt from the questionnaire, feedback-types   

 

On the student questionnaire, the question as to whether students wish to be corrected when 

they speak was designed as a closed-ended question with multiple options, adapted from a 

similar question on Jean and Simard’s (2011) questionnaire (see 2.7). The teachers, on the 

other hand, were posed the following open question: “Do you think it is important to give 

students feedback on language mistakes when they speak? Why/why not?”.  More open 

questions were used with the teachers, as these were thought to be more willing to express 

themselves than the students, especially the secondary school students. Open questions are 

also preferable if one wishes to elicit beliefs and attitudes, as these may not fall neatly within 

the researcher’s preconceived categories (see also Kagan 1990).  

 

The question concerning the types of errors that should be corrected was adapted from 

Cathcart and Olsen (1976) for the students, who were asked to number the categories of 

grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation errors from the most important to the least 

important. A similar question was included on the teacher questionnaire (see figure 7.2), but 

apart from these three categories, three other types of errors were included, based on 

previous research on teachers’ beliefs about correction (e.g. Basturkmen et al. 2004) and the 
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responses from teachers in the study on teacher beliefs and practices which was presented in 

the previous chapter. As explained in section 2.7, Basturkmen et al. (2004) found that the 

teachers in their study were unwilling to provide feedback on language form, unless the error 

impeded communication. Moreover, as seen in the previous chapter, teachers apparently tend 

to differentiate between errors that are more and less important. More important errors can 

include those against something teachers feel their students should know or against a 

structure which is the focus of the current lesson. 

 

When do you give individual students corrective feedback on their oral mistakes? 

When my students speak in class, I give them 

corrective feedback… 

Usually Sometimes It depends Never 

1. when they make a grammar mistake     

2.when they make a pronunciation mistake     

3.when they make a vocabulary mistake     

4.when they make mistakes against a structure we 
have just studied 

    

5.when they make mistakes against something I think 
they should know 

    

6.when the mistake makes the student’s message 
difficult to understand  

    

Figure 7.2: Excerpt from the questionnaire, when to correct  

 

 Two other open questions the teachers were asked were the following: “Do you think your 

students expect to get feedback on their oral mistakes?” and “How do you think your students 

feel when you give them feedback on their oral mistakes?”. The latter question, the issue of 

affective responses to feedback, was not included in previous studies on attitudes to feedback, 

but was designed to address an important research gap in corrective feedback research (see 

3.3.1). As pointed out in section 2.4, corrective feedback on speaking has been dismissed by 

some researchers on the basis that it is not only ineffective but also harmful and demotivating 

for students (Truscott 1999). Teachers have also been found to share this concern for their 

students’ emotional reactions to being corrected, as discussed in the previous chapter. 

Whether students are really negatively affected by oral feedback, however, has not been 

shown empirically. Therefore, the student questionnaire includes a closed question asking 

students to indicate how often they react in a number of negative and positive ways to being 

corrected during speaking activities. Two positive items, happy and grateful, were included 

based on teachers’ answers during piloting of the questionnaire. The negative items were 
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adapted from Truscott (1999) (see 2.4).  Four issues related to feedback are thus dealt with on 

both the student and teacher questionnaire, which allows for comparison between the 

teachers’ and students’ points of view: (1) should learners’ spoken errors be corrected?, (2) 

how should learners’ spoken errors be corrected?, (3) which errors should be focused on?, and 

(4) how do learners feel about immediate oral feedback?. Moreover, the teacher 

questionnaire includes two other aspects of oral feedback which can be important from the 

teachers’ viewpoint. As has become clear from previous literature (e.g. Cathcart & Olsen 1976, 

Mori 2011), piloting of the questionnaire and the study on beliefs and practices presented in 

chapter 5, many factors potentially influence teachers’ decisions on how to give feedback. One 

of them could be the type of activity, which is why question 9 asks teachers to indicate how 

they would react to errors in different situations, e.g. a class discussion, pair work or oral 

correction of a grammar exercise. In order to find out which other factors impact teachers’ 

correction behaviour, question 10 and 11 ask teachers to rate different items according to how 

important their influence is on how much and what type of corrective feedback they give (e.g. 

students’ level, students’ personality, class size).  

 

7.2.2 Respondents of study 3 

 

The respondents were 395 students and 46 teachers of English at different secondary schools 

and private language academies in Navarra, Spain. Of the 395 students, 282 were secondary 

school students aged between 12 and 18 (mean age = 15), whereas 113 were adult students, 

aged between 18 and 63 (mean age = 33) at private language academies. Half of the teachers 

were employed at secondary schools, whereas the other half worked at private language 

academies. Convenience sampling was used, as the schools were selected through personal 

contacts and according to their willingness to participate. Before administration of the 

questionnaires, the permission of the centres was obtained and all participants were informed 

of the purpose of the study and the fact that taking part would be anonymous and all data 

would be treated confidentially. The secondary schools were six Catholic schools in Navarra, 

Spain. Four of these schools granted permission to administer the pen-and-paper 

questionnaire to students during their normal class hours. For the two other schools, only the 

teachers completed the questionnaire. In the private language academies, it was not generally 

possible to administer the questionnaire during class time, but students filled it in after hours 

on a voluntary basis. Table 7.1 gives an overview of the different age groups and levels 
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involved. As table 7.1 shows, the secondary school students were taken from the first to the 

fourth year of obligatory secondary education (E.S.O.), as well as from the two years of post-

compulsory education, known as “Bachillerato”. In case of the adult students, as can be seen in 

table 7.1, eight different private language academies agreed to take part in the study and the 

students were taken from different levels, ranging from elementary to advanced. Of the 11 

teachers who filled in the first version of the questionnaire, 3 also participated in the study on 

teachers’ beliefs and practices (see chapter 6). As the open-ended questions were not altered 

on the final version of the questionnaire, it was decided to include the answers to these 

questions of the 8 other pilot teachers into the thematic analysis. The pilot answers to the 

closed questions, however, could not be included into the database as the original scale was 

shorter (see previous section).  

Schools No of students Students’ levels No of teachers 

Secondary school 1 88 1, 2, 3 E.S.O. + 2 Bach. 5 

Secondary school 2 95 1, 4 E.S.O. + 1, 2 Bach. 3 

Secondary school 3 50 3 E.S.O. + 1, 2 Bach. 5 

Secondary school 4 49 2, 4 E.S.O.  4 

Secondary school 5 - - 2 

Secondary school 6 - - 4 

Language academy 1 27 pre-intermediate – 

advanced 

6 

Language academy 2 32 intermediate – advanced - 

Language academy 3 19 elementary – advanced 4 

Language academy 4 18 intermediate – advanced 5 

Language academy 5 7 elementary – advanced 3 

Language academy 6 10 elementary – 

intermediate 

- 

Language academy 7 - - 2 

Language academy 8 - - 3 

Table 7.1: Distribution of students and teachers according to schools and levels  

 

7.2.3 Quantitative and qualitative analysis of the questionnaire data 

 

The results of the closed-ended questions were introduced into a database and analysed 

statistically with the help of Excel and the free online statistical programme Vassarstats24. For 

                                                           
24 www.vassarstats.net  
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the questions in which a 4-point scale was employed, the mean and standard deviation was 

calculated in Excel and Mann-Whitney tests were computed in Vassarstats in order to compare 

different groups. The Mann-Whitney test is often described as the non-parametric alternative 

to an independent-samples t-test (Larson-Hall 2010). Since a four-point Likert-type25 scale was 

used in this study, we are dealing with ordinal data26 (Larson-Hall 2010) and one of the 

assumptions of the t-test, i.e. that “the scale of measurement for both samples has the 

properties of an equal interval scale” (vassarstats.net/textbook), has been violated and for this 

reason it is advisable to use the Mann Whitney U-test instead (see also Hatch & Lazaraton 

1991, Brown 1988). For all calculations, the significance level was set at α = 0.05 and the p-

values reported are the results of a two-tailed test. If p < 0.05, the difference between two 

groups, e.g. adult students versus secondary school students, was considered to be significant 

and if p < 0.0001, it was reported to be highly significant (see for instance statsdirect.com).   

 

The results of the open-ended questions were analysed qualitatively according to the method 

of content analysis (Glaser & Strauss 1967). For each question, the answers of the respondents 

were compared, so that recurrent themes could be identified. Answers were also colour-coded 

according to whether they expressed positive, negative or mixed attitudes. The frequency of 

occurrence of the different themes was then calculated.  

                                                           
25 According to Boone and Boone (2012), a questionnaire utilizing a true Likert-scale consists of a 

number of items which are grouped into a composite scale. If there are simply a number of individual 

items for which a range of different responses are offered, these authors talk about a “Likert-type 

scale”.  

26 Larson-Hall (2010) states that Likert scale scores can be interpreted as interval or continuous data if 

the scale is large enough, but this is not the case in the present study.  
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7.3 Results of study 3 

 

This section consists of a presentation of the main results of the quantitative and qualitative 

analyses of the questionnaire data. It is organized according to the three research questions, 

starting with a comparison of the students’ and the teachers’ attitudes to oral feedback.  

 

7.3.1 Students’ and teachers’ attitudes to corrective feedback 

 

The first research question focuses on a comparison of the attitudes of the students, without 

distinguishing between adult and teenage students, and their teachers. Their attitudes to four 

main issues are dealt with: the importance of oral feedback on speaking, the types of errors 

feedback should focus on, the best way of giving oral feedback and affective reactions to oral 

feedback.  

 

7.3.1.1 Should spoken errors be corrected? 

 

As table 7.2 shows, almost all the students indicated they want to be corrected, and the 

majority opted for “yes, always”. Note that six students chose more than one option, for 

example “often” in combination with “only if I make a mistake against something we are 

studying at that moment”, so that the total number of students in the table amounts to 401 

instead of 395. 

 Total no of  students 

(n=395) 

Percentage 

No. 4 1% 

Yes, always. 264 61.3% 

Yes, often 67 16.7% 

Yes, but only if I have a 
problem expressing 
myself clearly. 

64 16% 

Yes, but only if I make a 
mistake against 
something we are 
studying at that moment. 

20 5% 

Table 7.2: If you have to speak English and class and you make a mistake, do you want your teacher to correct you? 

 

 



7. Teachers’ and students’ attitudes to oral feedback  

 

193 

 

The teachers appear to be aware of their students’ preference for receiving feedback, as 33 

out of the 54 teachers (including 8 from the pilot study), or 61%,  answered a clear “yes” to the 

question “do you think your students expect to get feedback on their oral mistakes?”. Only 

four teachers answered this question negatively, whereas the remaining 15 believed their 

students want to be corrected, but with some reservations, such as “yes, but not always” or 

“certainly most of them expect to get it”. In answer to the question whether students’ spoken 

errors should be corrected, teachers’ replies could be grouped into three similar categories: a 

fully positive attitude to feedback, a fully negative attitude and a mixed attitude. While only 

two out of the 54 teachers fell into the fully negative category, 55.6% voiced mixed attitudes 

to immediate oral feedback, whereas only 37% were completely positive about it. The two 

teachers who spoke out against oral feedback gave the following reasons: “no, as I want them 

to speak fearless” and “no, I do this at the end of the speaking session.” In fact, the latter 

teacher thus seems not to be against correcting, but against providing immediate feedback 

during the activity. Among the arguments expressed in favour of corrective feedback on 

speaking, two things were mentioned repeatedly: on the one hand, it was thought by seven of 

the teachers that correction can help students avoid making the same mistake, as in example 

(1), while on the other hand, seven other teachers wrote about the importance of making 

students aware of their mistakes, e.g. (2).  

 

(1) Important. Students carry on making the same mistakes if not.  

 

(2) Yes, if not they won’t realize what they are doing wrong. 

 

As already mentioned, however, most of the teachers expressed a mixture of positive and 

negative attitudes to oral feedback, such as in the following example: 

 

(3) I think it’s really important. This is how they learn and progress. However the way that error 

correction is carried out is important too. It could be unhelpful/discouraging if done 

insensitively or in a way that makes them feel silly.  

 

Among the reasons most often given for this mixed attitude to correction are, on the one 

hand, a belief in the importance of promoting fluency and, on the other hand, the possible 

damage to students’ self-confidence corrective feedback might cause. An example of the latter 
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fear of hurting students’ feelings can be found in example (3) above. A total of thirteen 

teachers voiced a similar concern for students’ affective responses to getting feedback on their 

spoken errors. It appears that in the teachers’ minds the issue of the affective factor and the 

importance of promoting fluency are related, as one teacher put it:  

“to over-correct inhibits [students] and they lose fluency”. Another example illustrates this 

point:  

 

(4) It [corrective feedback] kind of interrupts the students’ fluency and self-confidence. 

 

Eleven of the 54 teachers referred to the importance of fluency in their answer to the question 

whether or not they should correct their students’ spoken errors. When the teachers’ and 

students’ attitudes to oral feedback are compared, it can be concluded that most of the 

students want to be corrected all the time, whereas the majority of the teachers believe 

correction to be important but do not think it advisable to correct their students all the time.  

 

7.3.1.2. What type of errors should be corrected? 

 

Another issue concerns the kind of errors teachers and students think should be prioritized. As 

explained in section 7.2, the students needed to rank three types of errors in the order they 

prefer their teacher to treat them. The teachers were asked to indicate how often they tend to 

give feedback on six types of errors, shown in table 7.3: usually, sometimes, it depends or 

never. Table 7.3 displays the mean values given by the teachers, with 4 corresponding to 

usually and 1 to never. This means that values with a mean of 3 or more can be interpreted as 

error types which most of the teachers sometimes or usually indicated to give feedback on.  

 

 Mean 

All teachers 

(n= 46) 

SD 

All teachers 

Grammar mistakes 2.95 0.83 

Pronunciation mistakes 3.07 0.75 

Vocabulary mistakes 3.32 0.80 

Something we have just studied 3.60 0.66 

Something I think they should know 3.22 0.79 

Something which makes the message  
difficult to understand 

3.71 0.55 

Table 7.3: What types of mistakes should be corrected 
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As far as the teachers are concerned, table 7.3 shows that the item with the highest mean 

value corresponds to mistakes which make the message difficult to understand, followed by 

mistakes against something they have just studied.  When it comes to the three types of 

mistakes dealt with on the student questionnaire, vocabulary mistakes were more often rated 

positively by teachers than pronunciation or grammar mistakes. Most of the students, on the 

other hand, gave grammar mistakes the highest priority for correction, as table 7.4 shows, 

while vocabulary was rated as second-most important by the majority and pronunciation came 

third.  

Grammar errors Rated as most important 231/393 students 
58.8% 
 

 Second-most important 98/393 students 
24.9% 
 

 Third-most important 54/293 students 
13.7% 

Vocabulary errors Rated as most important 90/393 students 
22.9% 
 

 Second-most important 172/393 students 
43.8% 
 

 Third-most important 121/393 students 
30.8% 

Pronunciation errors Rated as most important 82/393 students 
20.9% 
 

 Second-most important 106/393 students 
27% 
 

 Third-most important  195/393 students 
39% 

Table 7.4: Which types of errors do you want your teacher to correct when you speak? 

 

These results indicate that teachers and students have different attitudes to the importance of 

oral corrective feedback and to the types of errors that should be corrected.  

