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Abstract 
Validity is the most important factor in good research, and it 
cannot be taken for granted. As the term is used here, validity is 
determined by (a) whether the research actually addresses the 
question that it is intended to address; and (b) whether the 
inferences drawn from it, by its authors and by subsequent 
reviewers, are legitimate. Validity thus depends on the goals of 
the research. While a variety of meaningful goals can be 
identified, the primary goal of WCF research is to determine if 
WCF is an effective way to improve learners’ ability to write 
accurately and should therefore be used in language instruction. 
Judging validity in terms of this goal, it is argued here that 
problems are pervasive. Goals are confused, a variety of 
fundamental issues in design and analysis make a study unable 
to address the primary question, and far too much emphasis is 
placed on one very narrow feature, commonly studied in ways 
which themselves lack validity. These problems are reflected in 
the meta-analyses done on this topic; as a result, this work is not 
presenting us with a valid picture of the effects of WCF. 
Altogether, this research area has major validity problems; 
dealing with these problems should be the top priority for 
researchers. 
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Introduction 
The efficacy of written corrective feedback (WCF) has become a major research topic 
in recent years, as evidenced by the establishment of a new journal dedicated (in part) 
to this research. This rising interest has been accompanied by an increased concern 
with questions of methodology and analysis and by more sophisticated uses of meta-
analysis to synthesize the research findings and draw implications from them. In some 
respects, researchers and reviewers can no doubt take pride in the increasing 
sophistication of their work. But at the same time, I suggest, the most important 
feature of good research seems to have been lost, if not actively thrown away. This is 
validity, in its most basic sense: Does the research actually address the question(s) 
that it is intended to answer? Are the inferences that are drawn from it legitimate?  
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This is, first of all, an issue for the way that experiments are designed and analyzed. 
Specifically, it is about the way the design and analysis serve their goals, or fail to serve 
them. If they are not suitable for the question they are intended to answer, we have a 
validity problem. No less important is the way that research results are treated in 
literature reviews, especially in meta-analyses, which in principle provide the best 
possible picture of what has been found and what it means. If the meta-analyses are 
including invalid results or excluding valid results, we have a validity problem.  
 
In WCF research, the primary goal for nearly everyone is to determine whether WCF 
helps learners develop their ability to write accurately and should therefore play a 
significant role in second language writing instruction. So the primary validity issue is 
whether the research and the meta-analytic syntheses of it are in fact addressing this 
central question. All too often, I will suggest, they are not.   
 
Validity and the Goals of WCF Research 
In judging the validity of a particular study, the first issue is what question(s) that 
study seeks to address. In WCF research, the primary goal is, again, to determine 
whether WCF helps learners develop their ability to write accurately and should 
therefore be used in second language writing instruction. This is the issue that I am 
concerned with here. But before examining the way that this issue is and is not studied, 
we should first take note of various other goals that might be served by WCF research.  
 
More limited goals might be to determine if WCF is effective when done in specific 
ways, for specific purposes, with specific types of errors made by specific types of 
students (see Truscott, 1999, 2001). Kassim and Ng (2014) might be seen in these 
terms. When addressed to the general question of WCF’s effectiveness, its special 
context and its narrow focus make its validity doubtful, but it does well in terms of a 
more modest goal of this sort (see Truscott, 2022).  
 
Researchers might choose to assume that WCF is going to be used in some form and 
then ask which form is preferable. In this case a valid design simply compares the two 
(or more) different types of WCF. The standard requirement of a no-WCF group, 
essential for research on the primary question, does not apply. The findings of such 
research are valid as long as the authors (and, especially, later reviewers) don’t try to 
use them to answer a different question, like whether WCF is effective.  
 
We might also ask if WCF helps teacher trainees acquire the explicit linguistic 
knowledge that might be demanded of them in their future work.1 In this case a valid 
test would have them explain the points that they were corrected on, or do the kinds 
of exercises their students will be required to do. With this type of goal there is no need 
for a measure of authentic writing (a basic requirement for work addressing the 
primary question).  

                                                           
1 Whether it should be demanded of them is of course a very different question. 
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Another possible goal is to determine whether a teacher using WCF can bring about 
improvements in a given piece of writing without actually doing the rewriting for the 
student. In that case the design does not have to include anything more than a single 
piece of writing and the revision of that writing. We don’t need to see performance on 
new pieces of writing – another basic requirement for addressing the primary 
question.  
 
