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Abstract 

The current research examines the immediate and delayed effects of three types of corrective feedback, namely 
recasts, metalinguistic feedback, and clarification requests, on the acquisition of English wh-question forms by 
Iranian EFL learners. To this end, 134 Iranian EFL learners comprising 4 intact classes participated in the study. 
Learners in 3 intact classes which were designated as feedback groups received feedback during a meaning-focused 
task, while learners in the control group received no feedback. The results of data analysis revealed the effectiveness 
of metalinguistic feedback and recasts in both immediate and delayed post-tests. Further inspection of the results 
revealed that while metalinguistic feedback was more effective than recasts in the immediate post-test, recasts had a 
more stable and enduring effect, compared with metalinguistic feedback, on learners' performance in the delayed 
post-test. 
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1. Introduction 

A substantial body of research in SLA has been devoted to the role of classroom interaction in second language 
acquisition. It is believed that during classroom interactions learners receive comprehensible input, opportunities to 
negotiate for meaning, and opportunities to produce modified output (Gass and Varonis, 1984, 1985b; Swain,1995; 
Oliver, 1995). Meanwhile, research reveals that exposure to input alone, is not sufficient for learners to acquire the 
target language items to a high level of proficiency (e.g., Lightbown & Spada, 1990; Long, 1996; Long & Robinson, 
1998; Norris & Ortega, 2000).This, especially applies to those features which are semantically redundant, 
syntactically complex and cognitively demanding. To compensate for learners’ failure to notice some aspects of 
input, researchers have attempted to direct learners' attention to some linguistic features in the input which are 
problematic for learners.  Corrective feedback is among the techniques which are believed to facilitate L2 
development by providing learners with both positive and negative evidence ((Long, 1996). Positive evidence 
provides learners with the correct and target-like structure or what is acceptable in L2, while, negative evidence 
warns the learners as to what is unacceptable in L2. Corrective feedback is defined as a teacher's move that invites a 
learner to attend to the grammatical accuracy of the utterance which is produced by the learner (Sheen, 2007). 
Several studies have investigated the effects of different types of corrective feedback in second language classrooms 
(Macky, Gass, and McDonough, 2000; Lister and Ranta, 1997; Lyster, 2004; Loewen, 2004; Sheen, 2004). The most 
comprehensive taxonomy of corrective feedback has been provided by Lyster and Ranta (1997) who classified 
corrective feedback into six categories. They include: explicit correction, recast, metalinguistic feedback, elicitation, 
repetition, and clarification request.  Among these, the aim of the current study is to investigate and compare the 
effects of recasts, metalinguistic feedback, & clarification request, on the development of L2 question forms. The 
following review of literature is mainly devoted to the three types of corrective feedback, investigated in this study.  

2. Corrective feedback and L2 development 

While various studies have been carried out to inspect the effectiveness of corrective feedback in SLA, there is still 
debate over what types of corrective feedback is more effective. Among different types of corrective feedback 
proposed by Lyster and Ranta (1994), explicit correction and metalinguistic feedback are considered as the explicit 
ones while recast and clarification request are among the implicit types of corrective feedback. The current study 
addresses recasts, metalinguistic feedback, and clarification requests. These three types of feedback were chosen 
because they (a) occur relatively frequently during classroom interactions, (b) differ in the level of explicitness, and 
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(c) differ in whether they allow self-repair or other-repair.Recasts are among the implicit types of corrective 
feedback that 'reformulates or expands an ill-formed or incomplete utterance in an unobtrusive way' (Brown, 2007, 
p.277).Thus, they are argued to be beneficial because they do not disrupt communication and are contingent on 
learners' errors (Loewen and Nabei, 2007). Research has shown that recast are the most frequently used type of 
corrective feedback in and out of the classroom (Oliver, 1995; Lyster and Ranta, 1997; Braidi 2002; Sheen, 2004). 
According to Ellis (1994), recasts create the optimal condition for cognitive comparison because they are assumed 
to promote noticing of form while a focus on the meaning/message is maintained. Long (1996) in his discussion of 
the interaction hypothesis maintained that recasts are effective in promoting L2 development because they (as well 
as other types of interactional feedback) usually occurs during meaning focused activities. In such cases, recasts are 
believed to provide learners with both comprehensible input and focus on form (Leeman, 2003; Schmidt, 2001). 
Metalinguistic feedback, in contrast to recasts, is an explicit type of corrective feedback as it provides' comments, 
information, or questions related to the well-formedness of the student's utterance' (Lyster, 2002, p.405). The 
advantage of such a corrective feedback is that unlike recasts (and other implicit types of corrective feedback), 
learners are less likely to misconstrue the feedback intention. However, a caveat for using metalinguistic feedback is 
that it is obtrusive and disrupts the flow of communication. The third category of corrective feedback considered in 
the current study is clarification requests which prompt learners to reformulate their own utterance. Like recasts, 
clarification requests are among implicit types of corrective feedback. But, unlike recasts, clarification requests 
serve the function of prompting learners to attend to form and asking for clarifying the meaning (Loewen & Nabei, 
2007). Consequently, learners are less likely to notice the correctional purpose of clarification requests. On the other 
hand, prompting learners to correct themselves may demand processing of language in a deeper level which will in 
turn result in a more efficient learning. 

