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Abstract 

This experimental study, using a pretest-treatment-posttest design, compared the effects of focused 

direct written corrective feedback and additional writing practice on L2 learners’ written syntactic 

complexity. The participants were 60 Iranian elementary EFL learners, whose L2 proficiency as well as 

L2 writing syntactic complexity and accuracy were controlled by administering the Oxford Quick 

Placement Test and a paragraph writing test. They were assigned to two groups: Focused direct 

corrective feedback (FDCF) and additional writing practice without feedback (No CF). The investigation 

included five sessions and lasted for three weeks. Every session, each participant wrote a paragraph of 

descriptive type in class. The experimental group received FDCF, while the control (i.e. No CF) group 

was provided only with additional writing practice. Lu's (2010) web-based L2 Syntactic Complexity 

Analyzer was utilized to calculate the five indices of syntactic complexity measures, including mean 

length of clause (MLC), mean length of sentence (MLS), mean length of T-unit (MLT), clauses per 

sentence (C/S), and verb phrases per T-unit (VP/T). The MANOVA test revealed no statistically 

significant difference between the two groups.  

© 2021 EJAL & the Authors. Published by Eurasian Journal of Applied Linguistics (EJAL). This is an open-access 

article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license (CC BY-NC-ND) 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/). 
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1. Introduction 

Corrective feedback (CF) has been a central part of second language (L2) writing 

instruction worldwide; however, the effectiveness of CF has been a controversial issue 

in the field of second language acquisition (SLA) (Karim & Nassaji, 2020). The debate 

over the efficacy of written corrective feedback (WCF) dates back to Truscott's (1996) 

claim that CF is not only ineffective but it can even be harmful; thus, providing it 
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must be stopped. His argument yielded several counter responses from a number of 

researchers that CF is effective (Bruton, 2009, 2010; Chandler, 2003; Ferris, 1999, 

2004, 2006). 

Although some of the early studies, which explored the usefulness of the WCF 

versus no feedback showed no significant advantage for feedback (see e.g. Kepner, 

1991; Polio, Fleck, & Leder, 1998; Semke, 1984), the positive effect of the focused 

feedback on L2 learners’ written syntactic accuracy has been proved in several studies 

(Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener, East, & Cartner, 2010; Bitchener, Young, & Cameron, 

2005; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008, 2009, 2010a, 2010b; Sheen, 2007, 2010a; Sheen, 

Wright, & Moldawa, 2009). As for the unfocused WCF methods, some of the early 

studies did not reveal positive effects for the unfocused CF (Kepner, 1991; Semke, 

1984), whereas some of the others have shown promising results (Bonilla López, Van 

Steendam, Speelman, & Buyse 2018; Chandler, 2003; Robb, Ross, & Shortreed, 1986; 

Sheppard, 1992; Valizadeh, 2020; Van Beuningen, De Jong, & Kuiken, 2008, 2012). 

Among the scholars who investigated the effect of the unfocused feedback, Truscott 

and Hsu (2008) as well as Karim and Nassaji (2020) found that their explored 

unfocused CF types contributed to the accuracy improvement of the learners’ written 

texts during revision, but they did not result in accuracy gains when writing a new 

text. Some researchers also compared the effect of focused with unfocused WCF on 

accuracy gains. Ellis, Sheen, Murakami, and Takashima (2008), Kassim and Ng 

(2014) as well as Kristia (2018) found that the CF was equally effective for the focused 

and unfocused groups. On the other hand, Sheen et al., (2009), Farrokhi and 

Sattarpour (2012) as well as Rahimi (2019) found that the focused feedback was more 

beneficial than the unfocused one. Frear (2010) indicated that both the focused and 

unfocused direct CF significantly improved the accuracy of the second writing task in 

comparison to the control group.  