 

7.3.1.3 How should spoken errors be corrected?  

 

A third question for which teachers’ and students’ beliefs can be compared is that of how 

spoken errors should be dealt with. Both the teachers and students rated seven types of 

corrective feedback on a scale from 4 to 1, 4 being the most positive and 1 being the most 

negative rating. In table 7.5, the mean values and standard deviations for the students can be 

compared to those of the teachers. Table 7.5 shows that most of the students appear to prefer 
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metalinguistic feedback, followed by explicit correction, as these have a mean value higher 

than 3. It is striking that the teachers generally gave lower ratings to all the feedback types and 

none of the mean values are higher than 3. One explanation may lie in the fact that the 

teachers could choose the option “it depends”, which was given a value of 2 on the Likert-type 

scale. As already has become clear in section 7.3.1.1, most of the teachers had mixed views 

about the effectiveness of corrective feedback and made it clear that many factors need to be 

taken into account when deciding how to deal with learners’ spoken errors. Not surprisingly, 

“it depends” was a popular option with these teachers. It would probably have been better to 

replace this more neutral category by a “not really effective” one. The feedback type which the 

teachers believed to be the most effective turned out to be elicitation, with a mean of 2.89, 

followed by recasts, with a mean of 2.75 (see table 7.5). The lowest scores were given to 

explicit correction by the teachers, whereas the students tended to like this way of correcting, 

as already mentioned.  Several Mann Whitney Tests (see 7.2.3) were performed in order to 

compare the students’ and the teachers’ attitudes to the different types of corrections. The 

results, as indicated in table 7.5, show that students’ and teachers’ opinions differed in a highly 

significant manner when it came to explicit correction and metalinguistic feedback and a 

significant difference was also found for partial recasts. These three types of feedback seem to 

be appreciated more by the students than by the teachers, as the means are significantly 

higher.  

 

 Mean 
Students 
(n=395) 

SD 
Students 

Mean 
Teachers 
(n=46) 

SD 
Teachers 

Mann-
Whitney U 

p-value 
(two-
tailed) 

Explicit correction 3.07 0.85 2.05 0.82 3445.5 <0.0001 

Recasts 2.51 1.13 2.75 1.10 9609.5 0.1936 

Partial recasts 2.75 0.91 2.40 0.93 6642 0.0264 

Clarification request 2.14 0.95 2.27 0.85 9307.5 0.3125 

Metalinguistic 
feedback 

3.31 0.83 2.41 1.04 4430 <0.0001 

Elicitation  2.95 0.87 2.89 0.83 8292.5 0.5485 

Repetition  2.06 0.95 2.18 0.96 9395 0.4354 

Table 7.5: Students’ attitudes to feedback-types 

 

7.3.1.4 How do students feel when they are corrected? 

 

When commenting on whether or not it is important to give feedback on students’ oral 

mistakes, some of the teachers already touched upon the issue of students’ emotional 

responses to feedback (see section 7.3.1.1). Another question on the teacher questionnaire 
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directly addressed this issue: “How do you think your students feel when you give them 

feedback on their oral mistakes?”. The answers to the teachers’ questions were again divided 

into three categories: completely positive, completely negative and mixed. A small number of 

answers was not clearly positive or negative and was grouped under “it depends”, for 

example: “depends on the way feedback is given”. Out of the 53 teachers (including 8 teachers 

from the pilot study) who answered this question, the majority referred to a mixture of 

negative and positive reactions. Twenty-seven out of 53 or 51% of the responses fit into this 

category. Some examples of this mixed view are given below:  

 

(5) Sometimes upset for being interrupted, frustrated for making the same mistake again, 

grateful 

 

(6) It depends on the student. Some don’t mind and others feel embarrassed.  

 

Seventeen of the teachers (32.1%) stated they thought their students generally react positively 

to feedback and did not refer to negative feelings at all, as in the following examples:  

 

(7) I think they find it very helpful. 

 

(8) The majority are happy to receive feedback. 

 

(9) Grateful.  

 

Finally, only 5 teachers (9%) did not mention any positive reactions and only focused on 

negative affective responses such as, “insecure” or “embarrassed (sometimes)”. While most of 

the teachers made some reference to negative emotions such as frustration or 

embarrassment, the students turned out to view their own reactions to feedback in a more 

positive light. Table 7.6 gives an overview of the means and standard deviations for the 

different emotional reactions the students were asked about. The higher the mean, the more 

often the students reported to react in the given way. A score of 4 or 3 corresponds to “often” 

and “sometimes”, whereas a score of 2 or 1 on the scale means students stated they “rarely” 

or “never” experience the feeling in question. As the highest means in table 7.6 correspond to 

the two positive reactions, it can be concluded that the majority of the students stated to be 
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mostly happy and grateful when corrected in class. On the other hand, the lowest agreement 

was given to the two last reactions, from which can be deduced that, at least according to the 

students, oral feedback does not affect their self-esteem and willingness to communicate in 

the language.  

 

 Mean 

All students 

(n=395) 

SD 

All students 

I’m happy 3.03 0.84 

I’m frustrated 2.08 0.88 

I’m embarrassed 2.03 0.90 

I’m grateful  3.47 0.73 

I freeze up 2.20 0.90 

I feel bad because I 
speak English very badly 

1.79 0.86 

I think I am going to 
speak less English in 
class in the future 

1.62 0.85 

Table 7.6: When you have to speak English in class and your teacher interrupts you to correct you, how often do you 

react in the following ways? 

 

7.3.1.5 Conclusion: a comparison of teachers’ and students’ beliefs about corrective 

feedback  

 

From the results presented in the previous paragraphs, it can be concluded that the teachers 

and students in this study have different opinions about the importance of oral feedback in 

general, as most of the teachers stated they do not believe it is always desirable to correct 

spoken errors and care needs to be taken not to damage students’ confidence, whereas most 

of the students expressed a wish to be corrected all the time. Furthermore, important 

differences were also found regarding the preferred target of correction, as the students gave 

much more importance to grammar than the teachers. In general it also appeared that the 

students preferred more explicit methods of correction, while the teachers were not usually 

convinced of their effectiveness. Finally, the preoccupation of some of the teachers with 

students’ negative emotional reactions to feedback is not matched by the students’ 

assessment of their own responses, as most of the students believed they would react 

positively to oral feedback.  
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7.3.2 The attitudes to feedback of adult students compared to secondary school students 

 

In order to find out if the different factors of student age and learning context have an impact 

on their expressed beliefs about oral feedback, the answers of the adult students were 

compared to those given by the teenagers. It should be noted that the students’ age is not the 

only variable to be taken into account, as the kinds of classes the students were in also tended 

to differ greatly. The teenage students were all enrolled on obligatory English classes in their 

schools and they were taught in large groups of up to 34 students (26 on average), while the 

adult students attended English classes in their free time, in small groups of 3 to 18 students, 

with an average of 8 students per class. To get an idea of the content of the English classes, the 

students were asked to indicate how often they engaged in different learning activities, such as 

grammar and vocabulary practice, reading, listening or speaking in groups or pairs. A statistical 

analysis of the students’ answers to this question, as shown in table 7.7, indicates that the 

adults reported significantly more frequent use of listening exercises, games and speaking 

exercises in their English classes than the teenage students did. While both groups stated they 

often do grammar and vocabulary exercises, the secondary school English classes did not 

appear to devote as much time to speaking activities as the adult students. Taking into account 

how the groups appear to differ according to the age of the students, the class size and the 

content of the English classes, the following paragraphs will focus on the attitudes of adult and 

teenage students to corrective feedback on speaking.  

 

 

Activity Mean 

adults 

(n=113) 

SD adults  Mean 

teens 

(n=282) 

SD teens Mann 

Whitney U 

p-value (two-

tailed) 

 1. Grammar or vocabulary 
exercises 

3.76 0.54 3.75 0.56 16000.5 0.9045 

 2. Reading texts 3.44 0.64 3.42 0.70 15975 0.9203 

 3. Listening to dialogues  3.43 0.58 3.10 0.74 20476.5 <.0001 

 4. Games in English 2.34 0.92 1.83 0.88 20355 <.0001 

5.Speaking English in pairs or 
small groups 

3.52 0.81 2.65 0.84 24599 <.0001 

 6. Speaking English with the 
whole class 

3.20 0.86 2.63 1.02 20723.5 <.0001 

Table 7.7: A comparison of the reported content of the adult and teenage students’ English classes  
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7.3.2.1 Should spoken errors be corrected and what type of errors should be focused on?  

 

As has already been discussed in 7.3.1.1, most students stated they wanted to be corrected all 

the time. 

 Secondary students 

(n=282) 

Adult students (n=113) 

No. 1.1% 0.8% 

Yes, always. 58.3% 68.6% 

Yes, often 16.6% 16.9% 

Yes, but only if I have a 
problem expressing 
myself clearly. 

19% 8.5% 

Yes, but only if I make a 
mistake against 
something we are 
studying at that moment. 

4.9% 5.1% 

Table 7.8: Adult students’ versus secondary students’ attitudes to oral feedback 

 

 As can be noted in table 7.8, the number of adult students claiming they always wish to be 

corrected is considerably higher than that of teenage students. Another difference between 

the two groups can be seen in the percentage of students that only wants to be corrected 

when their mistakes interfere with communication. Table 7.8 indicates that twice as many 

secondary students than adult students chose this option. When it comes to the types of 

errors that students believe their teachers should focus on, the general trend explained in 

7.3.1.2 indicated a clear preference for grammar errors. At first glance, the comparison of the 

rankings for teenagers and adults in table 7.9 does not present a very different picture, as a 

clear majority of both teenage and adult students put grammar errors on the first place in the 

order of importance. However, for the adult students, pronunciation errors appear to be 

slightly more important than for the teenagers, as 25.9% of adult students ranked them as the 

most important target of feedback, compared to only 18.9% of the secondary school students. 

Nevertheless, on the whole the two groups of students tend to be in agreement on the types 

of errors they believe their teachers should focus on.  
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Grammar errors Rated as most important 162/281 teenagers 
57.7% 
 

69/112 adults 

61.6% 

 Second-most important 76/281 
27.04% 
 

22/112 
19.6% 

 Third-most important 37/281 
13.2% 

17/112 
15.2% 

Vocabulary errors Rated as most important 70/281 
24.9% 
 

20/112 
17.9% 

 Second-most important 127/281 
45.2% 
 
 

45/112 
40.2% 

 Third-most important 78/281 
27.8% 

43/112 
38.4% 

Pronunciation errors Rated as most important 53/281 
18.9% 
 

29/112 
25.9% 

 Second-most important 71/281 
25.3% 
 

35/112 
31.3% 

 Third-most important  151/281  
53.7% 

44/112 
39.3% 

Table 7.9: Adult students’ versus secondary students’ attitudes to the target of oral feedback   

 

7.3.2.2 How should spoken errors be corrected? 

 

With the aim of finding out if there were any differences between adult and teenage students’ 

preferences for feedback types, Mann Whitney U-tests were carried out on the ratings given to 

each of the feedback types by both groups of students, the results of which are presented in 

table 7.10. The only significant difference between the two groups of students concerns 

recasts, which were valued more positively by the adults than by the secondary school 

students. However, recasts also have the highest standard deviation, which indicates 

considerable differences between individual students’ rating of this feedback type.  Both 

groups indicated a clear preference for metalinguistic feedback, for which the mean values are 

3.25 and 3.34 respectively, as table 7.10 shows.  
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 Mean 

Adults 

(n=113) 

SD 

Adults 

Mean 

Teens 

(n=282) 

SD 

Teens 

Mann 

Whitney U 

 

p-value 

(two-

tailed) 

Explicit correction 2.94 0.87 3.11 0.83 13677.5 0.101 

Recasts 2.87 1.05 2.37 1.13 19148 <0.0001 

Partial recasts 2.78 0.88 2.74 0.92 15526 0.7872 

Clarification requests 2.28 0.95 2.09 0.95 17062 
 

0.0801 

Metalinguistic 
feedback 

3.25 0.88 3.34 0.81 14384.5 0.4715 

Elicitation  3.02 0.86 2.92 0.87 16114 0.3898 

Repetition  2.09 0.84 2.05 0.99 15988.5 0.4654 

Table 7.10: Adult students’ and secondary students’ opinions about feedback-types  

 

7.3.2.3 How do students feel when they are corrected?  

 

Although the previous paragraphs did not report many differences between adult and 

secondary school students regarding their wish to be corrected, the types of errors they want 

teachers to focus on or the way they want to be corrected, the students’ reported feelings 

when they are corrected did uncover a number of differences between the two groups. The 

Mann Whitney U-test results displayed in table 7.11 indicate that adult students thought they 

were happier and more grateful for corrective feedback than teenage students and these 

differences were found to be highly significant. On the other hand, another highly significant 

difference was found for one of the negative emotions: the adults’ feelings about their English 

language skills seem to be more often affected by feedback, whereas the students rarely or 

never reported to feel bad about their English when corrected. 

 

 Mean 

Adults (n=113) 

SD 

Adults 

Mean 

Teens 

(n=282) 

SD 

Teens 

Mann 

Whitney 

U 

p-value 

(two-tailed) 

Happy 3.41 0.76 2.90 0.82 20456 <0.0001 
 

Frustrated 2.17 0.82 2.04 0.90 16226 0.1416 

embarrassed 1.93 0.85 2.07 0.91 13726 0.2041 

Grateful 3.85 0.41 3.32 0.78 21159 <0.0001 
 

freeze up 2.25 0.85 2.19 0.92 15715 0.4533 

feel bad about my 
English 

2.11 0.84 1.66 0.84 19577.5 <0.0001 

inhibited  1.49 0.72 1.68 0.89 13522 0.177 

Table 7.11: Adult students’ versus secondary students’ stated affective responses to oral feedback  
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7.3.2.4 Conclusion: a comparison of adult and teenage students’ believes about oral 

feedback  

 

It can be concluded from the data presented above that there are more discrepancies between 

the students’ and the teachers’ beliefs about oral feedback than between the adult and 

teenage students’ opinions. Despite the differences between the teaching contexts in terms of 

class size, teaching activities and the age of the students, most of the adult and the teenage 

students agree that they want to be corrected all the time, that teachers should correct 

grammar errors before vocabulary or pronunciation errors and that the best way to correct is 

through metalinguistic feedback. Some differences were found between the attitudes of adult 

and teenage students when it comes to their affective responses to oral feedback. Even 

though both groups of students tended to claim to react positively to being corrected, the 

adult students were significantly happier and more grateful than the secondary school 

students. When comparing the teachers’ opinions to those of the students as a group, it was 

found that most of the teachers in this study expressed reservations about the need to correct 

their students’ spoken errors and certainly did not think they should correct them all the time, 

as they expressed a concern for the importance of promoting fluency and confidence in their 

students. The teachers and students also had different opinions about the types of errors that 

should be corrected, as most of the teachers claimed to prioritize errors that impede 

understanding and did not think grammar errors should be prioritized, whereas most of the 

students felt grammar errors were the most important type of error for teachers to focus on. 

The teachers and students also disagreed on the most effective way of giving feedback, as the 

students rated the most explicit types significantly higher than the teachers did. Most of the 

teachers did not seem totally convinced about the effectiveness of metalinguistic feedback, 

explicit correction and partial recasts, while the students clearly preferred metalinguistic 

feedback and also rated explicit correction and partial recasts more positively than the 

teachers did.  