Several empirical studies investigated the effects of implicit and explicit types of corrective feedback. Carrol and 
Swain (1993) and Carrol (2001) found that those learners who received explicit corrective feedback outperformed 
those learners who received implicit error correction. Ellis, Loewen, & Erlam (2006) also demonstrated that those 
learners who received metalinguistic feedback outperformed those who received recasts in a delayed post-test, while 
no difference was observed between the groups in the immediate post-test. Similarly, Lyster (2004) compared the 
effects of recasts with more explicit types of corrective feedback which he called prompts on French gender 
assignment and found that prompts were more effective than recasts. Ellis (2009) investigated the effects of recasts 
and metalinguistic feedback on the acquisition of implicit and explicit knowledge of regular past tense-ed. The 
results of this study indicated a distinct advantage for the group that received metalinguistic feedback. Other studies, 
in contrast, reported the beneficial effects of implicit types of feedback such as recasts and clarification requests. 
Mackey and Philp (1998), for example, reported the beneficial effects of recasts on learning with respect to L2 
learners' acquisition of question forms. Iwashita (2003) indicated a relationship between being exposed to implicit 
types of corrective feedback and in particular recasts and measurable gains in the acquisition of two grammatical 
structures in L2 Japanese. Sanz and Morgan-Short (2004) also found that explicit types of corrective feedback may 
confer no additional advantage over implicit corrective feedback.  

3. Research questions 

A review of previous studies on corrective feedback reveals mixed results with some studies in favor of explicit 
corrective feedback and still others in favor of implicit corrective feedback. Furthermore, to the best of the authors' 
knowledge, no such study has been yet performed within Iranian socio-cultural context. Thus, in order to investigate 
the immediate and delayed effects of recasts, metalinguistic feedback and clarification requests on the acquisition of 
English wh-question forms by Iranian EFL learners of English, the following research questions were formulated:  

1).Do recasts, metalinguistic feedback and clarification requests have differential effects on the acquisition of 
English wh-question forms?  

2).Is there any difference among the three types of corrective feedback mentioned above in terms of their immediate 
and delayed effects?  

4. Method  

4.1 Design 

The study employed a quasi-experimental research design with a pre-test, treatment, post-test, delayed post-test 
design using intact EFL classrooms.  Learners in three intact classes formed experimental groups and received 
treatment, while the fourth group served as control group. 

4.2 Participants 

The participants in this study were 134 Iranian EFL learners (75 females and 59 males), all university students with 
a mean age of 20.2 years (SD= 1.2). They were learning English in a language teaching institute in an urbane area. 
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They had received formal classroom instruction in English for five to seven years in Iran. None of them had stayed 
in an English speaking country for more than two weeks. Because of institutional constraints, it was not possible to 
assign students randomly to experimental groups, thus making it necessary to work with intact groups. Four intact 
classes were chosen. The learners' proficiency levels in this institute were determined by a simulated TOEFL exam 
and also an interview. There were 32 learners (17 females, 15 males) in the control class (hereafter control group), 
35 learners (19 females, 16 males) in one treatment class who received recasts as corrective feedback (hereafter 
recast group), 34 participants (20 females and 14 males) in the second treatment group who received metalinguistic 
corrective feedback (hereafter mealinguistic group) and 33 learners (19 females and 14 males) in the third 
experimental group who received clarification requests as corrective feedback (hereafter clarification group).  
Beside the researcher, 2 EFL teachers were invited to the study to serve as interlocutor along with the researcher 
during treatment sessions (henceforth interlocutors). Prior to the study, the researcher met other interlocutors several 
times and informed them fully about the research objectives and procedures. 