Or we can take a more theoretical approach, as seen in the currently popular practice 
of trying to distinguish implicit from explicit knowledge. This distinction is interesting 
and important for theory, and a well-developed theory can eventually serve as a guide 
for practice, at least in principle. But for now at least the implicit-explicit distinction 
does not connect to the primary, pedagogical issue. Both types of knowledge play a 
role in writing,2 which is to say that valid tests of learners’ ability to write accurately 
will encompass both types, in combination – and this is the information we need in 
order to address the primary pedagogical question. Exactly how each type is 
contributing is also an interesting question, worthy of research, but at this point at 
least it does not have any clear implications for the question of whether WCF improves 
learners’ ability to write accurately or whether it should play a role in teaching. It is a 
theoretical goal.  
 
Another interesting goal is to explore the in-principle effects of WCF, abstracting away 
from actual teaching contexts. In this case, we try to isolate its effects from those of 
other variables that could influence learning. Ideally, this means doing laboratory 
research, where rigorous controls can be imposed. When such research is carried out 
in actual classroom settings, it is far from clear just what things WCF should be 
isolated from or how this is to be done. In any case, this question is important for 
theory, and in the longrun, research of this sort also has potential value for teaching 
practice, as it can give a more fundamental understanding of the processes involved in 
teaching and learning. But the gap between in-principle findings and classroom 
application must be kept in mind. A teaching technique that looks good in isolation 
might well fail when placed in a more realistic context, and one that fails when used in 
isolation might work when supported by normal classroom activities and contexts. If 
the goal is to determine the value of WCF for teaching, we have to ask how well it works 
in the context of normal teaching practices, not how well it works in isolation from 
them. The pedagogical question and the in-principle question are both interesting, but 
they must not be confused. 
 
While all of the above are legitimate goals, the concern in the remainder of this paper 
will be with the primary question, the pedagogical issue of whether WCF is useful as a 
general teaching tool – whether it helps learners develop their ability to write 
accurately. When the findings of a study are used to draw conclusions related to this 
primary, pedagogical question, we have to ask if the design and analysis of the study 

                                                           
2 Though implicit is far more important, at least beyond the beginner level. 



Feedback Research in Second Language                                                                     John Truscott 

36 
 

actually do, or can, address that question. Much too often, the answer turns out to be 
no.  
 
Valid Comparisons, Part 1 
It is generally accepted now that a study cannot simply look at learners’ performance 
before and after receiving WCF and then attribute changes to the treatment, as a great 
many other factors could be responsible for the changes. A comparison (control) group 
is needed. The issue is then the proper nature of the comparison condition.  
 
The validity of a comparison depends, again, on the goals of the research – what 
question(s) it is trying to answer. If the goal is to provide guidance for teaching – to 
tell teachers what effects WCF is likely to have in their classes – then the proper 
comparison is between (a) what they do in their classes if they choose to use WCF, and 
(b) what they do in their classes if they choose not to use it.  
 
For (a), considerable variety is possible, and is found in practice, most notably in the 
type of WCF that is used. My main concern, though, is with (b), and with how it relates 
to (a). One possibility for a no-correction teacher is to simply return students’ work to 
them with no comments of any kind. This means going beyond “no WCF” to “no 
feedback”. But this approach runs counter to essentially everything that is known or 
believed about how writing should be taught, and has little to do with real teaching. 
Providing comments on what the student says – the content – is a normal practice and 
appears to be almost universally accepted. It is what teachers who reject WCF are likely 
to do and probably should do. Thus, providing the control group with feedback of this 
type produces a valid comparison, perhaps the most clearly valid comparison that we 
can have. 
 
In much of the early research on WCF (Kepner, 1991; Semke, 1980, 1984; Sheppard, 
1992) this point was recognized, or more likely taken as a background assumption, not 
requiring any explicit discussion or defense. These studies simply took normal writing 
instruction as their context, comparing the accuracy of students who received WCF to 
that of students who underwent the same standard instruction but without WCF. In 
other words, the research was well-suited to provide evidence on the value of WCF in 
writing instruction.3 
 
But this work is now frequently dismissed (see Biber et al., 2011; Bitchener & Ferris, 
2012; Kang & Han, 2015; Lim & Renandya, 2020; Sheen, 2007), or simply ignored 
(e.g., Brown et al., 2023; Russell & Spada, 2006). Ironically, it is dismissed because of 
its validity – because the comparison groups received content feedback rather than no 
feedback at all, or because they included the normal, appropriate practice of student-

                                                           
3 Additional virtues of this research were that it studied WCF as it is actually done in classes, included 
several treatment sessions, as is done in classes, and measured the effects by looking at authentic writing 
tasks. In its most important aspects, this work should be seen as a model for current researchers.  
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teacher conferences. The logic of this criticism (when a logic is offered) is that the effect 
of WCF must be isolated from other variables that might affect the success of the 
learning.  
 
