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The effectiveness of unfocused corrective feedback
on second language student writers’ acquisition of
English article, prepositional and verb tense usages
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Unfocused corrective feedback is pivotal in second language (L2) writing instruction, yet its

differential impacts on various linguistic elements remain underexplored in existing literature.

The present study investigated the effectiveness of unfocused corrective feedback versus no

corrective feedback in enhancing English article, prepositional, and verb tense accuracy

among L2 student writers. Conducted over an 18-week period with 57 participants, the

research employed a pretest-posttest-delayed posttest design to evaluate the impacts of

these feedback types on linguistic accuracy. Participants were divided into two groups: a

group that received only content feedback, and an experimental group that received both

content feedback and unfocused corrective feedback. The findings indicate that unfocused

corrective feedback effectively improved the accuracy of English articles, with notable gains

observed in the delayed posttests. However, the effects on prepositional and verb tense

accuracy were less pronounced, suggesting that more targeted feedback strategies may be

necessary for these error types. The results highlight the utility of unfocused corrective

feedback in writing instruction, emphasizing its role in enhancing grammatical accuracy,

particularly in articles. This underscores the need for incorporating diverse feedback

mechanisms to address varied linguistic challenges in L2 writing contexts.
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Introduction

Receipt of feedback is necessary for second language (L2)
writing development (Lee 2023; Liu and Brown 2015).
Most L2 writing researchers and teachers would not have a

problem agreeing with this statement. This is because there is a
large body of research that supports varying levels of L2 writing
improvement for writers that are provided with feedback (Peng
2024; Rastgou 2022; Reynolds 2023; Zhang and Hyland 2018).
However, agreement gets more complicated and nuanced when
discussing the type or provider of the feedback in question.
Qualitative-oriented researchers have attempted to understand
the complex working mechanism of feedback reception and
uptake through a close examination of the mediating role of
multitudinous factors (Gao and Wang 2022; Lee and Evans 2019;
Kong and Teng 2023). Such a route has the potential of pushing
the boundaries of theory for the complex learning that occurs in
complex social systems surrounding the teaching and learning of
L2 writing. Going such a route, therefore, may inadvertently take
the product of these processes—L2 writing—out of the limelight.
By contrast, quantitative-oriented researchers have attempted to
understand the complex working mechanism of feedback recep-
tion and uptake through a long series of discrete quasi-
experimental studies aimed at providing incremental knowledge
on feedback effectiveness. While more tightly controlled, quasi-
experimental studies run the risk of oversimplifying the feedback
process and corresponding effects on L2 writing. It is at this
juncture where the current study resides. This study, hence,
conducted an experiment for an 18-week period by employing a
pretest-posttest-delayed posttest design to longitudinally keep
track of student writers’ acquisition of specific linguistic features
through corrective feedback.

The scope of feedback that encompasses both focused and
unfocused feedback has garnered increased attention in recent
studies (e.g., Lee et al. 2021; Mao and Lee 2020; Rahimi 2019).
The distinction between focused and unfocused feedback pri-
marily hinges on the quantity of error types corrected. Unfocused
feedback is typically provided to correct all or the majority of
students’ linguistic errors (Ellis 2009). Conversely, focused feed-
back is generally offered to target a particular error type for
correction (i.e. Bitchener 2008; Ellis et al. 2008; Sheen 2007).

Previous research has shown that L2 writing teachers’ written
corrective feedback can have a significant effect on the gram-
matical accuracy of subsequent drafts produced by L2 writers
(Brown 2012; Gao and Wang 2022; Lee 2019). To be exact, most
of these studies has dealt with the correction of a single or a set of
focused error types and showed a more robust effect for focused
written corrective feedback provided by teachers in comparison
to unfocused written corrective feedback (Deng et al. 2022; Sheen
2007; Sheen et al. 2009). However, most of these studies have
ignored two critical issues. The first issue is that many of these
quasi-experimental studies have been situated in research con-
texts that are not congruent with common classroom practices.
Because student writers normally produce more than one error
type in a single piece of writing, focused corrective feedback
might not be pedagogically practical in second language writing
classrooms. The second issue concerns the potential bandwagon
effect present in the methodologies used by written corrective
feedback researchers. In other words, it has been widely suggested
that unfocused corrective feedback should be harmful to students’
written accuracy; additionally, it decreases writing fluency,
increases anxiety, and lowers confidence (Lalande 1982; Robb
et al. 1986; Truscott 2023; Truscott and Hsu 2008). These criti-
cisms have relegated unfocused corrective feedback to the per-
iphery of second language writing development. However, we
suggest erring on the side of caution by fully examining whether
the unfocused feedback has produced these less effective results or

has it been the product of certain targeted linguistic features (e.g.
English articles, verb tenses or prepositions) of these studies.

Meta-analyses of studies on corrective feedback (Brown et al.
2023; Kang and Han 2015; Kao and Wible 2014; Lim and
Renandya 2020; Reynolds and Kao 2022) do not support the
assertion that unfocused feedback is ineffective in decreasing
linguistic errors. Conversely, these meta-analyses pointed out that
unfocused feedback could be advantageous, though the effect size
was modestly positive. Research on unfocused feedback has
typically encompassed various error categories, indicating its low
efficacy. Consequently, a thorough examination of the use of
unfocused feedback to track specific error categories may uncover
a more advantageous impact on those errors (Brown et al. 2023).
For instance, previous studies showed that unfocused feedback
effectively enhanced L2 students’ learning outcomes in definite
and indefinite English article usages (Ellis et al. 2008), subject-
verb agreement structures (Karimi and Fotovatnia 2012), and
regular past tense use (Frear and Chiu 2015). These studies
suggest a need for future analyses of the potential advantages of
unfocused written corrective feedback on second language
acquisition by examining student writers’ usage of specific lin-
guistic features over time (Van Beuningen 2021).