Despite the mentioned points, a gap exists in our knowledge. One of the points that 

Truscott (2004, 2007) argued was that provision of the WCF can affect the complexity 

of the written text negatively; in other words, receiving the WCF can cause learners to 

write simplified texts. Truscott (2007) argued that the aim of the CF is to make 

learners aware of their errors; however, learners are often confused about the received 

CF. Even when they understand it, this does not mean they have mastered the 

corrected form, and especially the application of it in other contexts. As a result, a 

natural reaction of the learners to the CF is that they hide their weaknesses by 

avoiding the use of the structures which have been corrected. Truscott even referred 

to some signs of avoidance in some previously done studies, such as Sheppard (1992), 

Frantzen (1995), and Chandler (2003). Nevertheless, Truscott (2007) continued that 

“Unfortunately, it is difficult to judge the strength of the effect [of the CF] or the 

specific cases in which it is likely to be a serious problem. This is clearly a worthwhile 

area for further research.” (p. 269) 

From a theoretical perspective, Kellogg's (1990) Overload Hypothesis, Kellogg's 

(1996) model of working memory, and limited capacity models of attention (Skehan, 

1998) support what Truscott stated in terms of the probable negative effects of the CF 
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on learners’ writing. According to these models, when several processes must be 

managed simultaneously, as in writing a text (Torrance & Galbraith, 2006), 

attentional demands are very high, and the learners who are writing can be 

overloaded and unable to attend adequately (Kellogg, 1988); therefore, learners may 

concentrate their efforts on gaining greater control over items which had already been 

internalized and are more stable (interlanguage) and avoid expanding their L2 

knowledge system (Skehan & Foster, 2001). 

Syntactic complexity is strongly related to the overall L2 proficiency level (Ortega, 

2003). Considering the increase in L2 proficiency, it has been stated that syntactic 

complexity develops in three stages; during the first stage, sentences are first 

produced as independent, uncoordinated statements, and then are linked by 

coordination. On the second stage, these utterances are linked by subordination, and 

on the final stage, the utterances are linked by complexification of the noun phrase 

(Bardovi-Harlig, 1992; Norris & Ortega, 2009). Therefore, at beginner and 

intermediate low proficiency levels, as is the focus of the present research, learners’ 

utterances may show an increase of coordination as for the syntactic growth (Bardovi-

Harlig, 1992; Vyatkina, 2012). Despite the mentioned points, previous studies have 

indicated that the mentioned three stages of syntactic complexity development may 

partially overlap, and it is even possible that syntactic complexity decrease again at 

higher levels of proficiency due to the task and genre effects (Lu, 2011; Ortega, 2003). 

To date, very few studies have explored the effect of the WCF on developing 

syntactic complexity in L2 writing (Chandler, 2003; Fazilatfar, Fallah, Hamavandi, & 

Rostamian, 2014; Robb, et al. 1986; Sheppard, 1992; Van Beuningen, et al. 2012). 

While Sheppard (1992) found a negative effect, Robb et al. (1986) found a significant 

positive effect for indirect WCF on syntactic complexity. On the other hand, Chandler 

(2003) and Van Beuningen, et al. (2012) indicated that the WCF did not affect the 

complexity of L2 learner writing. More recently, Fazilatfar et al. (2014) found a 

significant positive effect on syntactic complexity of the texts written by the group 

that had received the comprehensive WCF. In short, not only did the mentioned 

studies reveal conflicting results (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012), but they all investigated 

the effects of comprehensive/unfocused feedback on L2 writing syntactic complexity. 

Therefore, the issue of the effect of the focused feedback on L2 written syntactic 

complexity is under-investigated. 

Moreover, the results of the studies on the effect of unfocused WCF on L2 

complexity gains are not comparable because of their differences in terms of their 

treatment period, methodology, measurement instruments, genre of writing task, as 

well as their participants’ conditions (e.g., age, proficiency level, L1 background, L2 

learning goals, etc.). For example, as Ortega (2015) stated, L1 is “a moderating 

variable of L2 syntactic complexity” (p. 84). This was also proved in Lu and Ai's 

(2015), Jiang, Bi, and Liu’s (2019), Kuiken and Vedder's (2019), Khushik and Huhta’s 

(2020) as well as Ströbel, Kerz, and Wiechmann (2020) studies. Further, 

genre/task/content also play roles in syntactic complexity in writing and L2 

proficiency is also “a powerful source of influence that modulates syntactic 
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complexity” (Ortega 2015, p. 88). These issues were proved in Yoon's (2017) as well as 

Mostafa and Crossley’s (2020) studies. Therefore, the effect of WCF strategies on L2 

syntactic complexity is a matter which continues to be a subject of controversy and 

requires more meticulous studies. 