This criticism illustrates the problem of confusion between different goals. If the goal 
is to offer advice to teachers, to tell them what effects the use or non-use of WCF will 
have in their classes, it makes no sense to study WCF in isolation from the things that 
are normally, properly done in those classes. The criticism of these studies as 
improperly controlled is a statement to current researchers that they should avoid 
valid comparisons.  
 
Judgments of validity are based, again, on the goals of the research and the conclusions 
that are to be drawn from it. Authors who reject the use of content feedback and 
conferences in the name of isolating the WCF variable are addressing a different 
question: the in-principle effects of WCF. This is a worthwhile question to ask, but it 
must be recognized that isolating the effects of WCF from what goes on in classrooms 
means moving away from practical issues of teaching.  
 
This movement from the practical to the in-principle is illustrated in the comments by 
Bitchener and Ferris (2012, p. 56) on Sheppard’s (1992) content group: 
 

It is unclear whether the learners in both groups received incidental 
instruction on linguistic errors during the 10-week period and whether the 
conferences between the teacher and the content-focused group avoided any 
discussion of difficulties in understanding meaning that may have arisen 
from linguistic error. Thus, it is unclear whether in fact the content-focused 
group was strictly a control group.  

 
This might be dismissed as quibbling, but such a response would miss the real problem 
– the confusion between two different goals. These authors are, in principle, 
pedagogically oriented; using the research to draw implications for teaching appears 
to be their number one interest. But these comments represent a turn to the in-
principle question. The claim is that in order for a no-WCF class to be a fully acceptable 
comparison group, we have to ensure that nothing the teacher does has any connection 
to the linguistic errors that students make, or else the class is not “strictly a control 
group”. A requirement like this takes us away from the real world of teaching. A no-
WCF teacher is not going to carefully self-censor to ensure that no comment on content 
has any relation to linguistic errors – even if this was a realistic possibility, which it is 
not, given the extent to which content and linguistic form are bound up with one 
another.  
 
If our interest is in the pedagogical issue, the odd idea of strictly separating content 
comments from linguistic form is, fortunately, irrelevant. A teacher using WCF 
identifies linguistic errors and deliberately provides feedback on them. A teacher who 
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rejects WCF simply doesn’t worry about linguistic errors as such, focusing instead on 
content. The linguistic feedback will have implications for content and the content 
feedback will have implications for language. So what? The pedagogical issue is not 
about whether a class using WCF is better than an imaginary class which strictly avoids 
anything that might have implications for language errors; it is about whether real 
WCF classes yield better results than real no-WCF classes.  
 
Valid Comparisons, Part 2 
A number of additional issues can be identified in regard to valid and invalid 
comparisons. The main point is that the groups should receive comparable treatment. 
Revision of assignments, for example, is appropriate for both types of classes, so if one 
group does it then the other should too. Another aspect of comparable treatment is the 
time that each group spends on their tasks. The less time spent on one activity – 
dealing with errors, for example – the more time there is for other activities. Thus, if 
the WCF group has been given additional tasks, such as looking over the errors that 
were marked, editing practice, or study of error codes, a valid comparison requires that 
the no-WCF group spend a similar amount of time on activities that are appropriate in 
a no-WCF class, probably additional reading and writing.  
 
An issue that deserves more attention than it receives is whether the WCF has induced 
in learners a temporary focus on accuracy, a focus that is not shared by the comparison 
group and is thus a form of unequal treatment. The danger then is that corrected 
students might outperform uncorrected students on posttests not because they 
learned anything from the WCF but rather because on this task, in this context, they 
assign more importance to writing accurately. The point is perhaps of greatest concern 
when the WCF is highly focused and corrected learners have therefore received the 
message, implicitly or explicitly, that they should be particularly concerned with 
getting this point right on the posttest, a message which the comparison group has not 
received.   
 
It might be argued that an increased focus on accuracy is in itself a success for WCF. 
This idea rests on the strong assumption that the focus will continue in the future, 
outside the context of the study. Many experienced language teachers can no doubt 
identify with Leki’s (1991) observation that students who had learned to avoid certain 
errors in their writing class went back to making those errors immediately afterward 
– when filling out course evaluations. And if the focus does continue, it is far from clear 
that this would be a good thing, as it can be a distraction from other, possibly more 
important aspects of writing. 
 