 

 

 

 



7. Teachers’ and students’ attitudes to oral feedback  

 

204 

 

7.3.3 The attitudes of secondary school teachers and private language academy teachers to 

oral feedback 

 

So far I have presented the attitudes of students and teachers on the questions of how often, 

on what type of errors and in what ways spoken errors should be corrected.  The third 

research question focuses on the teachers’ point of view and on comparing teachers working 

in different contexts: secondary school teachers, on the one hand, and private language 

academy teachers, on the other. Before turning to the results, I will first give some more 

information about the teachers who participated in this study. Personal data of the teachers 

are presented in table 7.12. It can be noted that the teachers in both contexts varied 

considerably according to their ages, teaching experience and preparation. In both contexts, 

the majority of the teachers had Spanish as their first language, but in the private language 

academy teacher group there were more native speaker teachers. Another important 

difference which can be seen in table 7.12 is related to the teachers’ qualifications. Nine of the 

private language academy teachers had a Cambridge Celta certificate, while nine others had a 

degree related to philology or education and five teachers did not report having any specific 

preparation to teach English. In the secondary schools, most of the teachers had a degree in 

English philology and/or education. Another striking difference lies in the average number of 

students per class, which is much higher in secondary schools.  

 

 Language academy teachers Secondary school teachers 

Gender 9 male, 11 female, 3 unknown 8 male, 11 female, 4 unknown 

Age Between 24 and 57, mean age 38 Between 24 and 59, mean age 43.5 

Mother tongue 12 Spanish, 8 English, 3 other  19 Spanish, 3 English, 1 other  

Years of experience Between 1 and 23 years, mean 9.2 
years 

Between 1 and 38 years, mean 18.3 
years 

Qualifications 9 Celta, 3 philology, 6 education, 5 
other  

6 philology, 8 education, 4 other, 5 
unknown  

No of students per class  Between 4 and 25, mean 8.2 Between 8 and 34, mean 23.8 

Table 7.12: Background information about teachers  

 

When interpreting the quantitative results based on the teachers’ attitudes, it needs to be 

kept in mind that each group of teachers consists of a limited number of twenty-three 

teachers.  
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7.3.3.1 Secondary school and language academy teachers’ opinions on the usefulness of oral 

corrective feedback 

 

It already became clear in section 7.3.1.1 that most of the teachers tended to be less inclined 

to give constant feedback on their students’ oral errors, even though the majority of the 

students appears to expect this of their teachers. When private language academy teachers’ 

and secondary school teachers’ opinions are compared, it becomes apparent that most of the 

respondents in both groups have mixed views about the importance of corrective feedback. 

However, as table 7.13 indicates, a higher percentage of secondary school teachers gave an 

entirely positive answer to this question: only 32.3% of the language academy teachers 

displayed a completely positive attitude to correction, compared to 43.5% of the secondary 

school teachers. 

 

Language academy teachers Secondary school teachers  

Negative: 1/31 (3.2%) 
Positive: 10/31 (32.3%) 
Mixed: 19/31 (61.3%) 
Other: 1/31 (3.2%) 

Negative: 1/23 (4.3%) 
Positive: 10/23 (43.5%) 
Mixed 11/23 (47.8%) 
No answer: 1/23 (4.3%) 

Table 7.13: Teachers’ opinion on the importance of providing their students with corrective feedback on speaking  

 

A clear majority of the language academy teachers is thus shown to have a mixture of positive 

and negative ideas about feedback, as exemplified in the following quotes:  

 

(10) Sometimes [feedback] is [important]; it helps students see the mistake more 

clearly. However, shier students may feel overexposed and as a result feel unwilling to 

speak.  

 

(11) Yes but not in a way that will hinder the pace of the lesson. I prefer to do it after 

they speak as a group so as not to focus on individual mistakes.  

 

In case of the secondary school teachers, on the other hand, this mixed view is only slightly 

more prominent than the positive attitude of an important part of these teachers, which is 

exemplified below: 

(12) Yes, I think [feedback is important]. I understand they need a guidance to be able 

to improve their productions. When if not? 
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(13)It is important to help them improve their spoken English.  

 

7.3.3.2 Secondary school and language academy teachers’ perceptions of their students’ 

reactions to oral feedback 

 

In the previous section it was evident that the secondary school teachers tended to be slightly 

more positive about the benefits of oral feedback than their colleagues working in private 

language academies. Table 7.14 displays the classification of the two groups of teachers’ 

perceptions of their students’ emotional responses to feedback. The results in table 7.14 

reveal an even clearer difference between the two groups, as 43.5% of the secondary teachers 

estimated their students would react positively to being corrected while speaking, whereas 

only 22.6% of the language academy teachers felt the same way. Some of the positive 

reactions anticipated by the secondary teachers include: “They are pleased to be helped”, they 

feel “fine” and “comfortable”. The vast majority of the language academy teachers, who 

mostly deal with adult students, are apparently not so sure their feedback will be accepted so 

willingly, as the following statements, classified as “mixed” in table 7.14, indicate: 

 

(14) Adults appreciate it very much. But too many corrections can be frustrating. 

 

(15) Depending on the student he might be grateful, feel ashamed or something in 

between. 

On the other hand, somewhat more secondary school teachers expected their students to 

react negatively to feedback (4 of the 23 secondary school teachers versus only 1 language 

academy teacher). For instance, one teacher wrote: “they don’t like it if they are in front of the 

class”, whereas another reaction referred to the students’ preoccupation with getting a good 

mark: “they feel that their mark might decrease”.   

 

Private academy teachers Secondary school teachers  

Completely positive: 7/31 (22.6%) 

Completely negative: 1/31 (3.2%) 

Mixed: 21/31 (67.7%) 

It depends: 2/31 (6.5%) 

Completely positive: 10/23 (43.5%) 

Completely negative: 4/23 (17.4%) 

Mixed 6/23 (26.1%) 

It depends: 2/23 (8.7%) 

No answer: 1/23 (4.3%)  

Table 7.14: Teachers’ perceptions of how their students’ feel when they are corrected 
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7.3.3.3 Secondary school and language academy teachers’ view on the best way of correcting 

 

While the students valued the most explicit types of correction much more than the teachers 

did, as explained in section 7.3.1.3, the results in table 7.15 reveal that the two groups of 

teachers’ views on the best way to correct largely correspond, as no significant differences 

were found. However, the language academy teachers appeared to rate elicitation higher than 

the secondary school teachers.  Moreover, when the standard deviations are taken into 

account, table 7.15 shows that elicitation has the lowest standard deviation for the language 

academy teachers, which implies close agreement between the individual teachers about the 

effectiveness of this technique. The secondary school teachers, on the other hand, gave the 

highest rating to recasts, but there are no significant differences with the academy teachers’ 

evaluation of this technique. When the standard deviations are considered, it can also be 

noted that recasts provoked a range of reactions from individual teachers. A similar lack of 

agreement about the effectiveness of this feedback type was found for the students in section 

7.3.2.2.  

 

 Mean 

Academy T’s 

(n=23) 

SD 

Academy T’s 

Mean 

Secondary 

T’s 

(n=23) 

SD 

Secondary 

T’s 

Mann 

Whitney 

U 

p-value 

(two-tailed) 

Explicit correction 2.05 0.90 2.05 0.74 241 0.8181 

Recasts 2.57 1.08 2.91 1.12 196.5 0.2937 

Partial recasts 2.52 0.98 2.27 0.88 260.5 0.4839 

Clarification requests 2.33 1.02 2.22 0.67 253.5 0.7872 

Metalinguistic 
feedback 

2.67 0.97 2.17 1.07 305.5 0.1362 

Elicitation  3.14 0.77 2.65 0.83 333 0.0703 

Repetition  2.32 1.09 2.04 0.82 285 0.4715 

Table 7.15: Secondary and academy teachers’ opinions about feedback types  

 

As mentioned earlier, however, apart from the mean value of 3.14 for elicitation in the 

academy teachers’ results, it is striking that none of the feedback types received a clearly 

positive rating from the teachers.  
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7.3.3.4 Secondary and academy teachers’ opinions about the types of errors that should be 

corrected 

 

The results of the comparison of the two groups of teachers’ reactions to the question which 

error types they tend to give feedback on are presented in table 7.16. It can be noted that only 

one significant difference between the two groups was found: the secondary teachers rated 

pronunciation errors significantly higher than the academy teachers did.  

 

 Mean 

Academy Ts 

(n=23) 

SD 

Academy Ts 

Mean 

Secondary 

Ts (n=23) 

SD 

Secondary 

Ts 

Mann 

Whitney 

U 

p-value 

(two-tailed) 

Gramar 2.91 0.87 3.00 0.82 227 0.7339 

pronunciation 2.83 0.65 3.32 0.78 345 0.0375 

Vocabulary 3.26 0.75 3.38 0.86 269.5 0.5157 

just studied 3.74 0.54 3.43 0.75 187.5 0.2077 

should know 3.40 0.72 3.05 0.84 195.5 0.1971 

difficult to 

understand 

3.70 0.56 3.73 0.55 261 0.865 

Table 7.16: Secondary and academy teachers’ opinions about error types 

 

Apart from this, the two groups of teachers turned out to have very similar viewpoints about 

which errors should be targeted by corrective feedback. As seen earlier, both groups of 

teachers appear to give great importance to treating errors that make the message difficult to 

understand. 

 

7.3.3.5 Teachers’ views about the best way to deal with spoken errors in various situations  

 

Table 7.17 presents the results of the teachers’ preferred reactions to spoken student errors in 

various situations, such as class discussions, pair work or class correction of a grammar 

exercise. As can be seen in table 7.17, the teachers were given the following options of dealing 

with a possible learner error in the given situation: they could choose to ignore the error or 

treat it, either immediately or after the activity, or they could opt for correction only if the 

error interferes with communication. Finally the option “it depends” was also included, with 

the possible option of providing a further explanation in a box under the question. The results 

in table 7.17 indicate that there were many similarities between the two groups of teachers, as 

the majority of each group, indicated in bold in the table, usually opted for the same solution. 

It also becomes apparent that the option of ignoring the error was seldom chosen, which 

indicates that some feedback on errors is generally considered necessary by the teachers, even 
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though several of them also chose the “it depends” option. A few teachers felt the need to 

clarify their answers by explaining that they find it difficult to generalize and that their 

treatment of errors depends on several factors, such as the level of the students or the aims of 

the activity. Take, for example, the following reactions from teachers: 

 

(16) It always depends on the immediate objectives of the task in hand and how I feel 

this relates to their overall language competence.  

 

(17) In cases 6-7, it will depend on the student’s level and the type of mistake.  

 

The results in table 7.17 reveal that most of the teachers prefer not to interrupt students when 

they are expressing opinions, whether in whole class or pair work. In class discussions, it seems 

that most of the teachers would only provide feedback if the error might cause 

misunderstanding. When it comes to errors committed during pair discussions, the secondary 

school teachers’ opinions are more divided, but hardly any of them would interrupt the 

students with feedback. The language academy teachers, on the other hand, tend to agree on 

giving feedback at the end of a pair or group activity. In the case of situation number 7, playing 

a language game, table 7.17 shows that the opinions of the teachers vary considerably, even 

though the majority would also wait until after the game to provide feedback. The teachers 

were also rather unsure about how to deal with pronunciation mistakes made while reading 

aloud, as most of them opted for “it depends” in this case. On the other hand, if the 

pronunciation mistake is made during class correction of a grammar exercise, table 7.17 shows 

that most of the teachers thought immediate feedback would be appropriate. Immediate 

feedback was also preferred by most of the teachers in situation 3, “a student asks a question 

in front of the whole class” and 4, “a student answers a question about a text you are 

discussing as a class”. This could be because the discussion of a text is seen as a more 

traditional, language-oriented activity, whereas giving one’s opinion in a group or pair 

discussion might be seen by most teachers as a fluency-oriented activity in which interruption 

is not desirable. The teachers’ belief in the importance of promoting fluency and their 

reluctance to interrupt students was already revealed by their answers to the open-ended 

questions (see section 7.3.1.1).  Two teachers repeated this idea in a comment to the present 

question about different classroom activities:  
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(18) In cases 1-2 giving feedback could sometimes interrupt an interesting discussion, 

so I just give feedback if the message is not clear to understand. 

 

(19) It is difficult to generalize in this area as my corrective feedback is generally 

repeating what they say in the correct form (passive correction) so most often it is 

immediate but without stilting communication. 

 

Situations:  No 

feedback 

Only if the 

message is 

not clear 

Immediate 

feedback 

Feedback 

after the 

activity 

It 

depends 

1. A student expresses his/her 
opinion during a class discussion  

1 ST 
0 AT 

14 ST 

8 AT 
2 ST 
1 AT 

3 ST 
5 AT 

1 ST 
5 AT 

2. Students are discussing a topic 
in pairs or small groups  

4 ST 
2 AT 

5 ST 
5 AT 

3 ST 
1 AT 

4 ST 
11 AT 

6 ST 

1 AT 

3. A student asks you a question 
in front of the whole class  

1 ST 
2 AT 

4 ST 
4 AT 

8 ST 

10 AT 
1 ST 
1 AT 

7 ST 
3 AT 

4. A student answers a question 
about a text you are discussing as 
a class  

1 ST 
0 AT 

4 ST 
5 AT 

8 ST 

11 AT 
1 ST 
1 AT 

7 ST 
3 AT 

5. A student gives the answer to a 
grammar exercise you are 
correcting and makes a 
pronunciation mistake.  

1 ST 
3 AT 

1 ST 
3 AT 

12 ST 

8 AT 
1 ST 
2 AT 

5 ST 
5 AT 

6. A student reads a text aloud 
and makes a pronunciation 
mistake.  

0 ST 
1 AT 

2 ST 
0 AT 

7 ST 
7 AT 

3 ST 
6 AT 

9 ST 

7 AT 

7. You are playing a language 
game to practice the present 
perfect and a student makes a 
mistake against a different 
grammar item.  