Given the above-mentioned points, this formal classroom research, which was 

theoretically motivated, was conducted to test the argument of Truscott (2004, 2007), 

who stated that provision of the CF can affect the complexity of the written texts 

negatively, and as a result, aimed to contribute to research-based language pedagogy. 

It should be noted that the term “formal classroom research” has been borrowed from 

Ellis (2012, p. 23). This study is true experimental, but classroom-based, meaning it is 

not a laboratory study; it was conducted in two classes whose students were randomly 

assigned. Based on Ellis (2009), one of the common strategies that teachers adopt for 

correcting linguistic errors in students’ written work is direct corrective feedback, as a 

type of explicit correction, so it is critical to investigate whether or not this commonly 

utilized type of feedback has any detrimental effects on L2 learners’ written syntactic 

complexity. Moreover, as the participants were elementary EFL learners, the focused 

feedback was selected to ease processing correction for them; however, the utilized CF 

was of “less focused” type, which “restricts correction to a limited number of pre-

selected types”, as explained by Ellis, et al. (2008, p. 356). The current study 

restricted correction to subject-verb agreement, verb form, and word order. The 

rationale for selecting the mentioned three grammatical points was that in order to 

write the descriptive paragraphs, the mentioned structures were important, essential, 

and highly probable to be used. In short, this study investigated the effects of less 

focused direct corrective feedback (FDCF) on L2 learners’ written syntactic 

complexity. Following Ellis (2009), via FDCF, not only the error was underlined but 

also the corresponding correct L2 form was provided; therefore, learners were 

explicitly provided with the correct form of their errors.  

In brief, the following research question was addressed: 

Is there any significant difference between the FDCF and No CF groups in 

syntactic complexity of their descriptive paragraphs?  

2. Method 

2.1. Sample / Participants 

The participants were selected out of 73 EFL students whose proficiency level was 

A2, on the Common European Framework of Reference for languages (CEFR) scale. 

The participants’ English proficiency level was carefully controlled by the 

administration of the pen-and-paper version of Quick Placement Test (QPT) and 

based on Geranpayeh's (2003) guideline. A total of 68 students got scores ranging 

from 16 to 23 out of 40 (i.e., the elementary level), based on Geranpayeh (2003); they 

were selected for the descriptive writing task, which was used to assess the syntactic 

complexity and accuracy in the written texts (i.e., to ensure the homogeneity of the 
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students and as the pretest). The students who were homogeneous in their writing 

ability (60 students) were assigned to two groups, namely FDCF (n = 30), who 

received focused direct CF, and No CF (n = 30), who did not receive feedback on their 

grammatical errors, but was provided with additional writing practice. More 

information on the participants is provided in Table 1 below.  

Table 1. Participants’ information  

 Groups 

FDCF No CF 

Age Gender Age Gender 

 Female Male  Female Male 

Mean 22.43   22.50   

SD 3.01 .49 2.99 .46 

Valid Percentage  60 40  70 30 

 

It should be noted that the students’ writing ability was measured by exploring not 

only the syntactic accuracy but also the syntactic complexity of their written texts. In 

addition, the decision for using the descriptive writing task was made because the 

participants had already learned how to write simple descriptive paragraphs, 

appropriate for their English learning level.  Moreover, the decision for 30 

participants per group was made based on Hatch and Lazaraton's (1991) 

recommendation that for quantitative data analyses, a minimum of 30 participants is 

required as the size can produce a distribution of a range of scores. The 60 

participants, aged between 18 and 27, included 39 females and 21 males. All of them 

had passed the elementary EFL courses; they had already completed studying the 3rd 

edition of the books Top Notch: Fundamentals (Saslow & Ascher, 2015b) and Top 

Notch 1 (Saslow & Ascher, 2015a). The participants’ native language (L1) was 

Persian. The two groups (FDCF and No CF) were in different classes and thus, not in 

contact with each other during the study. 

2.2. Setting and design  

The study, using pretest-treatment-posttest design, was a product-oriented, true 

experimental research. There was no systematic bias in assigning the participants to 

either treatment or control group. Furthermore, following Guénette's (2007) 

recommendation, the groups in this study had the same teacher; the writing topics 

and tests were similar as well. This was done to control the possible effects of every 

other design parameter, except the treatment. 