In this sense, this study utilizes a quasi-experimental design to
analyze the effects of unfocused written corrective feedback
practices without manipulation, extending its focus beyond the
traditional single error type study to include three linguistically
distinct word classes: articles, prepositions, and verbs, which are
typical item-based, idiosyncratic, and rule-governed error types,
respectively, in previous corrective feedback research (Brown
et al. 2023). This research design not only provides a more rea-
listic reflection of actual classroom practices but also allows for an
exploration into whether broader, less targeted, forms of feedback
can still yield significant improvements in L2 writing. In addition,
by diversifying the focus to include multiple grammatical word
class categories, the study offers a unique opportunity to observe
the nuanced effects of unfocused corrective feedback across dif-
ferent linguistic structures. This approach challenges the pre-
vailing emphasis on narrowly focused feedback, potentially
reshaping pedagogical strategies to accommodate a wider range of
learning styles and linguistic needs in diverse educational con-
texts. The following research question was proposed to guide this
research.

To what extent is unfocused direct corrective feedback effective
in increasing linguistic accuracy in English article, prepositional
and verb tense usages?

Literature review
The notion of error type in corrective feedback studies. Cor-
rective feedback plays a crucial role in L2 writing as it helps
learners identify and rectify their errors (Lee 2013; Zhang 2021).
To implement corrective feedback effectively, it is crucial to
understand the different types of errors identified in corrective
feedback studies (Kao, 2024). Furthermore, the classification of
these errors should consider the context-oriented nature of
written corrective feedback (Lee 2020). It is generally beneficial to
adhere to the error types employed by teachers in instruction, as
this enables written corrective feedback to closely align with the
teaching process. Various categorizations of errors have been
proposed, such as local and global errors (Lee, 2013), treatable
and untreatable errors (Ferris 2011), as well as grammatical and
non-grammatical errors (Van Beuningen et al. 2012). Lee (2013)
noted that while local errors, such as morphological errors, are
made within clauses and do not hinder communication, global
errors involving syntax and lexical errors can confuse the
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relations among clauses and lead to communication failure. In
addition, Ferris (2011) has differentiated between treatable errors,
which have grammatical rules for learners to follow (e.g. subject-
verb agreement errors, verb tense errors, article errors), and
untreatable errors, which are idiosyncratic and have no systematic
rule for learners to consult (e.g. prepositional errors, word choice
errors, collocation errors), arguing that written corrective feed-
back is more effective when targeted at treatable errors. Van
Beuningen et al. (2012) made a distinction between grammatical
errors, such as morphological and syntactic errors, and non-
grammatical errors, such as spelling and punctuation errors.
Grammatical errors arise from a sophisticated system linked to
universal grammar, whereas non-grammatical errors pertain to
orthographical mistakes that deviate from accepted conventions
of language writing. Their findings indicate that direct written
corrective feedback is more effective in addressing grammatical
errors, while indirect corrective feedback proves to be more
advantageous for non-grammatical errors.

The application of different error types in research contributes
to the development of evidence-based practices in implementing
corrective feedback. Truscott (2001) suggests that errors with
straightforward issues in isolated elements are more amenable to
correction, whereas errors originating from complexities within a
system, particularly the syntactic system, are less likely to be
successfully corrected. For example, lexical errors are often seen
as engaging targets for correction (Truscott 2001). Conversely,
syntax errors present a more complex challenge for both students
and teachers (Ellis 1984). Considering both lexical and syntax
errors, Kao (2024) highlighted that direct written corrective
feedback assists learners in identifying their errors and explore
both the lexical and syntax aspects of the target language.
Through two experimental studies, Kao (2024) investigated the
impact of direct corrective feedback on rule-based and lexically-
based error types, finding that feedback targeting narrowly-
defined rule-based but broadly-defined lexically-based error types
can be effective. Extensive research has been conducted to explore
the effectiveness of written corrective feedback, but these studies
do not provide explicit instructions regarding the specific types of
errors that were corrected (Kao 2023). Specifically, when the
targeted error type was broadly defined (i.e. subject-verb
agreement errors involving both copula be and lexical verbs),
focused direct feedback did not effectively address learners’
subject-verb agreement errors. These findings suggest that
corrective feedback effectiveness should vary with different
error types.

Written corrective feedback on English article, prepositional,
and verb tense usages. Many previous studies focused on only a
few error types, particularly the English definite and indefinite
articles (Bitchener and Knoch 2010; Lim and Renandya 2020;
Shintani and Ellis 2013). Given their nuanced and contextually-
dependent nature, articles often challenge language learners with
form selection (i.e., a, an, the), omission, and overuse (Young
1996). Some previous studies have demonstrated that corrective
feedback provided by teachers can improve learners’ accuracy in
English article usages over time (Bitchener 2008; Chandler 2003;
Hosseini and Branch 2015). In addition, the provision of meta-
linguistic explanations has also been found to enhance learners’
understanding and retention of correct English article usages,
highlighting the importance of explicit instruction in the feedback
process (Reynolds and Kao, 2021; Rezazadeh et al. 2015; Sheen
2007; Shintani and Ellis 2013). Shintani and Ellis (2013) com-
pared the effect of direct corrective feedback and metalinguistic
explanation on low-intermediate English as a second language
students’ use of the English indefinite article in their writing.

Their findings revealed that the direct corrective feedback had no
impact on the accurate utilization of the English indefinite article,
indicating that it did not benefit students’ L2 knowledge devel-
opment. In contrast, metalinguistic explanations were found to
facilitate student writers’ short-term learning of English indefinite
article use in subsequent writing. Furthermore, Rezazadeh et al.
(2015) demonstrated that metalinguistic explanations not only
improved immediate post-test performance but also showed
lasting benefits, maintaining improvements three weeks later,
highlighting their potential for enduring impact in L2 acquisition.