3 ST 
0 AT 

4 ST 
2 AT 

3 ST 
6 AT 

7 ST 

9 AT 
5 ST 
5 AT 

Table 7.17: Secondary school teachers’ (ST) and language academy teachers’ (AT) attitudes to CF in various 

situations 

 

 

 

 

 



7. Teachers’ and students’ attitudes to oral feedback  

 

211 

 

7.3.3.6 The perceived importance of different factors on teachers’ feedback practices  

 

During the discussion of the teachers’ answers to the open-ended questions about the 

importance of feedback and the teachers’ perceptions of their students’ reactions to feedback, 

it became apparent that for most of the teachers the question of how to deal with their 

students’ spoken errors depended on a number of factors, such as the aim of the activity, the 

type of mistake or the type of student, for instance. In order to establish what aspects of the 

teaching context teachers feel to have the greatest effect on their choices when giving oral 

feedback, six possible influences on teachers’ decisions were identified based on previous 

research (e.g. Mori 2011), and teachers were asked how important these were when they 

needed to decide how much and what type of feedback to give. Two of these factors, as can be 

seen in table 7.18, concern the students, whereas the others are the size of the class, the 

programme that needs to be followed, time constraints and the type of activity. First of all, the 

opinion of the teachers in general will be discussed, followed by a comparison of the language 

academy and secondary school teachers’ answers. On a scale from very important to not 

important, the highest mean values were obtained for the student’s personality, the student’s 

level and the type of activity, both for the choice of how much and what type of feedback to 

give. This means that these three factors were considered to be very important by the majority 

of the teachers. The number of students was only thought to be of limited importance, 

whereas the programme and time constraints hardly seem to influence the teachers in their 

decisions about oral corrective feedback. One difference which can be noted in table 7.18 is 

that student’s personality was found to be more important than student’s level when deciding 

how much feedback to provide, whereas student’s level obtained a higher mean than 

student’s personality for the question about the type of feedback that needs to be given. This 

is consistent with the answers to the open-ended questions, in which the idea was repeatedly 

expressed that the question whether or not to interrupt students with feedback when they are 

speaking depends on the students and how confident they are.  
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 Importance for amount of CF Importance for type of CF 

 Mean 

All teachers 

(n=46) 

SD 

All teachers 

Mean 

All teachers 

(n=46) 

SD 

All teachers 

ss’s level 3.12 1.03 3.41 0.76 

ss’s personality 3.24 0.76 3.30 0.80 

No of ss 2.36 1.10 2.30 1.13 

Programme 1.72 0.96 1.91 0.96 

time constraints 1.91 0.92 2.10 1.06 

type of activity 3.07 0.66 3.05 0.75 

Table 7.18: The teachers’ opinions on the influence of different factors on how much and what type of feedback 

should be given 

 
After the discussion of the general picture, the question can be asked to what extent 

secondary school teachers’ and language academy teachers’ estimation of the importance of 

these factors correspond. Certain factors, such as class size, could be expected to have a 

greater influence on teachers in secondary schools, where the number of students per class is 

much higher. The different ages and maturity level of the students might also play a role. 

However, the Mann Whitney U-test results comparing the two groups of teachers did not 

reveal any significant differences between the opinions of both groups of teachers where the 

impact of these factors on the type of feedback chosen was concerned (see table 7.20), and 

only found one significant difference in the case of the amount of feedback. As table 7.19 

shows, the secondary teachers gave a significantly higher importance to students’ personality 

than the language academy teachers. In fact, according to the language academy teachers, 

student’s level turned out to be the most important influence on both the decision of how 

much and what type of feedback to give, which means that the higher mean for student’s 

personality for amount of feedback discussed earlier is due to the importance given to this 

factor by the secondary school teachers.  

 

 Mean 

AT’s (n=23) 

SD 

AT’s 

Mean 

AT’s (n=23) 

SD 

AT’s 

Mann 

Whitney U 

p-value 

(two-tailed) 

ss’s level 3.24 1.22 3.00 0.82 299.5 0.0989 

ss’s personality 2.85 0.75 3.59 0.59 104 0.0036 

no of ss 2.18 1.18 2.55 1.01 294.5 0.2225 

Programme 1.48 0.87 1.95 1.00 167.5 0.126 

time constraints 1.76 0.83 2.05 1.00 196 0.4009 

type of activity 2.91 0.68 3.23 0.61 302 0.1615 

Table 7.19: Language academy and secondary school teachers’ opinion of the influence of different factors on how 

much feedback should be given  
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 Mean 

PT’s (n=23) 

SD 

PT’s 

Mean 

ST’s (n=23) 

SD 

ST’s 

Mann 

Whitney U 

p-value 

(two-tailed) 

ss’s level 3.45 0.91 3.36 0.58 275 0.4473 

ss’s personality 3.18 0.91 3.41 0.67 269.5 0.5287 

no of ss 2.14 1.17 2.45 1.10 197.5 0.303 

Programme 1.86 0.94 1.95 1.00 253 0.8026 

time constraints 2.14 1.04 2.05 1.12 220.5 0.8103 

type of activity 2.95 0.72 3.14 0.77 203.5 0.3735 

Table 7.20: Language academy and secondary school teachers’ opinion of the influence of different factors on what 

type of feedback should be given  

 

 

7.3.3.7 Conclusion: a comparison of secondary and private school teachers’ attitudes to oral 

feedback 

 

These results indicate that, notwithstanding the difference in teaching contexts, the English 

teachers working in secondary schools with teenage students did not on the whole profess 

different opinions about oral corrective feedback to the teachers working in private language 

academies. A few differences were nonetheless observed. The secondary school teachers 

seemed to be slightly more positive about the need for oral feedback and the expected 

reactions from their students than the academy teachers. The type of feedback that was rated 

the highest also differed, as the secondary school teachers tended to rate recasts as more 

effective, whereas the academy teachers rated elicitation higher than their colleagues did. 

With regard to the target of oral feedback, secondary school teachers were found to give 

significantly more importance to pronunciation errors than language academy teachers. 

Finally, although both groups of teachers appeared to agree on which factors influence them 

most when they decide how to treat a spoken error, the students’ personality was found to be 

of more importance for the amount of feedback that should be given by the secondary school 

teachers, while the academy teachers indicated that students’ level is the most important 

influence on their choices regarding oral corrective feedback.  

 

7.4 Discussion: language academy and secondary school students’ and teachers’ beliefs 

about oral corrective feedback 

 

The results presented in this chapter tend to confirm the findings from previous studies on 

teachers’ and students’ beliefs about oral corrective feedback. Just as in studies by Schulz 

(2001) or Jean and Simard (2011), nearly all the students in this study answered the question 

whether they want to be corrected when speaking affirmatively and the majority moreover 
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indicated they always want to be corrected. The teachers, on the other hand, presented a 

much more nuanced view on the importance of oral feedback. It became clear that most of 

them do not think they should always correct their students, as they feel the need to take into 

account various factors when deciding how to deal with a learner’s spoken error.  

 

Just like the ten teachers in the study on teachers’ beliefs and practices, discussed in the 

previous chapter, the larger group of 54 teachers studied here were also found to connect the 

topic of oral feedback to the issues of the importance of fluency versus accuracy and the 

students’ motivation and personality. Similar concerns were identified in studies on teacher 

cognition about oral feedback, such as the ones carried out by Basturkmen et al. (2004) in New 

Zealand, Lasagabaster and Sierra (2005) in Spain, and Mori (2011) in Japan. With regard to the 

kind of errors teachers believe they should focus on, the teachers in the present study, just like 

the three teachers in Basturkmen et al.‘s (2004) research, strongly agreed that errors should 

be treated if they interfere with communication, while the correction of other kinds of errors is 

felt to depend on various factors, such as the focus of the activity.  On the other hand, it needs 

to be noted that more than one third of the teachers questioned stressed the importance of 

oral feedback for helping students improve and making them aware of the errors they make. 

Nevertheless, the majority of the teachers were not completely positive about the importance 

of oral feedback. Although it was not part of the design of the present study, it would be 

interesting to investigate which aspects most influenced the teachers’ beliefs about feedback.  

 

An important caveat also needs to be taken into account, namely that this work deals with 

stated beliefs and there is always the possibility that the teachers were writing what they felt 

the researcher wanted to hear (what is known as “acquiescence bias”, see for instance Wagner 

2010). Moreover, the previous chapter has shown that stated beliefs about oral feedback do 

not always coincide with actual practice. When stating their beliefs about feedback, it seems 

that several of the teachers might have been influenced by ideas about communicative 

language teaching as expressed by language teaching methodologists such as Scrivener (2005) 

or Harmer (2006). As discussed in chapter 1, Harmer (2006) makes a clear distinction between 

activities that focus on accuracy, in which correction is appropriate, and activities focusing on 

fluency and communication, in which it is advisable not to interrupt students with corrections. 

These methodological guidelines, however, are at odds with approaches such as form-focused 

instruction, in which corrective feedback during meaningful practice activities is thought to 
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have positive effects on students’ development.  The concern for negative affective reactions 

to feedback, on the other hand, could be influenced by Krashen’s (1982) “affective filter” 

hypothesis. To find out if these, or other aspects, such as teaching experience, influenced the 

teachers’ beliefs, further empirical research is needed.  

 

Not all the teachers, however, seemed to be equally worried about hurting their students’ 

feelings, and almost half of the secondary school teachers in particular expressed the idea that 

their students feel good about being corrected. In contrast, most of the language academy 

teachers expected their students to respond with a mixture of positive and negative emotions, 

while the majority of the students indicated to usually feel happy and grateful about being 

corrected and rarely or never to experience negative emotions such as inhibition or 

embarrassment. The fact that the students stated this on the questionnaire, of course, is no 

guarantee that they really react in such a positive way when they are actually corrected. 

Nevertheless the students clearly ask to be corrected and moreover appear to favour the most 

explicit types of feedback, namely metalinguistic feedback and explicit correction.  

 

This is another important mismatch between the teachers’ and students’ point of view, as the 

teachers rated these types significantly lower than the students did and the most effective 

feedback types for them were elicitation, in the case of the academy teachers, and recasts, in 

the case of the secondary school teachers. The only study on teachers’ and students’ beliefs 

about feedback which included a question on feedback types, Cathcart and Olsen (1976), 

found that teachers and students tended to agree on the most effective types. The present 

study, in contrast, shows various disagreements between the teachers’ and students’ opinions 

on this matter. Although it is hard to compare the present study to Cathcart and Olsen (1976) 

because a different classification of feedback types was used, a striking similarity is that the 

students in their study also clearly liked explicit correction more than the teachers did. The fact 

that more explicit types are not generally preferred by teachers once again can be linked to 

the importance given to fluency and avoiding interruption, as metalinguistic feedback and 

explicit correction are probably the most disruptive types of feedback. For the students, on the 

other hand, more explicit ways of correcting may be favoured because they are clear and leave 

no doubt as to the nature of the problem. To find out whether this is the reason, students 

would of course need to be asked. Research on corrective feedback effectiveness comparing 

more explicit types of feedback to more implicit types, however, has often found larger effects 
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for more explicit types (see chapter 1). It has also been noted repeatedly how the most implicit 

type of feedback, recasting, is not always interpreted as corrective in nature and might 

therefore miss its effect.  If it is indeed the case that more explicit ways of correcting are more 

effective, teachers may do well to follow their students in their preference for explicit 

feedback. Then again, the type that appeared to be preferred by the language academy 

teachers, i.e. elicitation, is a type of prompt, and prompts have been found to be more 

effective than recasts in classroom studies (e.g. Lyster, Sato and Saito 2013). The present study 

indicates that students do not dislike elicitation either, although higher ratings were given to 

metalinguistic feedback.  

 

Finally it needs to be added that, even though teachers state they believe one type of feedback 

to be effective, it was shown in the previous chapter that they do not necessarily use this type 

in their teaching practice. However, identifying what teachers and students think about 

feedback is the first step towards the development of a programme to make teachers more 

aware of the issues involved in dealing with learners’ spoken errors and of the importance of 

their students’ expectations regarding this aspect of language learning.  

 

Let us now turn to a discussion of the comparison of adult and teenage students’ beliefs about 

oral feedback. While previous research on students’ beliefs about feedback has mainly focused 

on older students at the university level, with the exception of Jean and Simard’s (2011) study 

which looked at high school students, the present study allowed for a comparison of the 

beliefs of adult students and teenage students. Although it might come as a surprise to some 

teachers, the beliefs of these different age groups largely corresponded. The majority of both 

groups expressed the desire to be corrected all the time, they also agreed that grammar errors 

are the most important target of feedback and both adults and teenagers preferred 

metalinguistic feedback. Even though both groups of students stated they respond in a 

positive way to feedback and rarely experience negative reactions, some differences were 

found for the issue of affective responses. The adults were found to be significantly more 

positive than the students and some differences were also found for the negative reactions, 

but these were given low ratings by both adults and teenagers in general.  

 

With regard to the third research question, no previous studies have attempted to compare 

the beliefs about feedback of teachers working in private language academies to teachers 
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working in secondary schools. As has become clear, these contexts differ considerably, as the 

teachers in the secondary schools in this study were mainly Spanish teachers with an official 

philology or teaching degree, dealing with teenage students, while the teachers at the 

language academies were made up of a mixture of Spanish and English-speaking teachers, who 

had not always received a similar training as the secondary school teachers and who taught a 

mixture of adult, teenage and child students. Despite these differences, not many 

discrepancies between the two groups of teachers’ views on oral feedback were identified.  

 

Even though the language academy teachers valued elicitation more than the secondary 

school teachers did, the difference was not statistically significant. While both groups of 

teachers had mixed opinions about the effectiveness of recasts and no significant differences 

were found for this feedback-type either, secondary school teachers appeared to value it 

somewhat more positively than the other types. However, this does not mean the majority of 

the secondary teachers found recasts to be effective, as their opinions differed notably.  

 

One could say there is an inconsistency between the teachers’ apparent preoccupation with 

the promotion of fluency and confidence and the fact that they did not rate the most implicit 

feedback type, namely recasts, more positively. It was also striking that both teachers’ and 

students’ attitudes to this type of feedback seemed to be divided. Recasts thus appear to be 

controversial not only in second language research, where it is the feedback type that has 

received the most attention and has been a topic of some debate, but also among the teachers 

and students in this study, who were seemingly unable to agree on the effectiveness of 

recasts. Another point of difference between the two groups of teachers is that the secondary 

school teachers gave greater importance to the correction of pronunciation errors than their 

colleagues did. On the whole, however, the attitudes of language academy and secondary 

school teachers about oral feedback largely coincided.  

 

7.5 Limitations of study 3 

 

Some limitations of this study need to be discussed. First of all, it needs to be kept in mind that 

the results of this study are based on a limited sample of students and teachers. Especially the 

section comparing secondary school teachers and private language academy teachers needs to 

be treated with caution, since only 23 teachers of each category completed the questionnaire.  
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Due to the limited number of teachers in this study, interesting variables such as the teachers’ 

experience or their first language and how these interact with their views on oral CF could not 

be investigated in this study.   

 

Moreover, the teachers and adult students taking part in the study were volunteers, which 

might have biased the results. On the other hand, the data from the secondary school students 

were collected at their schools, during class time. Even though the heads of the schools and 

the teachers granted their permission for the administration of the questionnaire, not all the 

individual students may have been equally motivated to fill it in.  

 

Furthermore, it needs to be noted that the secondary schools which participated in the study 

were all subsidized schools or “colegios concertados”. In future research, it would be 

interesting to find out if students in state schools (“colegios publicos”) have similar views and 

are equally positive about oral feedback.  

 

Another aspect which was dealt with in study 2 is the problem that teachers’ beliefs do not 

appear to be directly evident in teachers’ practices, at least for the adult EFL teachers I 

observed. In future research, more observational studies of the kind described in chapter 6 

need to be carried out in secondary school contexts. That way, it can also be investigated to 

what extent the beliefs about CF expressed by secondary school teachers correspond to their 

practices.   

 

Further research on the topic of beliefs on oral CF would also do well to complement 

questionnaire research with other qualitative methodologies such as interviews, stimulated 

recall or classroom observations. As discussed in chapter 2, some interesting studies about 

teachers’ and learners’ perceptions of oral CF which make use of such methodologies have 

already been carried out.  

 

Finally, if research on teachers’ and students’ beliefs about oral CF continues to reveal 

discrepancies between the attitudes of the two groups, it would be interesting to look at ways 

in which these discrepancies can be overcome, but unfortunately this was not part of the 

present study’s design.  
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7.6 Conclusions of study 3 

 

The main findings from this study on teachers’ and students’ beliefs about oral feedback can 

be summarized as follows. In line with previous studies, a mismatch between teachers’ and 

students’ beliefs related to the question whether or not spoken errors should be corrected 

was also found in the present study. On top of that, other disagreements between the two 

groups were identified, relating to the types of errors that should receive more attention and 

the types of feedback that are more effective. Students were found to give more importance 

to grammar errors than teachers did.  