The dependent variable is the syntactic complexity measured in the participants’ 

production from the pretests to the posttests. Syntactic complexity was assessed with 

five syntactic complexity measures: MLC, MLS, MLT, C/S and VP/T, which are 

explained in Table 2 below. The independent variable was the FDCF in comparison to 

additional writing practice, with no feedback. Additionally, the participants’ English 
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proficiency level and writing ability (i.e., written syntactic complexity and syntactic 

accuracy) were the control variables. It goes without saying that writing ability 

includes not only complexity but also accuracy of the written texts in terms of 

syntactic, lexical, structural, and orthographic issues; however, to the purpose of the 

present research, only the syntactic complexity of the written texts was focused. 

Table 2. Five syntactic complexity measures  

Measure Code Definition 

1. mean length of clause MLC number of words divided by number of clauses 

2. mean length of sentence MLS number of words divided by number of sentences 

3. mean length of T-unit MLT number of words divided by number of T-units 

4. clauses per sentence C/S number of clauses divided by number of sentences 

5. verb phrases per T-unit VP/T number of verb phrases divided by number of T-units 

2.3. Instruments 

The following instruments were utilized: Quick Placement Test (QPT), class writing 

tasks of descriptive type, pretest and posttest. More information about the writing 

tasks and tests is provided in the Data Collection Procedure Section. In addition, to 

calculate the syntactic complexity, Lu's (2010) web-based L2 Syntactic Complexity 

Analyzer was employed. Further, in order to assess the syntactic accuracy, and to 

control for the differences in text length written by the participants, the following 

formula, which had also been used by Chandler (2003), Truscott and Hsu (2008), as 

well as Soltanpour and Valizadeh (2018), was used: [total number of syntactic 

errors/total number of words] × 100 to calculate a measure of errors per 100 words. 

As Geranpayeh (2003, p. 8) explained, “The Quick Placement Test (QPT) is a 

flexible test of English language proficiency developed by Oxford University Press and 

Cambridge ESOL to give teachers a reliable and time-saving method of finding a 

student’s level of English.” The validity and reliability of the test have been checked 

and confirmed through Cambridge ESOL quality control procedures. 

To assess the syntactic complexity, the automatic approach was used “because it 

affords speed, flexibility, and reliability” (Crossley & McNamara, 2014, p. 69). 

Moreover, human raters are likely to be subjective. They also need training, time to 

score, as well as monitoring, all of which utilize resources (Higgins, Xi, Zechner, & 

Williamson, 2011). The analyzer was already used by several researchers, such as Lu 

(2011), Fazilatfar et al. (2014), Lu and Ai (2015), Yang, Lu, and Cushing Weigle, 

2015), Yoon (2017) as well as Polio and Yoon (2018). Therefore, we understood that 

the analyzer is recognized and reliable.    

To assess the syntactic complexity, the automatic approach was used “because it 

affords speed, flexibility, and reliability” (Crossley & McNamara, 2014, p. 69). 

Moreover, human raters are likely to be subjective. They also need training, time to 

score, as well as monitoring, all of which utilize resources (Higgins, Xi, Zechner, & 
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Williamson, 2011). This analyzer “produces frequency counts of nine linguistic units 

in the text—word, sentence, clause, dependent clause, T-unit, complex T-unit, 

coordinate phrase, complex nominal, and verb phrase—and generates 14 indices of 

syntactic complexity for the text” (Yang, et al., 2015, p. 58). In the present study, five 

out of 14 indices were analyzed, as shown in Table 2. The rationale behind the 

selection of only these five specific measures was that syntactic complexity is strongly 

related to the overall L2 proficiency level (Ortega, 2003). During the first stage of 

syntactic complexity development, sentences are first produced as independent, 

uncoordinated statements, and then are linked by coordination. (Bardovi-Harlig, 

1992; Norris & Ortega, 2009). Therefore, at beginner and low-intermediate proficiency 

levels, as is the focus of the present research, learners’ utterances may show an 

increase of coordination as for the syntactic growth (Bardovi-Harlig, 1992; Vyatkina, 

2012). Consequently, the mentioned five specific measures were selected because they 

could be appropriate for the participants’ L2 proficiency level and we expected to see 

some development in the syntactic complexity of their written texts in terms of the 

five stated measures. 