Prepositional usages in English contribute to establish
coherence and convey meaning within sentences, highlighting
the significance of their accurate application for effective
communication. Truscott (2001) noted that learners commonly
encounter difficulties with prepositional usages, including asso-
ciating a preposition with a given word, selecting the appropriate
preposition, and using correct collocations. Consequently, studies
have consistently investigated the effectiveness of corrective
feedback in addressing these errors (Bitchener et al. 2005; Kassim
and Ng 2014; Sachs and Polio 2007). For example, Bitchener et al.
(2005) found that the average accuracy performance in preposi-
tional usages did not differ between direct corrective feedback and
direct corrective feedback along with student-researcher con-
ference. This outcome is attributed to the idiosyncratic nature of
prepositions, in contrast to more rule-bound grammatical
structures. Kassim and Ng (2014) revealed that learners were
able to maintain their accuracy in both immediate and delayed
posttests, indicating the long-term effectiveness of corrective
feedback on prepositional usages. Interestingly, their study
revealed no significant differences between focused and unfo-
cused feedback approaches, thus underscoring the broad applic-
ability of corrective strategies in enhancing prepositional mastery.

In addition, errors related to verb tenses can be addressed
effectively by using written corrective feedback (Benson and
DeKeyser 2019; Bitchener et al. 2005; Yang and Lyster 2010),
because they follow a structured and rule-based pattern (Ferris
1999; Truscott 2001). For example, Frear (2012) found that
written corrective feedback had a positive impact on learners’
utilization of the regular past tense, but not on the irregular past
tense. This finding suggests that verb tense structures with clear
patterns are more amenable to improvement through corrective
feedback. Additionally, Mujtaba et al. (2021) demonstrated that
both the individual and collaborative processing groups in their
study displayed a reduction in lexical, grammatical, and structural
errors from the pre-test to the post-test across all nine error
categories (i.e., word choice, word form, verb tense, verb form,
subject-verb agreement, noun error, sentence fragment, comma
splice, and run-on sentence), thereby confirming the effectiveness
of indirect written corrective feedback in minimizing verb tense
errors.

The effectiveness of unfocused written corrective feedback.
Previous studies investigating the effectiveness of unfocused
feedback have generally revealed insignificant differences in
grammar accuracy between groups that received grammar error
correction and those that did not (Kepner 1991; Robb et al. 1986;
Semke 1984; Sheppard 1992). Building on these findings, Truscott
(1996) reviewed these studies and concluded that error correction
lacked robust evidence to support its efficacy. Subsequently,
Truscott (2007) conducted a meta-analysis on the topic and
determined that error correction exerted a slightly negative effect
on students’ grammar accuracy in writing. Continuing this line of
inquiry, more recent studies have consistently reported no sig-
nificant differences in error correction outcomes between control
groups and those receiving unfocused feedback (e.g., Chuang
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2009; Deng et al. 2022; Rouhi and Samiei 2010; Sheen et al. 2009;
Truscott and Hsu 2008). For example, Deng et al. (2022) inves-
tigated the effects of both coded focused and unfocused written
corrective feedback by offering error codes (e.g. Art as article
errors, V-T as verb tense errors, Prep as prepositional errors) to
correct English as a second language learners’ linguistic errors in
writing. No notable differences existed between the control group
and the unfocused corrective feedback group across three error
types: article usages, verb forms, and noun countability. This
indicates that the unfocused corrective feedback group produced
a similar number of errors in linguistic accuracy compared to the
control group for the writing tasks. Conversely, the focused
corrective feedback group demonstrated significantly improved
performance when compared to the unfocused corrective
feedback group.

Contrary to prior research, several studies have demonstrated
promising outcomes favoring unfocused corrective feedback for
error correction (e.g. Reynolds and Kao 2022; Ellis et al. 2008;
Mujtaba et al. 2021; Van Beuningen et al. 2008, 2012).
Specifically, Brown et al. (2023) found that an effective strategy
for assisting students in enhancing overall accuracy may involve
rotating the focus on different (individual) error types across
various writing assignments or within longer written pieces.
Alternatively, they proposed employing unfocused corrective
feedback for shorter texts while reserving focused corrective
feedback for lengthier texts (Brown et al. 2023; Lee 2020). These
studies highlighted the potential advantages of unfocused feed-
back in terms of long-term learning outcomes (Reynolds and Kao
2022; Ellis et al. 2008; Mujtaba et al. 2021). Additionally, Loo
(2022) contended that if the objective of written corrective
feedback is to encourage students to develop awareness and
understanding in writing discourse, then unfocused corrective
feedback would be particularly effective. This method prompts
students to address broader language and writing issues that
influence their academic discourse. Consequently, unfocused
written corrective feedback emerges as an optimal strategy to
facilitate students’ engagement and awareness in their learning
environment.

Material & methods
Participants. Eighteen male students and thirty-nine female
students were recruited from a university in northern Taiwan to
participate in the research. The students were sophomores, with
an age range of 20–21. Before commencing the study, they were
required to perform English language usage tests. The language
usage test originated from the Structure and Written Expression
section of the Test of English as a Foreign Language: Institutional
Testing Program. The potential total for this section is between 31
and 68 points. This study recruited students whose English lan-
guage proficiency was assessed between B1 and B2 (43–63 points)
according to the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages. The research participants were divided into two
groups: one group that did not receive corrective feedback
(N= 32) and one experimental group that received unfocused
corrective feedback (N= 25). Both groups completed four writing
assignments after the English language usage tests were com-
pleted. The first task was used as the pretest, the second and third
as immediate posttests, and the fourth as a delayed posttest in a
pretest–posttest–delayed posttest design.

The research methodology was reviewed and approved by The
Research Ethics Committee of National Taiwan University under
the reference no. 201810ES011. All participants were provided
with a comprehensive explanation of the research purpose and
information regarding the protection of their privacy, which

included the assurance that their anonymity would be maintained
throughout the study. Their participation was entirely voluntary,
and withdrawal was not subject to any penalties. Before their
participation, each participant signed an informed consent form
that verified their understanding of the research procedures.

Targeted linguistic features. All the linguistic errors including
both lexical and grammatical errors from students were corrected.
The accuracy rates of students’ accurate usages in English articles,
prepositions, and verb tenses were calculated to investigate the
effect of written corrective feedback because the three linguistic
features frequently occurred among students’ writing. In what
follows, explanations of the three linguistic features are provided.