This discussion points to an interesting possibility for research – trying to induce in 
the comparison group the same focus that the WCF has likely induced in the 
experimental group. An experiment could include a WCF group, a standard no-WCF 
group, and an additional no-WCF group that is explicitly encouraged to focus on the 
targeted forms while carrying out the posttest task. A variety of results are possible, 
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probably depending especially on the nature of the target and the extent of the 
students’ prior knowledge and ability with that target. In any case, the findings of such 
studies could have considerable value for the interpretation of WCF results in general.   
 
Another issue that deserves attention is the attitude shown by teachers and researchers 
toward the treatment they are providing. What message are they giving, implicitly or 
explicitly, to learners in their comparison groups about the absence of WCF? In actual 
practice, a teacher who refrains from correcting presumably thinks that this is a good 
way to do things, and will share this positive attitude with students. In a valid 
experimental design, the no-WCF groups should receive the same positive message. 
At the very least, they should not be encouraged to believe that they are being deprived 
of valuable support. Is this validity requirement being met in WCF research? The 
question is unanswerable at this point, as experimental reports rarely if ever say 
anything about it. If a negative view of their treatment is being conveyed to no-WCF 
students, implicitly or explicitly, it constitutes a validity problem.4  
 
Some Invalid Comparisons 
After discussing what kinds of comparisons are valid, it is time to consider some cases 
in which WCF research has used comparisons that are not valid. It is disturbingly 
common in this area to see some of the most fundamental principles of experimental 
design and analysis disregarded, knowingly or not.  
 
One kind of validity problem appears with surprising frequency in reviews of the 
research, including meta-analyses (see below). If you want to test whether Option A is 
better than Option B, your experiment has to compare A to B. You cannot compare A1 
to A2 and then conclude that A is (or is not) better than B. But in the literature on WCF 
this invalid inference repeatedly appears – studies that simply compared two types of 
WCF to one another are presented as evidence on whether using WCF is better than 
not using it. The original example is Lalande (1982), who compared a traditional form 
of WCF to his own more elaborate version. Various authors, notably Ferris (1999), 
have presented the results of this comparison as evidence that WCF is effective. Also 
in this category is Chandler (2003), whose comparison group received WCF but was 
treated as a no-WCF group, with the justification that the students were not required 
to use the corrections until after the experiment was completed. More recent examples 
of this problem are the various experiments on dynamic (written) corrective 
feedback, though here the validity problem is not in the research itself but rather in 
the way it has been treated in the literature, notably in the meta-analyses (see below). 
 
Another type of invalid comparison was made by Sheen et al. (2009). They used three 
groups: (a) a reading and writing task plus WCF; (b) the reading and writing task 
without WCF; and (c) neither treatment. It should be clear that if you want to judge 

                                                           
4 We should also recognize the possibility of WCF students receiving a negative message about WCF, 
though this seems much less likely. 
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the effects of WCF (as the researchers did) the valid comparison is between (a) and 
(b), the two groups that differed only in the presence or absence of WCF. Comparison 
of (a) with (c) can only tell us if using the two treatments in combination is better than 
using neither. But the authors focused on (a) vs. (c), drawing the invalid conclusion 
that WCF was effective.5 The related work of Sheen (2007, 2010) used only groups (a) 
and (c) and therefore had no valid comparison.  
 
This is an example of unequal treatment being given to experimental and control 
groups, rendering the comparison invalid. It is certainly not the only such case. 
Another type of example is seen in the study by Bitchener et al. (2005),6 in which hours 
of language instruction during the period of the study were 20 and 10 per week for the 
two WCF groups and 4 for the no-WCF group. The only valid conclusion that can be 
drawn from such an experiment is that intensive instruction with WCF is/is not better 
than non-intensive instruction without WCF.  
 
Validity problems also arise when an experiment uses a control group that is not 
clearly comparable to the WCF group at the beginning of the experiment. An extreme 
example is Salami and Moini (2013), in which pretest scores of the experimental 
groups and the control group differed by several standard deviations. Findings from 
such a study cannot provide meaningful evidence. A less extreme case is Frear and 
Chiu (2015). In this case, the authors recognized the problem and adjusted their 
analysis accordingly, but caution still must be shown in uses of the data. In particular, 
it is not legitimate to use simple posttest comparisons to derive effect sizes.  
 