2.4. Data collection procedures 

 The investigation included five sessions and lasted for three weeks. Every session 

the participants in each group spent about 30 minutes and wrote a paragraph of 

descriptive type of minimum 100 words in class and turned it in; the texts which 

students wrote generally included a range of 97 to 110 words.  

In experimental group, after the participants turned their written paragraphs in, 

the teacher-researcher provided them with the specified feedback (i.e. FDCF). The 

amount of FDCF did not differ a lot among participants as they were homogeneous. 

For example, in the pretests of both groups, the participants had about seven or eight 

errors and thus the teacher-researcher provided feedback on about seven or eight 

errors to each participant’s pretest in the FDCF group. The treatment started with 

the pretest paragraph. Then the students were required to spend about ten minutes 

looking, analyzing and also revising their corrected text, as recommended by Guénette 

(2012), so they would be responsible for their learning. Because the participants were 

homogeneous, the amount of FDCF did not vary much among them, and it was fair to 

give the same amount of time for the participants to revise their texts. Table 3 shows 

the sessions and the topics of descriptive types in the experimental group. 

Table 3. Sessions and topics in the experimental group  

Week Session Topic 

1 1 (pretest) Describe one of your friends. 

2 Describe your best or your favorite vacation. 

2 3 Describe the house in which you grew up. 

4 Describe one of your childhood memories. 

3 5 (posttest) Describe your favorite teacher’s classroom. 
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Participants in the control group neither received CF nor were involved in any 

revision activities. Instead, they did a new writing task, so they had the opportunity 

to practice their writing skills once more. Moreover, the completion of a completely 

new task required as much time as revising an already written text, as was required 

in the experimental group. Table 4 indicates the sessions as well as the topics of 

descriptive types in the control group. 

Table 4. Sessions and topics in the control group  

Week Session 1st Topic Extra Topic for Extra Writing Practice 

1 1 (pretest) Describe one of your friends. Describe your favorite person. 

2 Describe your best or your favorite vacation. Describe an interesting place you visited. 

2 3 Describe the house in which you grew up. Describe your dream house. 

4 Describe one of your childhood memories. Describe a day at your school or work. 

3 5 (posttest) Describe your favorite teacher’s classroom. Describe each of your family members. 

 

Finally, on the first session of Week three, the posttest was given. The students 

could spend maximum 30 minutes writing the test paragraph. It should be noted that 

no participant took the required test twice; further, although the descriptive topics 

were different in the tests, they were the same for both groups. Considering the fact 

that genre/task/content play roles in syntactic complexity in writing (Ortega, 2015), 

descriptive type was the only genre utilized in writing tasks and tests in this study to 

ensure that the topics were comparable in terms of syntactic complexity. 

3. Results 

3.1. The normality tests 

The assumption of normality was tested via both the graphic of histogram, and also 

some numerical ways as proposed by Larson-Hall (2010). The histograms showed that 

the data were normally distributed. Regarding the numerical methods of assessing 

normality, the values of skewness and kurtosis statistics were within +/-1, based on 

Phakiti (2010); further, the outcomes of the ratio of skewedness and kurtosis over 

their respective standard errors were within the ranges of +/-1.96, based on Field 

(2013); therefore, the numerical tests also revealed that the data were normality 

distributed. 

3.2. Ensuring the homogeneity of the groups 

An independent t-test was conducted to compare the pretest of grammatical 

knowledge scores for the FDCF and No CF groups. There was no significant difference 

in scores for FDCF (M = 19.50, SD = 1.92) and No CF (M = 19.57, SD = 1.94); (t (58) = 

-.13, p = .89). The magnitude of the differences in the means (mean differences = -.06, 

95% CI: -1.06 to .93) was very small. 
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In order to ensure that the two groups were homogeneous in terms of their written 

syntactic accuracy, an independent-samples t-test was done to compare the mean 

scores of the pretest of writing for the FDCF and No CF groups. There was no 

significant difference in scores for the FDCF group (M = 7.80, SD = .14) and No CF (M 

= 7.79, SD = .16); (t (58) = .41, p = .68). The magnitude of the differences in the means 

(mean differences = .01, 95% CI: -.06 to .09) was very small. 