Initially, the accuracy rates of all functional uses of English
articles were calculated, including the referential indefinite article
“a” for the initial mention of a noun phrase and the referential
definite article “the” for subsequent mentions. These uses have
been the subject of a series of corrective feedback studies (e.g.
Bitchener 2008; Ellis et al. 2008; Sheen 2007). The accuracy rates
of other functional uses of the English article system were
calculated as well, such as the use of the definite article in cases
such as “I had spaghetti in the north,” in which “north” is
mentioned for the first time, but “the” should be used. Moreover,
the use of zero articles should be employed when referring to
things or people in general, as in the sentence “I was scared of
eating snake meat.”

In addition to the English article usages, the accurate rates of
prepositional usages were calculated. A preposition is a linguistic
element that precedes a noun, pronoun, or noun phrase, serving
to indicate direction, time, place, location, spatial relationships, or
to introduce an object such as “in,” “at,” “on,” “of,” and “to” and
so on. While there are certain rules for prepositional usages, the
majority of the usages involve idiosyncratic conventions of how a
specific lexical item behaves, such as the choice of prepositions on
“pay attention to” and “focus attention on” (Ferris 2011).
Regardless of the variety of the functional usages of a preposition,
the accuracy rates of all functional uses of the preposition were
calculated to investigate the effects of corrective feedback.

The accurate rates of verb tenses including regular and
irregular verbs were calculated as well. Regular verb tense errors
are the most frequent inflectional errors in the morphological
error type among EFL student writers; on the other hand,
irregular verbs are verbs that do not adhere to the standard norms
of conjugation in English, particularly with regard to the
production of the past tense and the past participle such as
“ate” in the past tense and “eaten” in the past participle for the
lexical verb “eat” (Anggraeni, 2018). Verb tenses are grammatical
forms of verbs that indicate the time of an occurrence, whether it
is happening in the present, has already happened in the past, or
will happen in the future. Verb tense errors occur when there are
inconsistencies in the usage of verb tenses that impact the
intended meaning and clarity. For example, a student writer
might recount how they “enjoy dessert” by the time of another
event in the past occurred. In this instance, the use of the simple
present verb form “enjoy” is inaccurate and therefore indicates a
verb tense error. The verb tense here should be past perfect “had
enjoyed.”

Corrective feedback. In order to compare the results of this
research with those of previous studies, only direct corrective
feedback was provided to experimental groups, as the majority of
unfocused feedback studies investigated the efficacy of direct
feedback. The following are examples of corrective feedback on
English article errors, prepositional errors, and verb tense errors.
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Corrections on English article errors

Corrections on prepositional errors

Corections on verb tense errors

Writing tasks. Communicative tasks were designed in this study.
Language features including English articles, verb tenses or pre-
positions targeted in this study are necessary, natural and useful to
learning tasks. Students, therefore, incidentally do not intentionally
use the three language features within a communicative context
because they subconsciously produce these linguistic features to fulfill
task demands (Ellis 2003). Students were invited to engage in a series
of academic writing topics regarding food. They were requested to
write 250–300 word essays about the following topics. Topic 1 (i.e.
My Favorite Foods) serves as the pretest; topic 2 (i.e. Your Impres-
sions of the Food from Another Country) and topic 3 (i.e. Your
Thoughts on How the Foods You Eat Affect Your Health) serve as
the immediate posttests 1 and 2; and topic 4 (i.e. Your Opinion about
Genetically Altered Foods) serves as the delayed posttests.

Research procedures. Students in intact English writing classes
were divided into two groups including one group that received
no corrections and one experimental group that received unfo-
cused corrective feedback. After taking English language usage
tests, both groups were engaged in four communicative writing
tasks. Using a pretest-posttest-delayed posttest design, the first
task serves as the pretest; the second and the third, immediate
posttests; and the fourth, delayed posttests.

The research procedures took place as follows. Performance on the
first task was used to calculate all participants’ language accuracy. One
week later, the unfocused feedback group received unfocused corrective
feedback on all grammatical errors while the no corrective feedback
groupreceivednocorrectionson languageerrors.Content feedbackwas
offered to control and experimental groups to help them write more
communicatively. After receiving corrected essays, control and
experimental groups were asked to read the feedback for ten minutes,
revise their essays, and return the corrected revised essays. Immediately
after reading the feedback, both groups were asked to complete the

secondwriting task as a posttest 1. Again, both groups received content
feedback for their writing organization. After they read the feedback,
finished the revisions, and returned the essays, they were requested to
finish the third writing task as a posttest 2. Eight weeks later, the fourth
writing task as a delayed posttest in the similar form of the previous
writing tasks was administered to determine whether the benefits of
corrections could be retained. After twoweeks, the two groups received
content feedback for their future writing improvements. The research
procedures for each group are summarized in Table 1.

Data analysis. The accuracy rates of language usages were calcu-
lated. The targeted language features were first scored respectively
for correct uses in each obligatory context. These scores then
respectively became numerators of ratios whose denominators
were the sums of the numbers of obligatory contexts for the tar-
geted linguistic features and the number of nonobligatory contexts
for the improper use of language features (Pica 1991). For example,
one of the participants produced 25 tokens of English article usages
in an essay in which 20 tokens were required (i.e. number of
obligatory contexts) and 5 tokens were overused (i.e. number of
nonobligatory contexts) in the essay. Among the 20 tokens of
English article usages, 18 tokens were regarded appropriate English
article uses. Therefore, the participant’s accuracy rate of English
article uses in this essay is 72%. The following equation showed
how the accuracy rates of language usages were calculated.

n correct suppliance in contexts
n obligatory contextsþ

n suppliance in nonobligatory contexts

´ 100 ¼ percent accuracy

Inter-rater reliability calculations between two raters were
performed to show the agreement on the accuracy rate of
specified language features in the initial analyses. At least 90%
agreement was reached for the accuracy rate of the English article,
prepositional usages and verb tenses separately after collaborative
analyses on the instances in which two raters initially disagreed
with each other. Eventually, 100% agreement was obtained for the
accuracy rate of each linguistic features after more discussions
and collaborative analyses. To answer the research question, data
of students’ accuracy rates of language usages were submitted to
two-way ANOVA to analyze the effects of the treatments in two
posttests and one delayed posttest. If the interaction effect
reached a significant level, statistical analysis of simple main
effects was performed to separately investigate whether students
improved from pretests to posttests and delayed posttests and
whether the grammar correction effects could be detected
between control and experimental groups in terms of their
linguistic performance.