4.3 Target structure 

The target structure used in this study is English wh-question forms. Several syntactic operations are involved in 
wh-question formation such as wh fronting, auxiliary-verb inversion, Do-support. This target form was chosen for 
several reasons. First, they are easy to elicit and score during meaning-focused tasks. Further motivation for 
choosing wh-question forms as target structures for this study mainly comes from recent studies regarding the 
availability of features of universal grammar in second language acquisition. It has been assumed that some aspects 
of universal grammar which are not present in the grammar of L1 will not be available for L2 grammar construction 
and thus pose difficulty for L2 learners (see Hawkins & Chan, 1997; Tsimpli, 2003; Hawkins & Hattory, 2006 for a 
review). Based on this assumption, Persian L2 learners of English have difficulty with the acquisition of 
wh-question forms (the detailed discussion of the syntactic mechanisms responsible for such difficulty is beyond the 
scope of this paper).  

4.4 Operationalizations 

4.4.1 Recasts 

Recasts were operationalized as a teacher's reformulation of a student's erroneous sentence. During the treatments, 
the interlocutors reformulated the participants question forms. The following examples indicate how recasts were 
operationalized: 

Example 1, 

Student: Where she go?                                                                                      

Interlocutor: Where does she go? 

Example 2, 

Student: When you come back?                                                                                

Teacher: When do you come back? 

The words in bold-face show that the interlocutors phonetically emphasized the corrected parts of the learners' 
utterances.  

4.4.2 Metalinguistic error correction 

Metalinguistic correction was operationalized as teachers' provision of grammatical explanations regarding the 
target structure. Besides providing grammatical explanation, the correct forms of the participants' ungrammatical 
utterances were also pointed out. An example of metalinguistic correction used in the study is given:                        

Example 3,                                                                                                

Student: Where he is study?                                                                                   

Teacher: Um, can you thing about your grammar?…you need to use -ing form after auxiliary verbs such as am, is, 
are to indicate present continuous. You also need to reverse the place of auxiliary and subject. Where is he studying? 

4.4.3 Clarification request 

As another category of corrective feedback, clarification requests were operationalized as those prompts by teachers 
which invite a learner to self-repair. The following example represents a clarification request in the study: 

Example 4, 

Learner: What the man do?  
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Interlocutor: Would you repeat your sentence? 

4.5 Corrective feedback treatment instruments and procedures 

This study used ‘spot the difference task’ (Mackey, 1994) in order to elicit learners’ knowledge of question forms 
during treatment sessions. This task consisted of two sets of pictures with one set containing slightly different 
pictures. Learners were provided with one set of pictures while an interlocutor held the other one. Learners were told 
that there are some differences between your cards and those of the interlocutor and you should find these 
differences by asking questions regarding what the pictures depict. Each set of pictures contained 10 pictures. The 
learners were also told that for each picture just one difference should be found. Learners in each group were then 
assigned to groups of three and were asked to discuss the possible differences which may exist between their cards 
and those of the interlocutor for 15 minutes. Each group was then assigned to one of the three interlocutors. During 
the treatment sessions members in each group ask questions in turn. In order to elicit the desired response, the 
interlocutors provided the learners with some hints regarding the differences between the two sets of cards. The task 
for each group continued until a total of 15 corrective feedbacks were provided to the group members. During the 
treatment sessions, when learners either failed to produce a wh-question form or an ungrammatical form, they 
received feedback according to their group designation. The following example indicates how spot the difference 
task was performed to elicit learners' production. The example also shows how the learner was provided with a 
recast. 

Interlocutor: now, think about the boy, he is doing…                                                                  

learner: what the boy doing?                                                                                     
interlocutor: what is the boy doing? (the learner was provided with a recast)                                               
Learner: yea, what is the boy doing?                                                                               
interlocutor: in my picture, he is reading a book                                                                      
learner: in my picture he is writing (something), (one difference was found).                                               

Two treatment sessions were held for each group during a week. All treatment sessions were videotaped and 
afterwards inspected by the researcher to ensure the uniformity of treatment procedures across groups and also 
inter-interlocutor and intra-interlocutor consistencies. No serious flaw or inconsistency which may threat the validity 
of the results was found.  

4.6 Testing instruments and procedures 

In order to measure learning gains which might have occurred as a result of the treatment, an untimed 
grammaticality judgment test was assigned to learners once as a pretest and subsequently as a posttest and also as a 
delayed posttest. The test consisted of 30 items targeting wh-question forms for which learners received feedback 
and 15 distracters (targeted at negation, past tense –ed, comparative –er, plural –s). The pretest was administered to 
learners one day before the treatments began. The posttest and delayed posttest were administered one day after the 
treatments finished and 10 days later respectively. The distracters were incorporated in order to avoid making 
learners sensitive to the target structures in the pretest. Half of the questions in the test were grammatical and half 
were ungrammatical. The items in the three tests were the same but with different order. The test was a paper and 
pencil test. For each correct answer one point was assigned to the learners. 