Then, in order to find out whether the two groups were homogenous in terms of the 

syntactic complexity of their essays, multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVA) 

were performed because there were several dependent variables (Larson-Hall, 2010; 

Pallant, 2013; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). In this research, the researchers were 

interested in comparing groups on a range of syntactic complexity measures, so there 

were several dependent variables, which were related. In these research situations, 

MANOVA is utilized based on Larson-Hall (2010), Pallant (2013), as well as 

Tabachnick and Fidell (2013). MANOVA has already been used by previous 

researchers, such as Fazilatfar et al., 2014 as well as Kasiri and Fazilatfar (2016), 

who investigated written syntactic complexity with two groups.  

The assumptions of MANOVA (i.e. equal sample sizes, univariate normality, 

multivariate normality (outliers), multicollinearity and singularity, linearity, and 

finally, homogeneity of variance matrices) (Pallant, 2013; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013) 

were first examined to be sure that they were met. Fortunately, there were no 

problems with equal sample sizes in each group and the assumption of univariate 

normality. 

To test for multivariate normality, Mahalanobis distance was calculated (Pallant, 

2013; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). The maximum value for Mahalanobis distance for 

the FDCF and No CF were 14.39 and 19.94, respectively, which were less than the 

critical value (i.e. 20.52, based on Pallant, 2013), so it was safely assumed that there 

were no multivariate outliers. 

Next, to check for multicollinearity and check the strength of the correlations 

among the dependent variables, a correlation test was run (Pallant, 2013; Tabachnick 

& Fidell 2013). There were no correlations up around .8 or .9, so there was no reason 

for concern regarding multicollinearity (Pallant, 2013; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013. 

Then, to assess the assumption of linearity, a matrix of scatterplots was generated 

between each pair of variables, separately for each group. The scatterplots were 

roughly oval-shaped (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013) or cigar-shaped (Pallant, 2013), so 

the assumption of linearity was met. 

A one-way between groups multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was 

performed. Five dependent variables were used: MLS, MLT, MLC, C/S, and VP/T. The 

independent variable was the type of WCF. 

Box’s test of equality of covariance matrices for pretest of syntactic complexity 

showed that the assumption of homogeneity of variance-covariance was met (Sig = 

.003 > .001). Levene's test of equality of error variances for the indices of syntactic 
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complexity of the pretest revealed that all the Sig. values were over .05, indicating 

that the assumption of equality of variance for the variables was met as well. 

Multivariate tests for pretest of syntactic complexity indicated that the p-value was 

larger than the stringent alpha level (.84 > .05), so there was not a significant 

difference among the two groups on the combined dependent variables, F (5, 54) = .40, 

p = .84; Wilk’s Lambda = .96; partial eta squared = .03. In conclusion, both groups 

were homogenous in terms of MLS, MLT, MLC, C/S, and VP/T of the written 

paragraphs. 

3.3. Finding of the research question 

A one-way between-groups MANOVA was performed to investigate the differences 

between groups (Larson-Hall, 2010; Pallant, 2013; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). 

Considering the assumptions of MANOVA, no problems were revealed in terms of 

univariate normality, multivariate normality (multivariate outliers), 

multicollinearity, and linearity. 

A MANOVA was performed to investigate the differences in syntactic complexity in 

two groups of FDCF and No CF. Five dependent variables were used: MLS, MLT, 

MLC, C/S, and VP/T. The independent variable was the type of WCF. 

Box’s test of equality of covariance matrices for posttest of syntactic complexity 

revealed that the assumption of homogeneity of variance-covariance was met (Sig = 

.293 > .001). Levene's test of equality of error variances for all the indices of syntactic 

complexity of the posttest revealed that all the Sig. values were greater than .05, 

indicating that the assumption of equality of variance for the variables was also met. 