 

Regarding feedback types, students appeared to prefer more explicit types of feedback and 

particularly favoured metalinguistic feedback, while teachers were far less positive about 

explicit ways of correcting. Furthermore, teachers’ worries about possible negative reactions 

to feedback were not confirmed by the students, who indicated that they would react 

positively to receiving immediate feedback on their oral production.  

 

Notwithstanding individual differences between students and teachers, such as age and 

teaching context, the views of adult and teenage students, on the one hand, and those of 

private language academy and secondary school teachers, on the other hand, did not give rise 

to similar mismatches. Adult and teenage students were generally in agreement about the fact 

that they want to have their spoken errors corrected, preferably all the time, and that the best 

way to do so is through metalinguistic feedback. The two groups of students were found to 

differ the most with regard to their stated emotional reactions to feedback. Even though both 

the adults and the teenagers generally stated that they feel happy and grateful most of the 

time when receiving feedback, the adults appeared to be more convinced of this than the 

teenagers.  

 

The comparison of the secondary school teachers to the language academy teachers, finally, 

yielded far more similarities than differences. Most teachers in both contexts appear to find 

oral feedback important but do not think it is a good idea to correct students all the time, as 

several factors need to be considered when taking decisions about: a) whether or not to 

correct, b) to correct immediately or after the activity and c) how to correct. Repeated 
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mention was made by teachers in both groups of the importance of looking at the aim of the 

activity and whether or not it is accuracy or fluency oriented. Immediate corrective feedback 

was felt to be at odds with a focus on fluency for most of the teachers.  

 

Furthermore, many teachers also see possible harmful effects in immediate correction, related 

to their perception of students’ emotional responses to feedback. Interestingly, more 

secondary school teachers assessed their students’ reactions to feedback positively than was 

the case for the language academy teachers, who tend to deal with adult students. As 

mentioned earlier, adult students were generally more positive about receiving immediate 

correction than teenage students. Regarding the question of how to correct, no significant 

differences were found between the beliefs of both groups of teachers.   

 

When rating the influence of different factors on the way teachers make decisions about how 

to deal with spoken errors, both groups of teachers indicated that the student’s level and 

personality have an important impact on how much and what type of feedback they provide. 

For the question of how much feedback should be given, secondary school teachers gave 

significantly more weight to the personality of the students than the academy teachers did.  

 

On the whole, teachers working in different contexts do not seem to approach the topic of oral 

corrective feedback in very different ways. Nor is this the case for students of different age 

groups and contexts. The main mismatch, then, appears to exist between teachers and 

students as a group. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusions  

This doctoral thesis on oral corrective feedback sheds light on a number of theoretical and 

practical questions related to the learning and teaching of speaking skills and the acquisition of 

second language grammar.  

In this concluding chapter, I will summarize the findings from the empirical studies presented 

in this thesis and link them to the theoretical framework discussed in the first two chapters. 

Furthermore, the contributions this work makes to the field of second language pedagogy will 

be highlighted. I will end by recognizing the limitations of the work presented here and by 

making some suggestions for further research based on the findings of my studies.  

 

8.1 Summary of the empirical results 

A series of three empirical studies were carried out in order to study the phenomenon of oral 

corrective feedback in the context of second language learning in adult and secondary school 

English as a foreign language classrooms. It was found that adult EFL teachers in our context 

are not very different from most teachers who have been studied by other researchers in ESL, 

EFL and immersion contexts (see chapter 2) in that they appear to use recasts more than any 

other type of feedback. It appeared that this preference for quick, rather implicit CF-

interventions was partially motivated by the teachers’ desire not to embarrass their students 

and to promote fluency. The results of study 3 confirmed that most teachers seem to believe it 

is not a good idea to interrupt students during meaningful speaking practice and that many 

teachers are concerned about negative affective reactions to oral CF.  They thus seem to share 

the ideas expressed by teaching methodologists such as Harmer (2005) (see chapter 1) and 

researchers such as Truscott (1999) (see chapter 2). However, the study of the impact of 

elicitation and metalinguistic feedback (MF) on the acquisition of the past tense, presented in 

chapter 5, showed that prompts can be an effective way of promoting accuracy, while at the 

same time fluency did not appear to be threatened. Students, moreover, appear to prefer 

more explicit feedback, as most of the adult and teenage students in study 3 indicated they 

liked metalinguistic feedback. With regard to the concern that oral CF may have harmful 

effects, uttered by researchers (see chapter 2) and teachers in study 2 and 3, the majority of 
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the students in the questionnaire study indicated that they react positively to being corrected 

when they speak the target language and that they rarely experience feelings such as shame or 

inhibition. Similarly, the students who took part in study 1 stated that they felt their speaking 

skills and their fluency had improved as a result of taking part in the study, even though they 

had been constantly interrupted with rather explicit corrections.  

This thesis thus shows that prompts can be a useful way of promoting the accurate production 

of the regular and irregular past tense during communicative storytelling tasks and that 

teachers’ concerns about interrupting fluency and embarrassing students appear to be 

unfounded. The impact of prompts on acquisition also seemed to be positive, since both the 

elicitation and the MF-group improved on the posttest, with some indications that MF might 

have been more effective, even though the difference only approached significance. The 

immediate effects of MF were greater, however, since most of the MF-moves resulted in 

repair during the treatment sessions, whereas only about half of the elicitation-moves led to 

successful repair. Results from studies such as Ellis (2007) and Yang and Lyster (2010) which 

indicate different grammatical structures may be impacted differentially by corrective 

feedback are also partly corroborated by study 1, since MF turned out to have significantly 

larger effects compared to elicitation on the acquisition of the irregular past tense than on the 

regular past tense.  

As mentioned above, study 2 showed that adult EFL teachers predominantly make use of 

recasts to correct their students and that this may be influenced by their beliefs. On the other 

hand, this study also uncovered several discrepancies between feedback-practices and beliefs, 

since most of the teachers in this study were not fully aware of how they handled their 

learners’ spoken errors.  

Study 3 confirmed teachers’ preoccupation with the importance of communication and fluency 

and the perceived need not to harm their students’ confidence. Yet, as already mentioned, the 

students’ point of view clearly contradicts this concern as most of the students claim they want 

their teachers to correct all of their spoken errors and they do not feel bad when they are 

interrupted with CF. A comparison of teachers and students in two different contexts, adult 

EFL and secondary EFL, showed that while important discrepancies exist between teachers and 

students, within the same group opinions mostly corresponded. This means that secondary 

school teaches and adult EFL teachers had similar beliefs about CF and that adult students and 
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secondary students largely shared the opinion that error correction is important, that they 

favour more explicit feedback-types and that they feel pleased and grateful when corrected.  

Let us now see how these results can be brought to bear on second language acquisition 

theory and second language pedagogy.  

8.2 Discussion of the results of the thesis in relation to the theoretical framework  

In the discussion of theories of second language acquisition in chapter 1, the relevance of 

information-processing theories and sociocultural theory of language learning for the study of 

oral CF was highlighted. Within information-processing theories of SLA, the interaction 

hypothesis states that oral interaction between learners or between a learner and a more 

proficient speaker of the language can impact language learning positively.  On the one hand, 

conversational adjustments such as comprehension checks or requests for clarification can 

make certain non-salient or redundant features of the second language more noticeable for 

the learner and in that way facilitate the acquisition of those features. On the other hand, the 

production of modified output in response to feedback from an interlocutor is also believed to 

benefit acquisition, since the output hypothesis posits that students do not only learn from 

processing language input through reading and listening, but that they can make progress in 

the foreign language through speaking and writing, provided they receive adequate feedback 

on their production which can help them adjust their hypotheses about the second language. 

The quasi-experimental classroom study presented in  chapter 5 of this thesis lends support to 

the interaction  hypothesis, since it showed how the acquisition of the English past simple 

tense, a structure with low perceptual saliency and considerable redundancy, was positively 

influenced by the provision of oral corrective feedback during meaningful interaction in the 

second language. On the other hand, as the oral feedback treatment consisted of two types of 

prompts or output-pushing feedback, the study can be said to constitute proof of the 

usefulness of comprehensible output, as defined by Swain’s (1995) output hypothesis.  

Another theory within information-processing accounts of SLA which was presented in chapter 

1 is skill-acquisition theory.  As discussed in the theoretical part of this thesis, this theory holds 

that languages are learned in the same way as other skills, by going through a process in which 

practice and feedback help a learner to gradually become more fluent and more accurate 

when performing a certain task, such as playing a musical instrument or in the context of this 

thesis, speaking a foreign language. Within this theory, it is thought that a learner initially 
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relies on explicit information about how to carry out a task, but as he or she becomes more 

skilled the execution of the task becomes more automatic until finally the learner no longer 

depends on explicit rules, because this explicit information has become proceduralized or 

automatized. The experimental study on the acquisition of the past tense fits well with skill-

acquisition theory, since the students in this study already had some explicit knowledge of the 

past tense but appeared to have trouble applying the rules because of the constraints of oral 

production, in which there is limited time to focus on both communicating ideas and focusing 

on accurately producing grammatical structures. However, the study allowed the students to 

practice their production of the past simple tense in a meaningful context and to receive 

feedback which proved to be useful for the process of automatization, as it helped them 

improve on the posttest.  

Skill-learning theory is of special interest to account for the finding that metalinguistic 

feedback, a very explicit form of oral CF, had a positive effect on students’ oral production of 

the target structure and even appeared to be slightly more effective than the less explicit type 

of feedback. In contrast with researchers working in an innatist perspective, as discussed in 

chapter 1, who believe explicit knowledge can have no impact on the apparently unconscious 

process of language acquisition, skill-acquisition theory claims that explicit knowledge can 

become proceduralized and automatized through practice. In this thesis, explicit feedback 

indeed seemed to have a positive impact on the acquisition of the past tense, which would 

contradict the innatist point of view.  

Another possible explanation for the finding that metalinguistic feedback was much more 

successful at eliciting immediate repair from students during the storytelling tasks than 

elicitation and that MF also appeared to be more effective for acquisition is related to 

sociocultural theory of learning. As seen in chapter 1, according to this theory corrective 

feedback provided by a more proficient interlocutor during meaningful communication is 

hypothesized to be most effective when it corresponds to the learner’s zone of proximal 

development. Given the low proficiency of the learners in my study, who were a little below 

the intermediate or B1 level, it is likely that the most explicit type of feedback was more 

helpful to them. Indeed, it was shown in chapter 5 that they did not always understand the 

intention behind the less explicit elicitation moves.  

Sociocultural theory is also relevant to explain another finding from study 1. In 1.1.7, it was 

explained how CF can be seen as a form of other-regulation, in which the more proficient 
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interlocutor assists the learner in the regulation of his or her oral production at first, but as 

learning progresses, the learner becomes less dependent on this other-regulation and 

becomes capable of self-regulation. In chapter 5, I showed how the learners in my study 

increasingly started self-correcting their past tense errors as a result of being prompted to do 

so during the treatment sessions. Therefore, it would seem that prompts can be useful to 

teach learners to self-regulate their oral production.  

Thus, the results of study 1 contribute to the growing body of studies which show that 

corrective feedback is effective for the acquisition of second language grammar (see chapter 2) 

and can also be interpreted as evidence in support of the interaction hypothesis, the output 

hypothesis, skill-acquisition theory and sociocultural theory of language learning. Moreover, 

the apparent greater benefits of metalinguistic feedback over elicitation can be explained in 

relation to the hypothesized usefulness of explicit knowledge in the process of skill-acquisition, 

as well as to the learners’ zone of proximal development.  

An exclusive focus on cognitive theories of second language acquisition, however, is not 

sufficient if we wish to study the possible role of oral CF in the development of students’ 

speaking skills in second language classrooms. As we have seen in chapter 2, a lot of research 

on CF has been carried out in laboratories and even experimental classroom studies are often 

too far removed from actual classroom practices to be able to offer immediately applicable 

solutions for language teachers. For this reason it was felt to be necessary to complement the 

findings from study 1 with real data from second language classrooms and information on the 

attitudes to oral CF of teachers and students.  

Since too little research has been dedicated to teachers’ and learners’ beliefs about CF and 

how these can impact the effectiveness of CF, study 2 and 3 address an important research gap 

in the literature on oral CF (see chapter 3). Unlike the studies reviewed in 2.7 which found that 

teachers’ beliefs tended to be in agreement with their CF-practices, study 2 confirmed findings 

from studies such as Basturkmen et al. (2004) which uncovered several discrepancies between 

what teachers state they believe about CF and how they actually deal with their students’ 

errors. On top of that, it seems that some observational studies which present a general 

picture of how feedback is provided in a specific context underestimate the importance of 

individual teacher factors and the considerable differences observed between the methods of 

error correction of teachers working in a similar context. Since my study compared the 

practices of 10 different teachers, while other studies focused on comparing only 2 or 3 
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teachers (see chapter 2.7 and 3.2.1), such differences between individual teachers were the 

more striking.  For instance, some teachers left almost all errors untreated whereas others 

gave CF on the majority of their students’ errors.  These findings once again highlight the 

importance of taking into account teachers’ beliefs, as well as other factors such as experience 

and training.  

Equally little attention has been paid to learners’ attitudes to corrections (see 3.3.1). While 

study 3 confirms findings from other survey studies such as Schulz (2001) or Jean and Simard 

(2011) that students want to be corrected all the time while teachers prefer selective 

correction of spoken errors, it also adds important information about how teachers and 

students feel CF should be given and how students feel about being corrected, as discussed 

above. The latter information is especially relevant to discussions of the effectiveness of CF, 

since methodologists and researchers have warned teachers about the negative impact error 

correction can have on language learning. Not only do the results of my studies seem to be in 

line with previous research, but they also provide us with novel insights into the question of 

how learners and teachers feel about oral CF.  

In conclusion, the empirical studies carried out in the context of this thesis seem to have 

succeeded in contributing to theoretical issues of second language acquisition, as well as in 

addressing gaps in the literature on oral CF. Attempts have been made to remedy the lack of 

sufficient studies comparing the effects of various prompts to each other and to investigate 

how oral CF impacts the acquisition of different grammatical structures. More data have also 

been provided to supplement the limited information we have about the relationship between 

teachers’ beliefs about CF and their practices, on the one hand, and the attitudes of teachers 

and students to oral correction, on the other.  

8.3 Pedagogical implications of the results 

Apart from lending support to information-processing and sociocultural theories of language 

learning and providing useful information about under-researched aspects of the study of oral 

CF, the results presented in this thesis also have important repercussions for the teaching of 

foreign languages.  

First of all, teachers who tend to recast their learners’ spoken errors during speaking activities 

can be encouraged to experiment with the use of prompts such as elicitation and MF, since I 

have shown that these can be helpful to learners on the short term and possibly even the 
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longer term and that they appear to be compatible with a focus on fluency and 

communication. These types of CF seem to be especially useful when learners are practicing 

grammatical structures of which they already have some explicit knowledge, such as the past 

simple tense. Teachers are advised to give their learners plenty of opportunities to practice 

such structures in a meaningful way and to provide them with feedback during such practice, 

rather than to separate a focus on accuracy from a focus on fluency, as certain methodology 

books recommend they do. I do not mean to say that teachers should correct their students all 

the time, but they should make sure that at least some communicative speaking activities 

include an element of immediate oral feedback.  