Table 1 Research procedures.

Testing stages/groups Unfocused feedback group No corrective feedback group

Week 2: Pretest Take Language Usage Tests & Write Essay #1

Week 3: Posttest 1 a) Receive Unfocused Feedback & Content Feedback
on Essay #1 b) Rewrite Essay #1 c) Write Essay #2

a) Receive Content Feedback on Essay #1 b)
Rewrite Essay #1 c) Write Essay #2

Week 6:
Posttest 2

a) Received Content Feedback on Essay #2 b) Rewrite Essay #2 c) Write Essay #3

Week 8 Receive Content Feedback on Essay #3
Week 16: Delayed
posttest

Write Essay #4

Week 18 Receive Content Feedback on Essay #4
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Results
This section reports on the statistical analyses performed to
investigate the unfocused feedback effects on English article
errors, prepositional errors, and verb tense errors separately.
Tables 2–4 show the descriptive statistics for different error types.
Table 2 presents both groups’ English article accuracy from the
pretest to the posttest 1, posttest 2 and delayed posttest. The
descriptive statistics for the unfocused feedback group were:
pretest, �x ¼ 83:20, SD= 8.45; posttest 1, �x ¼ 88:44, SD= 8.71;
posttest 2, �x ¼ 86:24, SD= 13.72; delayed posttest �x ¼ 96:32,
SD= 6.52. The descriptive statistics for the no corrective feedback
group were: pretest, �x ¼ 85:31, SD= 4.13; posttest 1, �x ¼ 85:09,
SD= 4.88; posttest 2, �x ¼ 84:94, SD= 5.67; delayed posttest
�x ¼ 76:66, SD= 16.12.

Table 3 presents both groups’ prepositional accuracy from the
pretest to the posttest 1, posttest 2 and delayed posttest. The
descriptive statistics for the unfocused feedback group were:
pretest, �x ¼ 89:20, SD= 6.45; posttest 1, �x ¼ 91:52, SD= 7.54;
posttest 2, �x ¼ 90:48, SD= 10.21; delayed posttest �x ¼ 90:20,
SD= 8.76. The descriptive statistics for the no corrective feedback
group were: pretest, �x ¼ 92:44, SD= 7.23; posttest 1, �x ¼ 92:78,
SD= 7.77; posttest 2, �x ¼ 92:47, SD= 12.95; delayed posttest
�x ¼ 81:44, SD= 17.38.

Table 4 presents both groups’ verb tense accuracy from the
pretest to the posttest 1, posttest 2 and delayed posttest. The
descriptive statistics for the unfocused feedback group were:
pretest, �x ¼ 84:52, SD= 8.55; posttest 1, �x ¼ 89:84, SD= 6.29;
posttest 2, �x ¼ 92:16, SD= 6.12; delayed posttest �x ¼ 90:32,
SD= 7.36. The descriptive statistics for the no corrective feedback
group were: pretest, �x ¼ 88:22, SD= 5.51; posttest 1, �x ¼ 81:66,
SD= 22.52; posttest 2, �x ¼ 90:59, SD= 7.38; delayed posttest
�x ¼ 92:06, SD= 7.62.

Figs. 1–3 illustrate the changes of students’ linguistic accuracy
(i.e. article, prepositional and verb tense) from pretest, posttest
1, posttest 2 to delayed posttest for different groups. Figure 1
demonstrates the changes in English article accuracy from the
pretest to the posttest 1, posttest 2 and delayed posttest between
the two groups. What is noteworthy is that the English article

accuracy in the unfocused feedback group soared from 86.24 in
the posttest 2 to 96.32 in the delayed posttest while the article
accuracy in the no corrective feedback group sharply dropped
from 84.94 in posttest 2 to 76.66 in the delayed posttest.

Figure 2 illustrates the changes in prepositional accuracy from
the pretest to posttest 1, posttest 2 and delayed posttest between
the two groups. The prepositional accuracy in the unfocused
feedback group appeared to slightly decrease from posttest 1 to
posttest 2 and delayed posttest. On the other hand, there was a
plunge in the no corrective feedback group’s prepositional accu-
racy in the delayed posttest.

Figure 3 demonstrates the changes in verb tense accuracy from
the pretest to posttest 1, posttest 2 and delayed posttest between
two groups. The verb tense accuracy in the unfocused corrective
feedback slightly increased from the pretest to posttest 1 and
posttest 2 but a slight decline of verb tense accuracy was observed
in the delayed posttest. On the contrary, after the no corrective
feedback group’s verb tense accuracy slumped from 88.22 in the
pretest to 81.66 in posttest 1, the verb tense accuracy soared from
81.66 in posttest 1 to 90.59 in posttest 2 and 92.06 in the delayed
posttest.

Three two-way ANOVAs were separately conducted to
examine whether there were interaction effects for groups
(unfocused feedback and no corrective feedback groups) and
testing times (pretest, posttest 1, posttest 2 and delayed posttest)
in terms of accuracy rates of different linguistic features. Statis-
tically significant interaction effects for the groups and testing
times were found in terms of the accuracy rates of English article
usages (F= 16.32 p < 0.05, partial eta-squared = 0.23), preposi-
tional usages (F= 4.41 p < 0.05, partial eta-squared = 0.07), and
verb tense usages (F= 3.47 p < 0.05, partial eta-squared = 0.06)
(Tables 5–7). The significant interaction effects indicated that
there were differences in accuracy of the English article, pre-
positional, and verb tense usages for unfocused feedback and no
corrective feedback groups in different testing times. Thus, to
provide a deeper understanding of this result, simple main effects
for the English article, prepositional, and verb tense usages were
analyzed.

Table 3 Prepositional accuracy by group and testing session.

Pretest Posttest 1 Posttest 2 Delayed Posttest

M S.D. M S.D. M S.D. M S.D.