Multivariate tests for posttest of syntactic complexity indicated that the p-value 

was larger than the stringent alpha level (.81 > .05), so there was not a significant 

difference among the two groups on the combined dependent variables, F (5, 54) = .44, 

p = .81; Wilk’s Lambda = .960; partial eta squared = .04. In conclusion, the FDCF did 

not cause a significant difference in terms of MLS, MLT, MLC, C/S, and VP/T of the 

written paragraphs. 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 

In this study, Truscott's (2004, 2007) argument that provision of WCF can affect the 

complexity of the written text negatively was investigated. The results indicate no 

significant difference between the FDCF group and the control one, which only 

practiced writing. Similarly, Chandler (2003) showed that WCF did not affect the 

complexity of L2 learner writing. In contrast, Robb et al. (1986) and Fazilatfar et al. 

(2014) found significant positive effects for the WCF on their investigated complexity 

measures. Whereas Sheppard (1992) found a negative effect for the WCF on 

structural complexity, Van Beuningen, et al. (2012) reported that WCF did not make 

the learners write simplified texts. Nonetheless, as the previously done studies 

(Chandler, 2003; Fazilatfar et al., 2014; Robb et al., 1986; Sheppard, 1992; Van 
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Beuningen et al., 2012) differed from the present study in terms of their treatment, 

treatment period, methodology, measurement instruments, genre of writing task, as 

well as their participants’ conditions (e.g., age, proficiency level, L1 background, L2 

learning goals, etc.), which could all be moderating variables of L2 syntactic 

complexity, the results found in present study are not comparable with the ones found 

in previous research. 

In spite of the findings of the current study, a more meticulous comparison of the 

mean scores of the syntactic complexity measures in pre- and post-tests indicate the 

existence of some differences. Table 5 shows the information. 

Table 5. Comparison of the descriptive statistics of the pretest and posttest 

 Pretest Posttest 

Indices Treatment Mean SD Indices Treatment Mean SD 

MLS FDCF 40.76 3.39 MLS FDCF 42.30 5.14 

No CF 40.94 3.94 No CF 40.66 4.43 

MLC FDCF 40.89 4.04 MLC FDCF 41.55 3.44 

No CF 41.52 4.84 No CF 40.55 3.35 

MLT FDCF 49.30 4.65 MLT FDCF 50.24 4.23 

No CF 49.26 3.90 No CF 49.19 4.21 

C/S FDCF 1.00 .05 C/S FDCF .98 .06 

No CF .99 .08 No CF 1.00 .05 

VP/T FDCF 1.31 .07 VP/T FDCF 1.30 .06 

No CF 1.31 .09 No CF 1.32 .07 

 

As Table 5 reveals, as for the mean scores of the indices MLS, MLC, and MLT, the 

FDCF caused small improvements although they were not statistically significant 

based on the Multivariate tests for posttest of syntactic complexity, as stated in the 

Result Section. Based on Bardovi-Harlig (1992) and Vyatkina (2012), at beginner and 

low-intermediate language proficiency levels, syntactic development may indicate an 

increase of coordination. Following Bardovi‐Harlig (1992) and Vyatkina (2012), as the 

participants were at elementary proficiency level, the FDCF could have been able to 

produce an increase of coordination. This finding can also be supported by 

McLaughlin’s information processing model (McLaughlin, 1990) and Anderson’s ACT 

(Adaptive Control of Thought) model (Anderson, 1993). As Bitchener and Ferris 

(2012) stated, the models explain that intentional learning, for example, via corrective 

feedback, can play an important “role in the controlled phase and through ‘practice’ or 

‘repeated activation,’ language over time becomes automatized.” (Bitchener & Ferris 

2012, p. 13). Additionally, these results are in line with Schmidt’s Noticing Hypothesis 

(Schmidt, 1990, 2001). When learners are provided with written CF, they have 

enough time – and therefore cognitive resources – to consciously pay attention to 

linguistic forms and compare their output with the received CF, which increases the 

likelihood of learners’ noticing the gaps in their interlanguage (Hulstijn & Schmidt, 

1994; Polio, et al. 1998; Sheen, 2010b), and consequently, the learners’ interlanguage 
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grammar can be restructured and developed (Gass, 1997; Long, 1996). More recently, 

Ögeyik (2018, p. 337) acknowledged that “noticing through output oriented tasks 

[such as writing and CF] generates higher level of perception of L2 knowledge”. 