Furthermore, it would be useful for teachers to gain greater awareness of their own feedback-

practices, as well as of the results of research on focus on form and oral CF. For instance,  if 

teachers mainly use recasts because they do not wish to interrupt their students or hurt their 

feelings, while at the same time they believe it may be more beneficial for students to be 

encouraged to self-correct, they may need to consider the apparent contradiction between 

their beliefs and practices and think about the advantages and disadvantages of using different 

types of CF. If they familiarize themselves with experimental research on the effects of various 

CF-types, such as the results of study 1, teachers might be less worried about using more 

explicit types of CF such as MF, since the students’ reactions to the treatment in study 1 were 

favourable and their confidence about their speaking skills appeared to have increased rather 

than decreased.  

The results of study 3 also contradict the worries of some of the teachers in study 2 and 3 that 

CF may damage learners’ motivation to practice speaking the foreign language, since most of 

the students, both the adults and the teenagers, indicated they are not embarrassed or 

frustrated by being corrected while speaking. Moreover, this study indicates that the claims 

made by Krashen (1982) and Truscott (1999) about the possible harmful effects of oral 

feedback on students may not be justified.  

Teachers will also be interested to know that most students express a preference for being 

corrected in explicit ways, such as by means of metalinguistic feedback, explicit corrections, or 

partial recasts. This does not mean teachers are encouraged to simply follow their students’ 

inclinations, but if the results of study 1 are taken into account, it seems that at least in this 

respect students know what is good for them, since MF appeared to be beneficial for students’ 

language development.  
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On the other hand, teachers should not start to correct their students explicitly all the time, as 

this is both impractical and undesirable from a theoretical point of view. The fact that some 

studies have shown benefits for metalinguistic feedback and other prompts for language 

acquisition does not mean other types of feedback, such as more implicit recasts, should no 

longer be used. Rather, I agree with researchers such as Lyster and Ranta (1997, 2013) that 

teachers should be encouraged to use a wide variety of feedback types, especially since some 

research, such as study 1 in this thesis, indicates that the effectiveness of feedback may 

depend on the type of error it is directed at. Moreover, descriptive research such as the study 

described in section 2.3 and my own study presented in chapter 6 shows that most teachers 

do not make use of the full range of feedback techniques they have at their disposal. It is thus 

important that teachers start reflecting on the way they correct their learners and try to vary 

their responses to spoken errors.  

Most importantly, this thesis clearly contradicts claims that have been made about the 

ineffectiveness and harmfulness of corrective feedback for learning a second language and 

improving one’s speaking skills (see 2.4). It thus seems advisable that teachers adopt a critical 

attitude to recommendations from methodologists who claim it is not possible to combine a 

focus on fluency and accuracy and that teachers should not provide their students with oral CF 

during communicative language activities. 

 It is of course important for teachers to take their students’ feelings and personalities into 

account, but they may want to ask them for their opinion before assuming they would rather 

not be corrected when they speak or that they might be embarrassed when they receive 

feedback.   

As this thesis has shown, there are strong theoretical and empirical grounds for stating that it 

is useful and possibly even necessary for adult students to receive feedback on their oral 

production if we want them to acquire certain non-salient morphological aspects of the target 

language, such as the English past tense. Without such feedback, it may be very difficult for 

learners to achieve high levels of accuracy, as well as fluency in the target language.  

8.4 Limitations and suggestions for further research  

As is the case of most research, this doctoral thesis has certain limitations. Some of these have 

already been mentioned in the chapters discussing the empirical studies (see chapter 5, 6 and 

7). First of all, it was necessary to delimitate the aspects of oral CF that could be studied in the 
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context of this thesis, which means that other equally interesting avenues for research could 

not be investigated. As mentioned repeatedly (see for instance section 2.5) the issue of 

individual student and teacher variables cannot be ignored when discussing the effectiveness 

of certain CF-types or the corrective behaviour of teachers. Nonetheless, when discussing the 

classroom study on the effects of prompts on grammar acquisition in chapter 5, I mainly 

commented on the average improvement of two groups of students and said little about the 

performance of individual students and the factors that might have influenced observed 

differences in their production of past tense forms and the gains they made as a result of CF. 

Future research could, for instance, attempt to include variables such as proficiency or 

personality factors into the study of the effects of CF.  

The same is true of differences between teachers, as already discussed in section 8.2. Some 

research has investigated how teacher experience interacts with CF behaviour, as seen in 

section 2.3. In my study of 10 EFL teachers’ reactions to oral errors, presented in chapter 6, I 

was not able to investigate this factor since the teachers not only differed considerably in 

years of teaching experience, but they also appeared to be influenced by other factors, such as 

their training or their first language. It is possible, for instance, that teachers who received 

little formal training provide less feedback compared to teachers who have a degree in 

philology and/or education. It can also be hypothesized that the method of oral CF of native 

speaking teachers differs from the method of non-native speaking teachers. However, based 

on my sample I could not make such generalizations and future research would need to isolate 

these variables in order to draw valid conclusions about how individual differences between 

teachers interact with the way they give CF.  

In case of study 1, it was decided to compare the effects of two types of prompts, since the 

effects of individual prompts are not usually compared to each other. The reasons for choosing 

to compare elicitation to MF were discussed in chapter 3, as well as the reason for deciding to 

select the regular and irregular past tense as the target structure. Of course, it goes without 

saying that there are other CF-types in need of more study, such as repetition or explicit 

correction and that a wider range of target structures need to be investigated.   

When selecting target structures for CF-research, researchers may do well to include two or 

more structures which are thought to be stored differently in the learner’s mind, since study 1 

indicates that rule-based and exemplar-based structures may be affected differently by oral 

feedback. As mentioned in chapter 2, relatively few studies have looked at how CF impacts the 
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acquisition of vocabulary, so it might be interesting to compare the effects of feedback on a 

lexical and a morphological target in the same study, since vocabulary items are stored as 

exemplars whereas morphosyntax is rule-based.  

Other limitations of study 1 were already mentioned in chapter 5, the most important ones 

being the limited number of students included in the study and the lack of a delayed posttest 

to determine whether the effects noted were maintained over time. Whenever possible, 

future research should try to include more participants and delayed posttests.  

The issue of including a sample of participants which is sufficiently large for the results to be 

generalized is equally important for study 2 and 3. Not only does a larger sample of teachers 

need to be included in observational studies such as study 2, but, as mentioned above, the 

sample also needs to be carefully chosen in order to answer questions about the impact of 

teaching experience and training on teachers’ practices and beliefs. In case of study 3, it was 

already mentioned in chapter 7 that the number of teachers who filled out the questionnaire 

was rather limited and that the comparison of secondary school and private academy teachers 

needs to be interpreted with caution.  

Apart from the issue of individual differences discussed above, this thesis uncovered two 

topics for future research on oral CF which appear to be especially relevant to teachers, as the 

two studies on attitudes to feedback revealed. One of those is the aspect of learners’ 

emotional responses to feedback, whose importance was also stressed by researchers such as 

Ellis (2010) (see chapter 3). My study on students’ attitudes provides some indications that 

learners may not be negatively affected by corrections, but this conclusion is based on 

learners’ stated beliefs. More experimental studies which investigate if there are any 

connections between learners’ emotional responses to feedback and the extent to which they 

benefit from being corrected are necessary, since my thesis shows that teachers are concerned 

about possible negative consequences of correcting spoken errors and that this concern may 

influence their practice. Another aspect which appears to preoccupy teachers is finding the 

right moment to provide CF, as several teachers included in my research expressed the idea 

that one should not interrupt students and that delayed correction is a better option. Since no 

studies to my knowledge have investigated the effects of delayed correction of spoken errors, 

for instance through taking notes during a speaking activity and writing a list of common errors 

on the board afterwards, on language development, this may be a fruitful area of future 

research, which can directly benefit second language teaching.  
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Finally, if research on oral CF aims to have an impact on the way foreign languages are taught, 

this thesis has shown that it is necessary to invest in teacher education, since teachers appear 

to lack awareness of recent findings on the benefits of focus on form and of their own 

feedback-practices. It would be useful, therefore, to investigate whether the role of oral 

feedback and the different ways of correcting are included in teacher training programmes and 

what teachers are actually taught about this topic. On the other hand, research on teachers’ 

beliefs about feedback should attempt to find out to what extent teachers’ attitudes are 

formed by what they learn in training courses and whether teacher education is able to 

influence feedback practices. 
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Appendix 1: consent form for study 1 

Consent to Participate in Research 

Dear student of English, 

My name is Hanne. I am from Belgium and I am a qualified teacher of English. At the 

moment I am doing a doctorate in Education at the University of Navarre. For my 

doctorate, I am looking at ways to improve language teaching and learning. 

To do this, I need your help. 

If you take part in my project, you will have the opportunity to improve your speaking 

skills. You will also get the chance to try some new activities related to telling stories. 

The project will take place during your normal class sessions, on the following days: 

-Monday 30 September 

- Wednesday 2 October 

- Monday 7 October 

- Wednesday 9 October 

I will evaluate you on your participation and your speaking skills, so it is important to 

come to all four sessions. 

The sessions will be audio-recorded. These recordings will only be used for research 

purposes. No one except me will have access to them. 

All the information collected for this study will be confidential. Your identity will be 

anonymous. If data from this study are published, your name will not be used. 

If you agree with these conditions, please sign below. 

Student’s consent  

I have read and understood the information about this study and I agree to being 

audio-recorded.  

Name and surname: …………………………………………………….. 

Signature: ………………………………………………….. 
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Appendix 2: student background questionnaire for study 1 

Student background questionnaire 

 

Surname: 

……………………………........ 

First name: 

................................................. 

 

Male / Female 

 

Date of birth: .../..../19... 

 

Nationality: 

........................................ 

 

e-mail address:  

 

……………………………... 

 

 

 

Occupation: ......................................... 

 

 

 

First language(s): ....................................... 

 

 

Do you know any other languages? 

How well do you know them?  

 

......................................................................... 

 

………………………………………………. 

 

 



 

249 

 

 
1. How many years have you been learning English? .................. 
 

2. At what age did you start learning English? ..................... 

 

3. Where have you studied English?  How many years? 

(tick as many as needed) 

  

_ Kindergarten                                            _____________ 

_ Primary school         _____________ 

_ Secondary school   _____________ 

_ Language schools   _____________ 

_ Private lessons    _____________ 

 

4. What type of exercises did you concentrate on in those English lessons? 

a) Mainly grammar and vocabulary exercises 
b) Mainly speaking and listening exercises 
c) A combination of grammar and speaking and listening 
 

5. Are you studying English anywhere else now? Where? What are you studying? 
.............................................................................................................................. 

 

6. Have you ever lived or worked in an English-speaking country? (e.g. UK, Ireland, 
USA). If yes, when and for how long? What did you do there?  

     …………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

7. Have you ever lived or worked in a country where you used English to 
communicate (e.g. Germany, Belgium, …) 

If yes, when and for how long? What did you do there? 

……………………………………………………………………………………. 
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      8. How many hours per week do you spend using English outside class to… 

 0 1-2 3-4 5-6 7-8 

Do homework      

Read for fun      

Watch TV, films, series, …      

Listen to the radio      

Talk to friends      

Talk to colleagues, customers, people at work      

Read work-related documents (e-mails, reports, …)      

Write e-mails, reports, …      

Speak on the phone for your job      

Participate in meetings      

Give presentations       

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This information will be treated confidentially.  

______________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 3 story and keywords for pilot study 1 (based on www.kids-

pages.com) 

Part 1 
A long time ago there was a miller who was poor but very arrogant. One day he had to go to the 
king and he wanted to impress him, so he told him that his daughter could spin straw into gold. 
The king decided to find out if this was true, and he asked the miller to bring his daughter to the 
palace. The next day, the miller brought the girl to the king. He took her to a room full of straw 
and gave her a spinning wheel. He said: “If you can’t spin this straw into gold, I will kill 
you.”Then he locked the door and left her alone. The girl started to cry, because she didn’t know 
how to do it.  
 
Part 1 keywords 
A long time ago – miller –  poor, arrogant 
one day – HAVE TO go – king  
WANT to impress – TELL – daughter – CAN spin straw into gold 
king DECIDE to find out if BE  true- ASK miller – bring daughter  
the next day –  miller BRING girl 
king TAKE to room full of straw – GIVE spinning wheel 
SAY: “if you can't spin this straw into gold, I will kill you” 
LOCK door, LEAVE 
girl START to cry, NOT KNOW how 
 
Part 2 
Suddenly the door opened and a little man came in. He asked her why she was crying. When 
she told him, he said: “I will do it for you, if you give me your first child.” The girl accepted his 
offer and in the morning the room was full of gold.  
When the King saw this, he wanted her to be his wife.  So they got married and she became 
queen.  A year later, their first baby was born. The queen was so happy she forgot all about the 
little man. But one day, he came into her room and said: “give me what you promised.” The 
queen felt terrible and offered him all the gold in the kingdom, but he only wanted the baby.  
 
Part 2 keywords 
Suddenly door OPEN 
little man COME IN 
ASK why BE crying 
TELL him, SAY: “I will do it for you, if you give me your first child,” 
ACCEPT offer, in the morning, room full of gold 
King SEE, WANT her to be his wife 
GET married, BECOME queen 
a year later, baby BE BORN 
queen happy, FORGET little man 
but one day, COME and SAY : give me what you PROMISE 
queen FEEL terrible, OFFER gold, but only WANT baby 
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Part 3 
Then she started to cry so much that the little man felt sorry for her. So he gave her three days to 
find out his name. If she could do that, she could keep the child. The queen thought the whole 
night about all the names she knew and she sent messengers everywhere to look for all possible 
names. The next day, she told the little man all the names she could think of. But he always 
answered: “That is not my name.”On the second day she tried again, but the answer was the 
same. She started to feel desperate.  
 
Part 3 Keywords 
START to cry, little man FEEL sorry for her 
GIVE three days to find out name 
if CAN , CAN keep child 
queen THINK the whole night, SEND messengers 
the next day TELL names, but always ANSWER “That is not my name.” 
on the second day, TRY again, answer the same 
START to feel desperate. 
 
Part 4 
On the third day, one of her messengers came back and told her he had not found any new 
names. But he told her a strange story. When he came to a high mountain, he saw a little house, 
and there was a fire burning in front of it. There was a funny little man dancing around the fire. 
He sang a song: “No one knows my little game, Rumpelstiltskin is my name!”  
When the queen heard this, she thanked heaven. A little later, the little man arrived and asked 
her again: “What is my name?”.  
At first she said: “Is your name Conrad?” But he answered “no”. Then she asked: “Is your name 
Henry?” But he said “no” again. Finally the queen said: “Perhaps your name is 
Rumpelstiltskin.” 
He shouted: “The devil has told you that!” and he got so angry he ran away and never came 
back.  
 