4.7 Analysis 

In order to answer the research questions posed in the current study, the raw scores for all grammaticality judgment 
tests (pre-test, post-test, and delayed post-test) were obtained. One-way ANOVA was then performed on the pretest 
scores to examine any difference among the groups before the study. To investigate possible learning gains caused 
by treatment materials among the groups over time, a two-way repeated measures ANOVA was performed with total 
scores as dependent variable and with time (pre-test, post-test 1, post-test 2) and corrective feedback treatment as 
independent variables. Post hoc analyses were performed when an ANOVA was significant. An alpha level of .05 
was set. SPSS 16 was used to perform the analyses. 

5. Results 

Table 1 displays the results of descriptive statistics for pretest, posttest and also delayed posttest. 

To establish whether the differences between individuals' scores in the pretest were significant, a one-way ANOVA 
was performed on the pre-test scores. Table 2 shows the results. No statistically significant difference was observed 
in grammaticality judgment test among the four groups: F (3, 130) = .160 

In order to answer the research questions posed in this study, a two-way repeated measures ANOVA was performed 
with total scores as dependent variable and with time (pre-test, post-test, delayed post-test) and corrective feedback 
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treatments as independent variables. Table 3 shows the results of the analysis. As table 3 displays, there is a 
statistically significant effect for corrective feedback treatment, F (3, 130) = 15.79. This suggests that corrective 
feedback had a significant effect on learners' performance. There was also a significant effect for time suggesting 
that there was a change in learners' scores across the three time intervals, F (2, 131) = 94.06.  

Given that there were longitudinal gains for all groups over time, the crucial analysis is time*corrective feedback 
interaction. As table 3 displays, there was a significant time* treatment interaction, indicating that the groups 
performed differently from each other over time: F (6, 129) = 14.09. 

One-way ANOVAs revealed significant group differences in both post-test 1, F (3, 130) = 33.3, and post-test 2, F (3, 
130) = 15.69.  Table 4 and 5 display the results of one-way ANOVA for post-test and delayed-post-test. The results 
of Tukey's post-hoc comparisons for post-test scores revealed significant differences between recast and 
metalinguisitc groups, recast and clarification groups, metalinguisitic and clarification groups, recast and control 
groups and finally metalinguisitc and control groups. No statistically significant difference, on the other hand, was 
observed between clarification and control groups. 

The Tukey's post-hoc analysis of delayed post-test results revealed another story. In the delayed post-test, no 
statistically significant difference was observed between the metalinguistic and recast groups. Significant differences 
were observed among metalinguistic and recast groups on one hand and control and clarification groups on the other 
hand. 

Figure1 provides a visual representation of learners' performance in three testing periods across four treatment 
groups. The figure shows that there is a sharp decline in metalinguistic group's test performance from post-test to 
delayed post-test resulting in no significant difference between metalinguisitc and recast groups. 