On the other hand, based on Table 5, as for the two indices of C/S and VP/T, the 

FDCF demonstrates very small decrease in the mean scores while the additional 

writing practice without feedback displays a slight improvement; in other words, the 

additional writing practice without feedback were more effective, albeit not 

sufficiently enough to be statistically significant. This can be corroborated by the 

output hypothesis (Swain, 1985, 1995). Probably producing output allowed learners to 

reflect on their metalinguistic knowledge and test hypotheses about the L2 grammar, 

so the produced output was able to promote noticing, so the learners became aware of 

the gaps and problems in their interlanguage system (Swain, 1985, 1995). In addition, 

as Ortega (2003) already stated, syntactic complexity is strongly related to the overall 

L2 proficiency level. Furthermore, Bardovi‐Harlig (1992) as well as Norris and Ortega 

(2009), argued that the L2 learners’ utterances are linked by subordination during the 

upper-intermediate levels of proficiency. As the participants in this study were at 

elementary level, probably they were not developmentally ready to gain the beneficial 

effect of the feedback. Besides, this finding, which is in line with the issue of learners’ 

developmental readiness, can also support Truscott’s (2007) argument, indicating that 

learners may have been confused about the received CF because they had probably 

not mastered the corrected form, and especially the application of it in various 

contexts, so they may have hidden their weaknesses by avoiding the use of the 

corrected structures, which could have affected the complexity of their written texts 

negatively. This finding can also be supported by the Kellogg's (1990) Overload 

Hypothesis, Kellogg's (1996) model of working memory and limited capacity models of 

attention (Skehan, 1998). The mentioned scholars’ points support what Truscott 

stated in terms of the probable negative effects of the CF on learners’ writing. 

According to them, because several processes had to be managed simultaneously 

while viewing or rewriting a text, attentional demands could have been very high, and 

the learners could have been overloaded and unable to attend adequately (Kellogg, 

1988). Moreover, as Pienemann (1987, 1989, 1998, as cited in Bitchener & Ferris 

2012) explained in his teachability hypothesis and processability theory (PT), 

“information processing is unlikely to occur if the targeted linguistic forms and 

structures lie outside a learner’s stage of ‘readiness’” (Bitchener & Ferris 2012, p. 15). 

As a result, the participants in this study may have concentrated their efforts on 

gaining greater control over items which had already been internalized and were 

more stable in their interlanguage; thus, they avoided expanding their L2 knowledge 

system (Skehan & Foster, 2001) to produce more complex structures in their writing. 

In short, learning processes facilitating the development of a learner’s 

interlanguage is very complex (Truscott, 1996). Considering the above-mentioned 

points, it can be concluded that even though the study revealed no significant 

difference between the two groups, the length of the course can be critical in gaining 

results; further, in this study, it was not possible for the researchers to design a 
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delayed-posttest, so critics may truly think it is still less likely to generalize the 

findings. Therefore, an approximate replication of this study is needed through a 

longer course of instruction using a longitudinal design as well as inclusion of a 

delayed-posttest. 

5. Suggestions for Further Research  

As it was already mentioned, part of the findings was in line with Truscott’s (2007) 

argument, which stated that error correction could have negative effects on learners’ 

written syntactic complexity because they may avoid the use of the corrected 

structures due to the weakness in their competence and thereby performance. 

Moreover, this study restricted correction to subject-verb agreement, verb form, and 

word order. In spite of this, the current research did not explore whether or not the 

participants utilized the mentioned grammatical points in their posttests to find the 

probable signs of avoidance. Therefore, it is suggested that future research 

investigates this point. 

Furthermore, It has truly been argued that some learners benefit more from the 

WCF than others because of “a variety of reasons such as motivation, learning style, 

and metalinguistic background knowledge” (Ferris, 2010, p. 197), so it is suggested 

that future research which address questions and employ designs similar to the 

present study, consider the social, contextual and individual differences, which may 

mediate the effect of the WCF. 

Finally, as Bitchener and Knoch's (2015) recommended, think-aloud protocols can 

be collected from the participants while both revising texts and composing new texts 

in order to “provide in-depth information of how learners process the WCF, which 

might give an insight into how learning takes place. Findings of such a study could 

also have direct implications for theories of L2 acquisition” (Bitchener & Knoch, 2015, 

p. 412). 
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