Part 4 keywords 
On the third day, messenger COME BACK 
TELL story 
COME to mountain, SEE little house, fire burning in front of it 
little man dancing, SING a song: “No one knows my little game. Rumpelstiltskin is my name!” 
queen HEAR, THANK heaven 
man ARRIVE, ASK “What is my name?” 
At first SAY “Conrad?”, ANSWER “no” 
then ASK “Henry?”, ANSWER “no” 
finally SAY “Perhaps your name is Rumpelstiltskin.” 
SHOUT: “the devil has told you that!”  
GET angry, RUN away, never COME back 
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Appendix 4: pronunciation test for pilot study 2 

Read the following sentences into the microphone: 

1. Would you like a fruit juice? 

2. When I was little I really hated vegetables. 

3. Sausages and biscuits aren’t very good for you. 

4. This is the worst sport in the world. 

5. John kissed Pamela at the party last Friday. 

6. It has been raining all night. 

7. I wanted to go jogging but it started to rain. 

8. I don’t have to go to work tomorrow. 

9. He asked if I liked classical music. 

10. The children played computer games all day. 

11. She has light brown hair. It’s short and straight. 

12. I usually get good results in my music exams. 

13. Could you close the window?  

14. They watched a film and then they walked back home. 

15. I waited for 20 minutes but you didn’t come. 

16. We have maths in the third term.  
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Appendix 5: Stories for the pilot studies (from “Surprise” and “New Headway”) 

Tell the story. Use at least 1 sentence for each picture. 

Start your story with: “One day, when Mister Fox was at the supermarket…” 
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Tell the story. Use at least 1 sentence for each picture. 

Start your story with: “One night Tommy couldn’t sleep.” 
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Appendix 6: grammaticality judgment test for study 1 

PRE-TEST: CORRECT OR INCORRECT 

 

EXAMPLE PAGE  

 

 

The blue dress is much nice than the yellow one. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

How many children do you have? 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Does she like chocolate? 

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

There is ten students in our class. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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Winters are much colder here than in the south of the country. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Can you speak more slowly please? 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Julie is sad because she miss her boyfriend. 

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

It was 3 o’clock in the morning when she finally come home. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

You are the funniest person in the world. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 
 

He telled me last night that he didn’t want to see me anymore. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My brothers don’t want to come to the party.  

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

I ask you a question 5 minutes ago.  
 
Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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This is the worse film I have ever seen. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Our teacher say a lot of interesting things last time. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

There are a lot of nice students in my class. 

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My father doesn’t understand French. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

I get an e-mail from my sister this morning 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 
 

Do you want to go to the cinema tonight? 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

When I was a teenager I absolutely love hard rock music.  

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Your watch is the same as mine. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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It was sunny all day last Sunday, but in the evening it start to rain. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Mister Jones want to see you in his office right now. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

The children see a baby elephant at the zoo last week. 

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

He never replies to my emails. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

There are too many people in my salsa class. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 
 

I don’t have any time for myself.  

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

On my last holiday I take a lot of photos. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

They have always breakfast in bed on Sunday morning. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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The teacher don’t look very happy today. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My best friend is going to get married in June. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

We don’t have many work this week. 

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

When Mozart was 4 he can already play the violin. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

We are going to Italy next Summer. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 
 

When I was a child I never want to do my homework. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My sister is going to a party next Friday. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Last night we have spaghetti for dinner.  

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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Our children are going to the zoo tomorrow. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

There is a lot of people who don’t speak English. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

The teacher give me a 10 for my presentation yesterday.  

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Does he knows about the surprise party? 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Yesterday we watch a boring documentary at school. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 
 

He’s the most selfish person I’ve ever met. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Last weekend we go to a party with our friends.  

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My brother is going to study in France next year.  

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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POST-TEST: CORRECT OR INCORRECT 

 

EXAMPLE PAGE  

 

 

The blue dress is much nice than the yellow one. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

How many children do you have? 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Does she like chocolate? 

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

There is ten students in our class. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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It is much colder today than yesterday. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Can you work more quickly? We don’t have much time. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My father is very punctual. He never miss the train. 

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

When I was in hospital you never come to visit me. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My brother is the funniest person I know. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 
 

Last class our teacher telled us a funny story.  

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My sisters don’t want to go to the cinema. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

The teacher ask us a difficult question last week. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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This is the worse joke I have ever heard. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Mary say something about that last week. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

There are a lot of good students at this school. 

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My mother doesn’t understand English. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My brother get a new computer for his birthday yesterday. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 
 

Do you want to come to my birthday party on Friday? 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

When I was little I really love Disney movies. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Your shoes are the same as mine. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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Your favourite TV-programme start 5 minutes ago.  

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My little sister want another candy bar. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

When I was younger I see my grandparents every weekend. 

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

She never listens to my stories. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

There are too many students in my English class. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 
 

I don’t have any free time this week. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

On my last holiday I take the plane for the first time. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

We have always dinner at 7 o’clock. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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The teacher don’t like your attitude. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My sister is going to get married in April. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

I have too many work today. 

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

When she was five she can already play the piano. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

We are going to Mexico next Summer. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 
 

I want to go running yesterday but the weather was terrible. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

My brother is going to a concert next weekend. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

This morning I have bacon and eggs for breakfast.  

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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My children are going on a school trip next week. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

There is a lot of people who don’t understand Chinese. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

The teacher give us a lot of homework last week.  

 Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

Does she knows that you like her? 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

When I was a teenager I watch a lot of television. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 
 

She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever met. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

I go to the mountains with my friends last weekend. 

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
 

I am going to study in England next year.  

Correct    � Did you use a rule or feel? _________________                   
 
Incorrect � correction: ___________________________________ 
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Appendix 7: picture stories for study 1 (from “Do and Understand”)  

Tell the story. Use at least one sentence for each picture. Start you story with: “One 

day Joe went to the market.” 

Here are some words you may need: to peel a banana (pelar un platano), the peel (la 

piel del platano), to step on something (pisar algo), to fall (down), (caerse), to pick up 

(recoger) 
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Tell the story. Use at least 1 sentence for each picture. 

Start you story with: “Last Saturday, Nick went to Mike’s birthday party.”  

Here are some words you may need: to clap your hands: (aplaudir), to hurt your knee 

(hacerse daño en la rodilla), to be hurt/in pain (tener dolor), to be embarrassed (estar 

avergonzado) 
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Tell the story. Use at least one sentence for each picture. 

Start your story with: “One morning the little mouse was hungry.” 

Here are some words you may need: a hole (agujero), to look around (mirar 

alrededor), a cupboard (armario), to climb (subir) 
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Appendix 8: Treatment materials for study 1 (based on www.kids-pages.com) 

Rapunzel 

A long time ago, there was a man who lived in a house in the country with his wife.  

They were very happy, until his wife became ill. Because she didn’t get better, he went to the 

garden next to their house to find a special plant, rapunzel. But this garden belonged to a 

witch. When the witch saw the man in her garden, she got very angry. But then the man told 

her about his wife. She said: “I will give you the plant, if you give me your first baby.” The man 

really needed the plant, so he accepted the offer. He thought: “The witch will probably forget 

it.” 

His wife got better, and a bit later, they had a daughter. They were shocked when the witch 

came and took the baby away. She called the child Rapunzel, after the plant.  

At first, she kept Rapunzel in her garden, but when she became older, she locked her up in a 

tower without a door and without stairs. The tower only had a window. From that window, 

Rapunzel looked at the birds and sang songs.  

Every day, the witch came to visit her. Rapunzel had very long hair, so the witch said: 

“Rapunzel, let down your long hair.” Rapunzel did this, and the witch climbed up the tower.  

One day, a prince came to the tower. He heard Rapunzel’s beautiful voice. Then he saw the 

witch. He heard how she called: “Rapunzel, let down your long hair.” Then he saw her climb 

the tower. He waited until the witch went away. Then he shouted: “Rapunzel, let down your 

long hair.” The hair came down and he climbed up. He was amazed when he saw Rapunzel. 

She was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen! Rapunzel also liked the prince, because he 

told her stories about the world. From that day on, the prince visited her every day. Rapunzel 

and the prince fell in love.  

But one day, the witch found out about the prince. She was furious. She cut off Rapunzel’s long 

hair, and she took her to a forest far away. Then she went back to the tower with the hair and 

waited. When the prince came and shouted: “Rapunzel, let down your long hair.”, the witch let 

down the hair and the prince climbed up. When he got there, the witch attacked him, so he 

jumped out of the window. He wasn’t hurt, but he was sad because Rapunzel was gone.  

He walked around the country to look for her. He walked for days and days, until he heard a 

beautiful voice. He shouted: “Rapunzel, Rapunzel!”. Then he found her in the forest. They were 

both very happy. He took her to his palace and they got married. They lived happily ever after. 
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1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A long time ago 

A man and his wife, house in the country 

Wife very ill 

Man to the garden next to house to find a 

special plant, “rapunzel” 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But garden, witch 

Witch very angry 

“I will give you the plant, if you give me 

your first child.” 

3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

wife better, a bit later, daughter 

witch, child “Rapunzel”, after the plant 

at first, in her garden 

4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When older, tower without door or stairs, 

only one window 

Rapunzel beautiful voice, songs 

Every day, witch: “Rapunzel, let down your 

long hair”.  
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5

 

 

 

 

 

One day, prince 

Rapunzel’s beautiful voice 

Witch: “Rapunzel, let down your long hair” 

Prince curious: “Rapunzel, let down your 
long hair” 

 

6 

 

 

 

 

The most beautiful girl he had ever seen 

Rapunzel and prince, in love 

 

7 

 

 

 

 

But one day 

Witch furious, Rapunzel to forest far away 

8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Witch in the tower with Rapunzel’s hair 

Prince: “Rapunzel, let down your long hair” 

 

9                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prince, around the country, for days and 

days 

suddenly, beautiful voice 

“Rapunzel, Rapunzel!” 

Both very happy 

To his palace 

Happily ever after 
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Little Red Riding Hood Version A (differences underlined)  

A long time ago there was a little girl who loved her grandmother very much. As a present, her 

grandmother gave her a red riding hood. She was so happy with it that she always wore it. 

That’s why everybody called her little red riding hood. Her grandmother lived in a house in the 

forest. One day her mother told her: “Please take this basket with biscuits to your 

grandmother. Go there quickly and do not talk to strangers.” Little Red Riding Hood went to 

the forest. Suddenly she saw a wolf. The wolf asked her: “Where are you going?”. She told 

him: “I am going to my grandmother to bring her these biscuits.” The wolf thought: “If I am 

clever, I can eat both of them.” So he said: “look, there are some beautiful flowers, you can 

pick them for your grandmother.”  

The girl looked at the flowers and decided to pick some. In the mean time, the wolf ran to 

grandmother’s house. He knocked on the door and grandmother said: “please come in, I am 

too weak to get up.” The wolf entered the house and ate grandmother. Then he put on her 

clothes and waited for Little Red Riding Hood in her bed. A little later the girl arrived. She 

knocked on the door and the wolf said: “please come in, I am too weak to get up.”  When the 

girl came in, she looked at the wolf in grandmother’s clothes. She thought her grandmother 

looked a little bit strange.  

So she asked: “grandmother, why do you have such big ears?” The wolf answered: “so I can 

hear you better.” But the girl said: “you have such big eyes!” The wolf told her: “that’s so I can 

see you better.” Finally the girl said: “but your mouth is so big.” The wolf shouted: “That’s to 

eat you better!”.  Then he jumped out of bed and ate the girl. But now he felt very tired, and 

he went back to bed and fell asleep.  A little later a hunter came past grandmother’s house. He 

heard a strange noise inside, so he decided to enter. When he saw the wolf in the bed, he 

wanted to shoot him.  

Then he thought of grandmother. He took some scissors and cut open the wolf’s belly. There 

he found the girl and her grandmother. Little Red Riding Hood had an idea. She went outside 

and picked up some big stones. The hunter helped her to put the stones in the wolf’s belly. 

When the wolf woke up, he wanted to run away. But because the stones were so heavy, he fell 

down and died. The three people were very happy. The hunter took the wolf’s skin with him 

and Little Red Riding Hood and her grandmother sat down and ate the biscuits. Little Red 

Riding Hood thought: “I will always listen to my mother and never talk to strangers again.”         

Little red riding hood: caperucita roja  

basket: cesta 

pick flowers: coger floras 

hunter: cazador  

shoot: disparar  

pick up: recoger  

belly (stomach): vientre  

stones: piedras 

skin: piel  
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Little Red Riding Hood Version B (differences underlined)  

A long time ago there was a little girl who loved her grandmother very much. For her birthday, 

her grandmother gave her a red riding hood. She was so happy with it that she always wore it. 

That’s why everybody called her little red riding hood. Her grandmother lived in a house in the 

forest. One day her mother told her: “Please take this basket with a cake and wine to your 

grandmother. Go there quickly and do not talk to strangers.” Little Red Riding Hood went to 

the forest. Suddenly she saw a wolf. The wolf asked her: “Where are you going?”. She told 

him: “I am going to my grandmother to bring her this cake” The wolf thought: “If I am clever, I 

can eat both of them.” So he said: “look, there are some beautiful flowers, you can pick them 

for your grandmother.”  

The girl looked at the flowers and decided to pick some. In the mean time, the wolf ran to 

grandmother’s house. He knocked on the door and grandmother asked: “who is there?”  The 

wolf said, in a high voice: “It’s me, little Red Riding Hood.” Grandmother said: “Please come in, 

I am too weak to get up.” The wolf entered the house and ate grandmother. Then he put on 

her clothes and waited for Little Red Riding Hood in her bed. A little later the girl arrived. She 

knocked on the door and the wolf said: “please come in, I am too weak to get up.”  When the 

girl came in, she looked at the wolf in grandmother’s clothes. She thought her grandmother 

looked a little bit strange.  

So she asked: “grandmother, why do you have such big ears?” The wolf answered: “so I can 

hear you better.” But the girl said: “you have such big eyes!” The wolf told her: “that’s so I can 

see you better.” Finally the girl said: “but your mouth is so big.” The wolf shouted: “That’s to 

eat you better!”.  Then he jumped out of bed and ate the girl. But now he felt very tired, and 

he went back to bed and fell asleep.  A little later a hunter came past grandmother’s house. He 

heard a strange noise inside, so he decided to enter. When he saw the wolf in the bed, he 

wanted to shoot him.  

Then he thought of grandmother. He took some scissors and cut open the wolf’s belly. There 

he found the girl and her grandmother. Little Red Riding Hood had an idea. She went outside 

and picked up some big stones. The hunter helped her to put the stones in the wolf’s belly. 

When the wolf woke up, he was very thirsty.  He went to the river and tried to drink some 

water, but because the stones were so heavy, he fell into the water and died. The three people 

were very happy.  Little Red Riding hood gave the hunter the bottle of wine to thank him. Then 

grandmother and Little Red Riding Hood sat down and ate the cake. The girl thought: “I will 

always listen to my mother and never talk to strangers again.”  
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Appendix 9: exit questionnaire for study 1 

 

Now that you have completed the tasks and the tests, what do you think they were all 
about? Choose one of these:  

a) They were practicing and testing my speaking skills 

b) They were practicing and testing my grammar 

c) They were practicing and testing my listening skills 

d) They were practicing and testing my vocabulary 

 

Now write a short paragraph explaining what you think you have learned in these four 
sessions: 
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Appendix 10: second post-test questionnaire (pilot study 2) 

 Strongly 
agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 

1. When I speak English I speak slowly and think about 
each word. I don’t want to make any mistakes.  

    

2. When I speak English I think it’s normal I make some 

mistakes. The important thing is that people 

understand me. 