6. Discussion and conclusion 

The current study investigated the effects of three types of corrective feedback on the acquisition of English question 
forms across three time intervals. The results of data analysis revealed that only recasts and metalinguistic feedback 
had a significant effect on learners' performance on the post-test. In other words, no significant difference was 
observed between control and clarification groups. Such a finding can be explained with regard to the kind of 
linguistic evidence which learners were exposed to. Metalinguistic feedback provides learners with explicit negative 
evidence, while, learners are provided with both implicit negative evidence and positive evidence through recasts. 
Clarification requests, on the other hand, just provide learners with implicit negative evidence. In the light of the 
above evidence, it can be argued that explicit negative evidence seems crucial for language development and is 
superior to positive evidence per se. Although, recast group performed significantly better than clarification and 
control groups in the post-test, metalinguistic group performed significantly better than recast group lending support 
to the superiority of metalinguistic feedback over recasts. Concerning the delayed post-test, while a statistically 
significant difference is still observed between recast and metalinguistic groups on one hand and control and 
clarification groups on the other, the significant difference between recast and metalinguistic groups was blurred. In 
other words, the metalinguistic group didn't perform significantly better than the recast group in delayed post-test. 
This means that that the effect of recasts was more enduring than that of metalinguistic feedback. In the light of the 
argument above, the answers to research questions posed in the current study are straightforward: concerning 
research question 1, the results presented in the preceding section show that among the three types of corrective 
feedback investigated in the current study, metalinguistic feedback and recasts lead to an increase in learners' 
performance in both post-test and delayed post-test. Clarification requests on the other hand had no significant effect 
on learners' performance. Beside the argument above, concerning the kind of evidence which learners are exposed to, 
the effectiveness of metalinguistic feedback in the current study can be explained with regards to the role and 
importance of attention in L2 acquisition. According to Gass & Macky (2000) attention mediates between input and 
intake. Similarly, Schmidt (2001) claims that attention ‘‘is necessary in order to understand virtually every aspect of 
second language acquisition’’ (p. 1).The positive effects of metalinguistic feedback in both posttest and delayed 
posttest is consistent with the above view that attention plays an important role in L2 acquisition.  Thus, 
metalinguistic feedback prompted learners to pay more attention to the errors they commit and also to the 
metalinguistic information provided by interlocutors. Further proof to the facilitative effect of attention in the 
acquisition of target forms in this study is the superiority of recasts over clarification requests and ineffectiveness of 
clarification requests in both tests. In this regard, clarification requests are among the most implicit types of 
corrective feedback (Lyster and Ranta, 1997) and thus provide no explicit indication to the learner that an error has 
been committed at least in the way it was operationalized in this study. Metalinguisitic feedback, in contrast to 
clarification requests and recasts, is the most explicit and proved to be the most effective in both posttest and 
delayed posttest. The incorporation of some kind of explicit instruction into language teaching classrooms has 
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received much support from many researchers. There is consensus among language teaching researchers and 
practitioners that if the goal of L2 classroom activities is to develop both accuracy and fluency, form-focused 
activities including explicit error correction must be integrated with meaningful activities.               
Concerning the second research question posed in the current study, the results indicated that in the post-test, 
metalinguistic group outperform other groups including recast group (although recast group outperformed 
clarification and control groups as well). However, in the delayed post-test, although both recast and metalinguistic 
groups outperformed clarification and control groups, no statistically significant difference was observed between 
recast and metalinguistic groups. Such a finding may suggest that implicit types of feedback such as recasts may 
have a more enduring effect than explicit ones such as metalinguistic feedback. In other words, it can be argued that 
while metalinguistic corrective feedback is more effective in short run, recasts are more effective in long run. The 
results of this study is ,then, in contrast with Ellis, Loewen, and Erlam (2006) who found no difference between 
recasts and metalinguistic groups in immediate posttest but reported the superiority of metalinguistic over recasts 
group in the delayed posttest. The lasting effect of recasts compared with metalinguistic feedback, found in this 
study, can be explained with regard to the deeper level of processing that recasts entails, at least in the way they 
were operationalized in the current study compared with matalinguistic feedback. Recent research into measurement 
of implicit versus explicit L2 knowledge suggests that tests which allow unlimited time to learners and encourage 
them to focus on discrete grammatical points may draw on learners' explicit L2 knowledge (Han, 2000; Ellis, 2004). 
It can, then, be argued that since recasts are implicit, gaining metalinguistic information from recasts which is 
needed for performance in an untimed grammaticality judgment test entails a deeper level of processing. In other 
words, when learners are provided with recasts they have to acquire the rule inductively which in turn leads to 
higher level of processing. On the other hand, metalinguistis group were provided with metalinguistic information 
plus an example of the correct form of the structure, letting learners to get the rule deductively. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for pretest, posttest, and delayed posttest. 

Test Group Mean SD N

Pre Recasts 13.88 1.15 35

 Metalinguistic 13.79 .94 34

 Clarification 13.72 .98 33

 Control 13.75 1.01 32

Post Recasts 15.17 .95 35

 Metalinguistic 15.97 .71 34

 Clarification 14.33 .85 33

 Control 13.93 1.07 32

Delayed Recasts 15.31 1.02 35

 Metalinguistic 15.44 .95 34

 Clarification 14.36 1.05 33

 Control 13.96 1.09 32

 

Table 2. One-way ANOVA for pretest scores 

   Sum of Squares df Mean squares F Sig 

Between Groups      .502 3  .167 .160 .923 

Within groups     135.647 130 1.043   

Total     136.149 133    

 

Table 3. Repeated-measures ANOVA across the four treatments and the three testing periods 

                         Source                    Df     F          p     

Between learners Corrective feedback treatment (CFT)  3 15.79 <.001 

 Error 130   

Within learners Time 2 94.06 <.001 

 Time* CFT 6 14.09 <.001 

 Error 258   
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Table 4. One-way ANOVA for posttest scores 

 Sum of squares df Mean square  F  Sig 

Between groups  81.69 3 27.23 33.03 .000 

Within groups 107.15 130 .73   

Total 188.84 133    

 

Table 5. One-way ANOVA for delayed posttest scores 

 Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig 

Between 51.61 3 17.20 15.69 .000

Within 142.53 130 1.09   

Total 194.149 133    

                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure1. Mean total performance across time 