Unfocused Feedback Group (n= 25) 89.20 6.45 91.52 7.54 90.48 10.21 90.20 8.76
No Corrective Feedback Group (n= 32) 92.44 7.23 92.78 7.77 92.47 12.95 81.44 17.38

Table 4 Verb tense accuracy by group and testing session.

Pretest Posttest 1 Posttest 2 Delayed Posttest

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Unfocused Feedback Group (n= 25) 84.52 8.55 89.84 6.29 92.16 6.12 90.32 7.36
No Corrective Feedback Group (n= 32) 88.22 5.51 81.66 22.52 90.59 7.38 92.06 7.62

Table 2 English article accuracy by group and testing session.

Pretest Posttest 1 Posttest 2 Delayed Posttest

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Unfocused Feedback Group (n= 25) 83.20 8.45 88.44 8.71 86.24 13.72 96.32 6.52
No Corrective Feedback Group (n= 32) 85.31 4.13 85.09 4.88 84.94 5.67 76.66 16.12
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A statistically significant difference in the English article
accuracy rate at different testing times was found in the unfo-
cused feedback group (F= 8.05, p < 0.05) and in the no corrective
feedback group (F= 8.53, p < 0.05). Therefore, the analyses of
post hoc comparison were run for both groups. Post hoc results of
the unfocused feedback group showed statistically significant
differences between posttest 1 (�x ¼ 88:44) and the pretest
(�x ¼ 83:20), delayed posttest (�x ¼ 96:32) and the pretest
(�x ¼ 83:20), the delayed posttest (�x ¼ 96:32) and posttest 1
(�x ¼ 88:44), as well as the delayed posttest (�x ¼ 96:32) and
posttest 2 (�x ¼ 86:24). Post hoc results of the no corrective
feedback group showed statistically significant differences
between the delayed posttest (�x ¼ 76:66) and the pretest
(�x ¼ 85:31), the delayed posttest (�x ¼ 76:66) and posttest 1
(�x ¼ 85:09), as well as the delayed posttest (�x ¼ 76:66) and
posttest 2 (�x ¼ 84:94).

A statistically significant difference in the prepositional accu-
racy rate at different testing times was found for the no corrective
feedback group (F= 7.96, p < 0.05) but not for the unfocused
feedback group (F= 0.37, p > 0.05). Therefore, the analysis of
post hoc comparison was run for only the no corrective feedback

group. Post hoc results of the no corrective feedback group
showed statistically significant differences between the delayed
posttest (�x ¼ 81:44) and the pretest (�x ¼ 92:44), the delayed
posttest (�x ¼ 81:44) and posttest 1 (�x ¼ 92:78), as well as the
delayed posttest (�x ¼ 81:44) and posttest 2 (�x ¼ 92:47).

A statistically significant difference in the verb tense accuracy
rate at different testing times was found for the unfocused feed-
back group (F= 6.66, p < 0.05) and the no corrective feedback

Fig. 1 Changes in English article accuracy by groups and testing sessions.
This figure illustrates the variation in English article accuracy across
different groups over multiple testing sessions. Each data point represents
the mean accuracy for a given session. Group-specific trends are depicted
to highlight differences in performance over time.

Fig. 2 Changes in prepositional accuracy by groups and testing sessions.
This figure presents the changes in prepositional accuracy across different
groups over multiple testing sessions. Each data point represents the mean
accuracy for a given session. The figure highlights group-specific trends in
performance over time.

Fig. 3 Changes in verb tense accuracy by groups and testing sessions.
This figure depicts the changes in verb tense accuracy across different
groups over multiple testing sessions. Each data point represents the mean
accuracy for a given session. The figure highlights group-specific trends in
verb tense performance over time.

Table 5 Summary of two-way ANOVA for groups and
testing sessions (English article usages).

Source of Variance SS df MS F η2

Group (A) 1729.26 1.00 1729.26 15.59* 0.22
Testing Session (B) 215.22 2.10 102.50 0.89 0.02
Group * Testing Session
(A*B)

3941.19 2.10 1876.96 16.32* 0.23

Within Group (Error) 19386.85 170.49 225.99
Group Area (Between
Subjects)

6102.50 55 110.96

Residual 13284.35 115.49 115.03
Total 25272.52 175.69

* p < 0.05.

Table 6 Summary of two-way ANOVA for groups and
testing sessions (prepositional usages).

Source of Variance SS df MS F η2

Group (A) 18.16 1.00 18.16 0.11 0.00
Testing Session (B) 1399.86 2.21 634.29 4.80* 0.08
Group * Testing Session
(A*B)

1284.42 2.21 581.99 4.41* 0.07

Within Group (Error) 24759.67 176.38 290.80
Group Area (Between
Subjects)

8731.38 55 158.75

Residual 16028.29 121.38 132.05
Total 27462.11 181.80

*p < 0.05.
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group (F= 4.13, p < 0.05). Therefore, the analyses of post hoc
comparisons were run for both groups. Post hoc results of the
unfocused feedback group showed statistically significant differ-
ences between posttest 1 (�x ¼ 89:84) and the pretest (�x ¼ 84:52),
posttest 2 (�x ¼ 92:16) and the pretest (�x ¼ 84:52), as well as the
delayed posttest (�x ¼ 90:32) and the pretest (�x ¼ 84:52). Post hoc
results of the no corrective feedback group showed statistically
significant differences between the posttest 2 (�x ¼ 90:59) and
posttest 1 (�x ¼ 81:66), the delayed posttest (�x ¼ 92:06) and
posttest 1 (�x ¼ 81:66), as well as the delayed posttest (�x ¼ 92:06)
and the pretest (�x ¼ 88:22).

Statistically significant differences in the English article accu-
racy rate for the unfocused feedback and no corrective feedback
groups were found only for the delayed posttest (t= 6.28,
p < 0.05) but not for the pretest (t=−1.15, p > 0.05), posttest 1
(t= 1.72, p > 0.05) and posttest 2 (t= 0.45, p > 0.05). Therefore,
the analysis of post hoc comparisons was run for the delayed
posttest. Post hoc results show a statistically significant difference
in the delayed posttest results for students that received unfo-
cused feedback (�x ¼ 96:32) in comparison to those that did not
receive corrective feedback (�x ¼ 76:66).