    

3. When I speak English I want to speak at a normal 
speed, without long pauses.  

    

4. When I speak English and I make a mistake, I feel bad.     

5. When I realize I have made a mistake speaking English, 
I try to correct myself. 

    

6. When I don’t know how to say something correctly in 
English, I don’t say it. 

    

7. When I don’t know how to say something correctly in 
English, I try and if people understand me, it is ok. 

    

8. When I speak English in class, I want my teacher to 
correct all my mistakes. 

    

9. When I speak English in class, I want my teacher to 
correct my pronunciation. 

    

10. When I speak English in class, I want my teacher to 
correct my grammar. 

    

11. When I speak English in class, I want my teacher to 
correct my vocabulary. 

    

12. When my teacher corrects my speaking mistakes in 
class, I feel bad. 

    

13. I like it when another student corrects my speaking 
mistakes in class.  

    

14. I like it when my teacher corrects my speaking 
mistakes in class. 
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Appendix 11: questionnaire for study 2 

Questionnaire on oral feedback. 

Name: 

Gender : Male/Female 

Age: 

First language: 

Current position: 

Level(s) you currently teach: 

Years of teaching experience: 

Type of teaching experience (secondary school, language academy,  …): 

Qualifications:  

 

 

The following questions are all about oral feedback on students’ language mistakes when they 

speak.  By feedback we mean: any indication you give to your students that there is something 

incorrect about what they have just said. It can be an explicit correction, as in the following 

example: 

a) Student: I like the music. 

Teacher: Not THE music. I like music.  

But there are many other ways you can use to signal to your students that they need to 

rephrase what they have said, for example: 

b) Student: I like the music. 

Teacher: Can you say that again?  

We would like to find out how you feel about oral feedback on speaking and how you usually 

deal with your students’ oral language mistakes.   

Please answer the following questions. You can type your answers inside the boxes. Write as 

much as you think is necessary.  

Think about the group of adult students that were observed.  

First of all, we would like some information about this group. 
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1. Level: 

2. Number of students: 

3. Type of students (university students, business people, …):  

4. Course material: 

5. Type of evaluation (is there an exam, what kind of exam, …): 

6. When do the classes take place and how long is each class: 

 

 

With this group of students in mind, please answer the following questions:  

1. How much time do you think you spend on speaking activities in a typical lesson? (e.g. 

half of the lesson, 20 % of the lesson, …) 

 

 

2. How important do you think it is to give students feedback on language mistakes 

during or after speaking activities? Why do you think it is (not) important? 

 

 

3. Do you think your students expect to get feedback on their oral mistakes? 

 

 

4. How do you think your students feel when you give them feedback on their oral 

mistakes? 
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5. When doing speaking activities in class, do you usually give your students feedback on 

their language mistakes?  

If you don’t, what is the reason for this?  

 

If you do, do you give them feedback during the activity, or afterwards?  

 

Do you usually correct the students’ mistakes, or do you encourage them to self-correct? 

 

How often do you use peer correction (letting the students correct each other)? What do you 

think about this technique? 

 

Do you give different kinds of feedback to different students? If yes, what do you do and why? 

 

 

6. On what type of mistakes do you usually give your students feedback? (pronunciation, 

vocabulary, grammar, …) 

 

 

 

7. Do you think it is necessary to give feedback on all of your students’ mistakes? If not, 

what type of mistakes do you think you should focus on? Why? 
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8. Try to put a percentage on the number of mistakes you usually give feedback on. (For 

example, if you give feedback on all of your students’ mistakes, it would be 100 %) 

- The number of mistakes you usually give feedback on:         % 

Now try to do the same thing for: 

-The number of pronunciation mistakes you give feedback on:                 % 

-The number of vocabulary mistakes you give feedback on:                       % 

-The number of grammar mistakes you give feedback on:                          % 

9.   Do you find it easy or difficult to give your students feedback on oral language mistakes? 

Why?  

 

 

10.Do you think your students benefit from your feedback on their oral mistakes? Why 

(not)? 
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11. Look at the following ways of giving feedback: 

Teacher: What did you do last weekend? 

Student: I watch a film with my friends. 

a) Teacher: No, not watch, watched.  

b)     Teacher: You watched a film. That’s interesting. 

c)     Teacher: I’m sorry? 

d) Teacher: You need to use the past tense. 

e) Teacher: Last weekend I ... (pausing)? (rising intonation) 

f) Teacher: I WATCH a film? (stressing the mistake, with rising intonation) 

- Do you use any of these techniques? Which ones do you use? How often do you use 

each one? For what type of mistakes do you use each one? 

 

 

- Do you use other ways to give feedback? If yes, which ones? 

 

 

- Which ones do you think would be the most effective? Why? 

 

 

- Which ones do you think your students would prefer? Why?  

 

 

Thank you for your cooperation! 
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APPENDIX 12: teacher and student questionnaire for study 3  

Questionnaire on oral feedback. 

This questionnaire is part of a doctoral thesis in education, carried out at the 
Universidad de Navarra. It is completely anonymous and the results will be used for a 
study on corrective feedback and language teaching. It takes about 20 minutes to 
complete.  

What do we mean by corrective feedback? 

By feedback we mean: any indication you give to your students that there is something incorrect 
about what they have just said. It can be an explicit correction, as in the following example: 

c) Student: I like the music.                                                                                                      
Teacher: Not THE music. I like music.  

But there are many other ways you can use to signal to your students that they need to rephrase 
what they have said, for example: 

d) Student: I like the music.                                                                                                      
Teacher: Can you say that again?  

We would like to find out how you feel about oral feedback on speaking and how you usually 
deal with your students’ oral language mistakes.   
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1. First of all, we would like to know something about you and the context in which you teach. 
Please complete the following information. 

Gender : Male/Female 

Nationality: 

Age: 

First language: 

Language(s) you currently teach:  

How many hours a week do you teach?:  

Level(s) you currently teach: 

-  Elementary (A1) 

- Pre-intermediate (A2) 

- Intermediate (B1) 

- Upper-intermediate (B2) 

- Advanced (C1) 

- Proficiency (C2) 

Years of teaching experience: 

Qualifications:  

 

Where are you currently teaching: 

- primary school 

- secondary school 

- centre for adult education 

- university 

- private language academy 

- other:  

Age groups you are currently teaching: 

- children younger than 6 

- children between 6 and 12 

- adolescents between 12 and 18 

- adults  

Name and location of your school/centre:      

  

Average number of students per class:                 

Usual length of one lesson:  
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2. How much time do you think your students spend speaking the target language during a typical 
lesson? (e.g. half of the lesson, 20 % of the lesson, …) : _________________ 

3. How much time do you normally spend on pair or group work?  (e.g. half of the lesson, 20 % of 
the lesson, …): _________________ 

4. Do you think it is important to give students feedback on language mistakes when they speak? 
Why/ why not?  

 

 

 

 

 

5. Do you think your students expect to get feedback on their oral mistakes? 

 

 

 

6. How do you think your students feel when you give them feedback on their oral mistakes? 

 

 

 

7. A student makes a grammar mistake. How effective do you think the teacher’s reactions are to 
help the student improve?                                                                                                             

Teacher: What did you do last weekend? 

Student: I watch a film with my friends. 

Teacher’s reaction:  Very effective Quite effective It depends Not effective 

16. 1. No, not watch, watched.     

17. 2. Oh, you watched a film. Which one?     

18. 3. watched     

19. 4. I’m sorry?/ Pardon?     

20. 5. You need to use the past tense.     

21. 6. Last weekend I …? (pausing, with 
rising intonation) 

    

22. 7. I WATCH a film? (stressing the 
mistake, with rising intonation)  
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Choose two of these feedback-types that you often use (give the numbers): _______________ 

Choose two types that you think your students would prefer:  _________________ 

 Do you use any other techniques to correct your students’ spoken errors?    Please explain:  

 

8. When do you give individual students corrective feedback on their oral mistakes? 

When my students speak in class, I give 
them corrective feedback… 

Usually Sometimes It depends Never 

1. when they make a grammar mistake     

2.when they make a pronunciation mistake     

3.when they make a vocabulary mistake     

4.when they make mistakes against a 
structure we have just studied 

    

5.when they make mistakes against 
something I think they should know 

    

6.when the mistake makes the student’s 
message difficult to understand  

    

 

If you have any remarks about question 8, please write them here: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

290 

 

 

9. A student makes a language mistake while speaking. Do you provide that student with 
corrective feedback? In the following classroom situations, put a tick if you would provide 
no feedback, only if the meaning of the message is not clear, immediate feedback or 
feedback after the activity.  

Situations:  No 
feedback 

Only if the 
message is 
not clear 

Immediate 
feedback 

Feedback 
after the 
activity 

It 
depends 

1. A student expresses his/her 
opinion during a class 
discussion 

     

2. Students are discussing a 
topic in pairs or small groups 

     

3. A student asks you a 
question in front of the whole 
class 

     

4. A student answers a 
question about a text you are 
discussing as a class 

     

5. A student gives the answer 
to a grammar exercise you are 
correcting and makes a 
pronunciation mistake. 

     

6. A student reads a text aloud 
and makes a pronunciation 
mistake. 

     

7. You are playing a language 
game to practice the present 
perfect and a student makes a 
mistake against a different 
grammar item. 

     

 

If you have any remarks about question 9, please write them here: 
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10. How important are the following things when you have to decide how much corrective 

feedback you give to your students?  

 Very important Important It depends Not important 

1. students’  level     

2. students’ personality     

3. The number of students in the group     

4. the programme or course book you have to 

follow 

    

5.time constraints     

6.type of activity     

7.other:      

 

If you have any remarks about question 10, please write them here: 

 

 

 

11. How important are the following things when you have to decide what type of 

corrective feedback you give? 

 Very important Important It depends Not important 

1. students’  level     

2. students’ personality     

3. The number of students in the group     

4. the programme or course book you have to 

follow 

    

5.time constraints     

6.type of activity     

7.other:      
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If you have any remarks about question 11, please write them here: 

 

 

 

 

 

12. Would you like to change anything about the way you currently deal with your students’ 
speaking mistakes? If yes, what and why? 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for your cooperation! 

 

 

 

 

 

Cuestionario para alumnos sobre oral feedback  

Este cuestionario forma parte de una tesis doctoral en educación, realizada en la 
Universidad de Navarra. Es completamente anónimo y confidencial.  Los resultados 
solo serán usados para un estudio sobre la corrección de errores y la enseñanza de 
idiomas. Se necesitan unos 15 minutos para completarlo. Hay 4 páginas.  

1. Por favor, completa la información sobre ti mismo en la tabla siguiente:  
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2.  a. ¿A qué edad empezaste a aprender inglés? ______________ 

      b. ¿Estás aprendiendo inglés en algún otro sitio en este momento? Sí/No  

    ¿Dónde y cuantas horas a la semana? ______________________ 

       c. ¿Has vivido o trabajado en un país de habla inglesa? Sí/No  

    ¿Dónde y cuanto tiempo? ______________________________ 

 d. ¿Has vivido o trabajado en un país donde utilizaste el inglés para comunicarte? Sí/No  

    ¿Dónde y cuanto tiempo? _________________________________ 

 e. Cuántas horas a la semana utilizas el inglés fuera de clase para…. 

 0  1-2 3-4 5-6 7-8 

hacer tareas      

leer por placer       

ver la tele, películas, series, …      

escuchar la radio      

hablar con amigos      

hablar con compañeros de trabajo o clientes      

leer documentos relacionados con el trabajo (correo 
electrónico, informes, …) 

     

escribir correo electrónico, informes, …      

hablar por teléfono en el trabajo      

participar en reuniones      

hacer presentaciones        

 

Sexo :  Masculino/Femenino  (subrayar lo que corresponde) 

Nacionalidad: 

Edad: 

Lengua materna: 

Nivel de inglés/clase: 

Escuela:  

Número de horas de inglés a la semana: 

Número de alumnos en tu clase: 
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3. ¿Con qué frecuencia haces estas actividades en la clase de inglés? Pon una X en la 
columna adecuada para cada actividad. 

Actividad A menudo A veces Poco Nunca 

23. 1. Ejercicios de gramática o vocabulario     

24. 2. Leer textos     

25. 3. Escuchar diálogos      

26. 4. Juegos en inglés     

5.Hablar inglés con un compañero de 
clase o en grupos pequeños 

    

27. 6. Hablar inglés con toda la clase, debatir 
con toda la clase 

    

 

4. ¿Te gusta hablar inglés en clase? ¿Por qué (no)? 

 

5. ¿Si tienes que hablar inglés en clase y cometes un error, quieres que tu profe te corrija? Sí/No  

Si has respondido que sí, ¿cuándo quieres que te corrija? (elegir solamente una opción) 

a. Siempre 

b. A menudo 

c. Solo si tengo problemas para expresarme claramente 

d. Solo si hago un error contra algo que ya hemos visto o que estamos aprendiendo en este 
momento 

6.  ¿Qué tipo de errores quieres que tu profesor corrija cuando hablas inglés?  

Ordena los siguientes tipos de errores en orden de importancia, de 1 a 3. El tipo de error que 
prefieres que tu profesor corrija será el número 1, el menos importante será el número 3. 

____ Errores de gramática, por ejemplo:  

“I like play football” (debe ser: playing), “There is ten students in my class.” 
(debe ser: there are) 

____ Errores de vocabulario, por ejemplo:  

“English is an easy idiom to learn.” (debe ser: language). “The film was a great 
exit, it won 5 oscars.” (debe ser: success) 

____ Errores de pronunciación, por ejemplo: 

“ I like esport.” 
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7. El profesor te hace una pregunta en inglés y cometes el siguiente error:  

Teacher: What did you do last weekend? 

Student: I watch a film with my friends. 

a) Estas son diferentes maneras en que el profesor te puede corregir. Pon una X para cada 
reacción en la columna adecuada. ¿Piensas que estas maneras de corregir son buenas o 
no?  

 

Reacción del profesor: Muy bien Bastante bien No muy bien Mal 

28. 1. No, not watch, watched.     

29. 2. Oh, you watched a film. Which one?     

30. 3. watched     

31. 4. I’m sorry?/ Pardon?     

32. 5. You need to use the past tense.     

33. 6. Last weekend I …?      

37. 7. I WATCH a film?      

 

b) ¿Qué tipos de correcciones utiliza tu profesor más a menudo?  

Escribe los números: _________________ 

 

c) Si tu profesor utiliza otras maneras de corregir los errores de los alumnos cuando 
hablan, puedes explicarlo aquí:  
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8. Tienes que decir algo en inglés en clase y tu profesor te interrumpe para corregirte. Indique 
con una X si reaccionas de las siguientes maneras: 

       

 

 

9. Si tienes algún comentario sobre este cuestionario o sobre una pregunta especifica, puedes 
escribirlo aquí:  

 

 

 

 

 

¡Muchas gracias por tu cooperación! 

 

 

¿Cómo reaccionas? A menudo A veces Raramente Nunca 

38. 1. Estoy contento/a     

39. 2. Me siento frustrado/a     

40. 3. Me siento avergonzado/a     

41. 4. Le estoy agradecido/a     

5. Me bloqueo     

42. 6. Me siento mal porque hablo muy mal 
el inglés 

    

43. 7. Pienso que voy a hablar menos inglés 
en clase en el futuro 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