Significant differences in the prepositional accuracy rates for
the unfocused feedback and no corrective feedback groups were
found for the delayed posttest (t= 2.48, p < 0.05) but not for the
pretest (t=−1.76, p > 0.05), posttest 1 (t=−0.62, p > 0.05) and
posttest 2 (t= 0.63, p > 0.05). The analyses of post hoc compar-
isons were run for the delayed posttest, showing a statistically
significant difference between the unfocused feedback group
(�x ¼ 90:20) and the no corrective feedback group (�x ¼ 81:44) for
the delayed posttest.

As to the effects of unfocused feedback on verb tense errors, no
significant difference in the verb tense accuracy rates for the
unfocused feedback and no corrective feedback groups were
found for the pretest (t=−1.88, p > 0.05), posttest 1 (t= 1.96,
p > 0.05), posttest 2 (t= 0.86, p > 0.05) and the delayed posttest
(t=−0.87, p > 0.05).

Discussion
The impact of unfocused corrective feedback on English lan-
guage accuracy. The present study investigated the effectiveness
of unfocused corrective feedback in enhancing English article,
prepositional, and verb tense accuracy among L2 student writers.
Conducted over 18 weeks with 57 participants, this study utilized
a pretest-posttest-delayed posttest design to assess the impact of
unfocused feedback on linguistic accuracy. The participants were
divided into two groups: a no corrective feedback group, which
received only content feedback, and an experimental group,
which received both content feedback and unfocused corrective

feedback. Student writer performance for each linguistic dimen-
sion discussed in this study—articles, prepositions, and verb
tenses—improved differently to the unfocused corrective feed-
back, challenging the prevailing assumptions about the universal
inapplicability of unfocused feedback approaches. These out-
comes underscore the necessity of aligning feedback strategies
with specific linguistic targets to optimize learning outcomes in
L2 writing instruction.

The study’s results reveal that unfocused corrective feedback
significantly improved English article accuracy, particularly in the
long term. This aligns with findings from Bitchener (2008), Ellis
et al. (2008) and Hosseini and Branch (2015), who reported that
explicit corrective feedback could enhance learners’ English
article accuracy over time. This, nevertheless, contrasts with
Shintani and Ellis (2013), who found that direct corrective
feedback did not significantly impact the accuracy of English
indefinite articles. Different from their study that focused only on
English indefinite articles, this study targeted all the functional
usages of English articles for correction, which might provide
sufficient linguistic input to increase student writers’ under-
standing of the English article system. The current study’s results,
therefore, highlight that unfocused corrective feedback, despite its
broader approach, may provide sustained benefits in article usage,
challenging the notion that focused feedback is always superior.
What is noteworthy is that while the unfocused corrective
feedback group demonstrated substantial gains from the pretest
to the delayed posttest, the no corrective feedback group’s
accuracy declined, which is similar to Bitchener et al.’s (2005)
finding that student writers who did not receive corrective
feedback tended to commit more definite article errors overtime.
The result might lend support to the trade-off hypothesis
(Skehan, 1998, 2009). In the current study, the no corrective
feedback group that received only content feedback to improve
their writing content and organization might pay more attention
to their linguistic complexity and fluency at the expense of
linguistic accuracy.

The unfocused corrective feedback group did not show any
significant improvements in terms of the prepositional accuracy.
The lack of significant improvement in the unfocused corrective
feedback group supports Ferris (1999), who claimed that
prepositional errors are often complex and resistant to unfocused
corrective feedback. The prepositional usages, therefore, might
benefit more from focused direct corrective feedback along with a
student-teacher conference (Bitchener et al. 2005) or indirect
corrective feedback (Kassim and Ng 2014). On the other hand,
the no corrective feedback group significantly dropped in their
scores from the pretest to the delayed posttest. The result might
also buttress Skehan’s (1998, 2009) trade-off hypothesis which
suggests that content feedback that aims to improve students’
writing content and organization should reduce their attentional
resources for processing linguistic accuracy particularly for
function words such as prepositions or articles that contain little
substantive meaning.

In terms of verb tense accuracy, both groups showed
improvements. However, the unfocused direct corrective feed-
back group did not outperform the no corrective feedback group,
which is consistent with the findings of Frear (2012), who
reported that unfocused corrective feedback, could positively
impact verb tense accuracy but might not always lead to superior
long-term outcomes. Frear and Chiu (2015) suggests that
unfocused indirect corrective feedback should be more advanta-
geous for regular past tense usages as it allows learners to recollect
the concept of verb tenses. Since the majority of the verb tense
errors in the current study involved regular past tense errors, the
finding that verb tense structures could not benefit from
corrective feedback echoes Truscott’s (2001) claim that errors

Table 7 Summary of two-way ANOVA for groups and
testing sessions (verb tense usages).

Source of Variance SS df MS F η2

Group (A) 65.14 1.00 65.14 0.52 0.01
Testing Session (B) 1544.65 1.78 869.77 4.68* 0.08
Group * Testing Session
(A*B)

1143.90 1.78 644.11 3.47* 0.06

Within Group (Error) 25054.68 152.68 308.33
Group Area (Between
Subjects)

6900.83 55 125.47

Residual 18153.85 97.68 185.86
Total 27808.37 157.24

*p < 0.05.
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involving inflectional morphology are normally least correctable.
Such discourse-related features as verb tense use might be
particularly difficult for intermediate-level student writers who
are still at the learning stage of developing their linguistic and
communicative competence because the selection of verb form is
contingent upon a specific context.

Challenging assumptions with a closer look at unfocused cor-
rective feedback. While the study generally aligned with existing
literature on corrective feedback, several unexpected results
emerged that warrant further examination and challenge con-
ventional assumptions about the effectiveness of unfocused cor-
rective feedback. These findings provide new insights into
corrective feedback practices, particularly concerning the hidden
effectiveness of unfocused corrective feedback on prepositional
usage and verb tense accuracy.

An unexpected result of this study was the lack of significant
improvement in prepositional accuracy for the unfocused
corrective feedback group from the pretest to the delayed
posttest. However, it is noteworthy that the unfocused corrective
feedback group significantly outperformed the no corrective
feedback group in the delayed posttest. This suggests that while
the unfocused corrective feedback did not result in immediate,
measurable improvements, it may have played a crucial role in
helping learners retain their acquisition of prepositional usages
over time. This contrasts with the general expectation that
unfocused corrective feedback would lead to immediate improve-
ments across various linguistic features. It appears that the
maintenance of accuracy, rather than improvement, is a
potentially significant benefit of unfocused corrective feedback,
particularly when compared to the decline observed in groups
receiving no corrective feedback. This finding suggests that
prepositional errors, which are often nuanced and context-
dependent (Ferris, 1999), may not benefit from unfocused
corrective feedback. The idiosyncratic nature of prepositional
usage, as highlighted by Bitchener et al. (2005), means that
learners may require more focused, explicit feedback to address
specific prepositional errors effectively. The absence of improve-
ment in the unfocused corrective feedback group underscores the
need for tailored feedback strategies that address the challenges
associated with prepositional usage.

Another surprising result was the lack of significant long-term
advantages of unfocused corrective feedback over content feed-
back for verb tense accuracy. Although both groups improved in
their verb tense usage, the unfocused corrective feedback group
did not outperform the no corrective feedback group in terms of
long-term retention of verb tense accuracy. This outcome
suggests that unfocused corrective feedback may not offer
additional learning advantages for discourse-related features like
verb tenses. The effectiveness of unfocused corrective feedback in
addressing grammatical errors, which are often systematic and
rule-governed (Truscott 2001), may be limited when compared to
more focused feedback approaches. The lack of sustained
improvement in the unfocused corrective feedback group could
indicate that learners need more explicit and focused instruction
to improve accuracy in complex grammatical areas over time.

The unexpected findings are important as they reveal the
limitations of unfocused corrective feedback in effectively
addressing L2 writers’ errors involving certain linguistic features.
The results highlight that while unfocused corrective feedback can
lead to some improvements, its broad approach may not always
be the most effective for every type of error. Specifically, the lack
of improvement in prepositional usage and the comparable long-
term impact on verb tense accuracy suggest that unfocused
corrective feedback may need to be complemented with more

focused feedback strategies to address the diverse needs of
language learners. These unexpected results emphasize the
importance of considering the nature of specific linguistic features
when teachers are designing corrective feedback strategies. They
also suggest that further research is needed to explore how
different types of feedback, including unfocused corrective
feedback, can be optimized to support various aspects of language
development more effectively.

Conclusion
This study examined the impact of unfocused corrective feedback
on English article, prepositional, and verb tense accuracy, utiliz-
ing a comprehensive methodology involving pretests, posttests,
and delayed posttests over an 18-week period. The primary
findings indicate that unfocused feedback was effective in
improving the accuracy of English article usages. However, no
significant difference was found between the unfocused corrective
feedback group and the no corrective feedback group in terms of
the accuracy of verb tense use. In contrast, the effectiveness of
unfocused corrective feedback on prepositional usage was not as
marked, highlighting the need for more focused feedback stra-
tegies for this specific error type. The findings underscore the
importance of incorporating unfocused corrective feedback in
writing instruction, particularly for enhancing accuracy in articles
and verb tenses.

This has practical implications for L2 writing teachers, sug-
gesting that regular unfocused corrective feedback can support
sustained language development. However, for more challenging
areas such as prepositional usage, focused feedback approaches
may be necessary to achieve similar improvements. For example,
the implementation of both unfocused and focused corrective
feedback is recommended for diagnostic purposes (Lee,
2017, 2019). Unfocused corrective feedback should be included in
the initial writing to aid instructors in identifying specific types of
errors for correction. In the following writing, teachers may
provide focused feedback to address specific error types that
remain unaddressed by unfocused corrective feedback. By align-
ing with existing literature, this study extends our understanding
of unfocused corrective feedback’s role in learning to write in an
L2. Previous research has shown mixed results regarding unfo-
cused corrective feedback’s effectiveness, with some studies
highlighting its limitations (e.g., Truscott, 1996; Sheen et al.
2009). This study’s positive outcomes in article accuracy provide
new evidence supporting the use of unfocused corrective feed-
back, while also calling for further investigation into its effects on
different linguistic features.

While this study offers valuable insights into the effectiveness
of unfocused corrective feedback, several limitations warrant
acknowledgment to fully appreciate the scope and implications of
the findings. A primary limitation is the relatively small sample
size of 57 L1-Chinese participants, which may not adequately
represent the broader population of L2 writers, potentially
affecting the generalizability of the results. Furthermore, the study
concentrates solely on the impact of unfocused corrective feed-
back without a detailed comparative analysis with other feedback
types. Although it included a no corrective feedback group
receiving content feedback, a more extensive exploration
involving focused corrective feedback and metalinguistic
explanations would enrich our understanding of unfocused
corrective feedback’s relative efficacy. Additionally, the research
was limited to English article, prepositional, and verb tense
accuracy. These grammatical features, while significant, con-
stitute only a portion of the linguistic challenges faced by L2
writers, suggesting a need for broader linguistic assessments in
future research.
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To build on the current study’s limitations, future research
could enhance understanding by adopting several strategic
approaches. First, expanding the sample size and diversity is
crucial to ensure broader representation and improve the gen-
eralizability of findings, potentially including participants from
various linguistic and demographic backgrounds. Second, future
studies should conduct systematic comparisons of unfocused
corrective feedback with other types of feedback, such as focused
corrective feedback and metalinguistic explanations, through
parallel settings or factorial designs to clearly delineate their
relative impacts and identify optimal practices. Finally, broad-
ening the linguistic focus beyond article, prepositional, and verb
tense usage to include other complex aspects of English grammar,
such as idiomatic expressions and phrasal verbs, would provide a
more comprehensive view of unfocused corrective feedback’s
effectiveness across diverse linguistic challenges faced by L2
writers. These steps would significantly contribute to refining
feedback methodologies and enhancing second language student
writers’ instructional strategies.

Data availability
Data is provided within the manuscript and supplementary
information files.
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