In cases like these, significance testing shows that the groups were not initially 
comparable. What about cases in which the differences between groups are not 
statistically significant? The standard assumption is that we can disregard such 
contrasts and confidently proceed with the experiment, attributing posttest 
differences to the treatment (WCF). But despite the almost universal acceptance of this 
practice, it is not valid. We can hardly imagine an author saying “There is only a 90% 
chance that the groups are different, so we can safely assume they are not different”, 
but this is the kind of reasoning that underlies this use of significance testing. The 
absence of a significant difference does not tell us that real differences do not exist, or 
that they probably do not exist, or anything of the sort. It says we cannot be sure that 
they do exist, which is an entirely different matter. A finding that the groups might be 
comparable – we’re not sure that they aren’t – is not a solid basis for carrying out an 
experiment or for interpreting its results.  
There is no simple, general cure for this problem, at least none that I know of, but 
improvements can be made. We need to examine the pretest differences and make a 
rational, if necessarily uncertain, judgment of whether they are meaningful. This 

                                                           
5  The point is particularly important because the valid comparison, A vs. B, yields the opposite 
conclusion. 
6 Note that this was not an English article study (to be discussed below). 
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means looking at the group means, asking by what fraction of a standard deviation 
they differ. It means looking at the p value – the farther it is above .05, the more 
confident we can be. In some cases it is possible to make the groups more similar 
(before the treatment, crucially) by switching some participants between groups or 
removing some from one or both, based on pretest scores. While comparability is not 
a simple yes or no matter, it is possible to make rational judgments and, sometimes, 
adjustments. We have to get beyond the comfortable fiction that the absence of 
statistical significance means everything is okay. 
 
Perfect comparability between groups is an ideal, one that can be impractical in the 
real world of WCF research. But most of the problems described here are not difficult 
to avoid. Those that cannot be avoided can be minimized. When meaningful problems 
remain despite a researcher’s best efforts, the resulting limitations must be recognized, 
both by the original author and by those who later offer reviews of the work. 
 
The Appropriateness of the Measures Used 
Some authors studying the effects of WCF have relied on tests that are essentially 
grammar exercises, with no claim to validity as measures of learners’ writing ability.7 
There appears to be a general recognition now of this validity problem, and so it has 
declined considerably in recent years (for discussion of the older cases, see Truscott, 
1996). But it has not disappeared. Hosseini (2015) used fill-in-the-blank in isolated 
sentences. The posttest used by Ahmadi et al. (2012) was (a) change adjective clauses 
to participle phrases, and (b) find and correct particular types of errors in a text. Even 
on this well-known and widely accepted point, there is still a need for greater concern 
with validity. 
 
Some researchers have used measures of learners’ writing ability which, while 
representing improvements on grammar exercises, are at best questionable in terms 
of validity. These measures, dictogloss and text reconstruction, have learners listen to 
or read some material and then write it down from memory (e.g., Frear & Chiu, 2015; 
Shintani et al., 2014). The use of additional measures like these no doubt adds 
sophistication to the research, but if you want to know how accurately students can 
write, it is greatly preferable (to put it mildly) to look at their actual writing. Every step 
away from authentic writing is a step away from validity. Interestingly, the authors of 
two recent meta-analyses (Brown et al., 2023; Reynolds & Kao, 2022) have 
incorporated this point in their criteria for including or excluding studies (but see 
discussion of these meta-analyses below).  
 
In some cases at least, the use of these doubtful measures was based on feasibility. The 
particular aspect of form that was to be targeted by the WCF would not occur 

                                                           
7 They may well have validity as measures of learners’ explicit grammar knowledge. The (familiar) point 
is simply that they must not be treated as evidence on a question which they cannot address – whether 
WCF helps learners develop the ability to write accurately.  



Feedback Research in Second Language                                                                     John Truscott 

42 
 

frequently enough in students’ natural writing and so the validity-challenged measures 
were selected in order to force their use. This is sometimes the reality of 
experimentation – sacrifices have to be made in order to carry out the research. But 
while at times we may have to accept the sacrifices in validity, we do not have to 
pretend that there is no problem. The validity issue has to be recognized in any 
discussion or use of the information that is produced by such measures.  
 
Finally, measures that might in themselves be valid can be rendered invalid by an 
inappropriate choice of analysis. The suppliance in obligatory contexts (SOC) 
analysis, used for example by Rummel and Bitchener (2015) in their study of English 
past tense, is the most important example of this problem. The limits of this measure 
have been recognized for a very long time (see Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991). Using 
a form accurately means both using it in places where it is required and not using it in 
places where it does not belong. But SOC looks only at the former. Thus, it is more a 
measure of frequency of use than of accuracy of use.  
 
WCF as a Teaching Technique vs. WCF as a Means of Improving a Written 
Product 
One validity problem that has been with us for some time is the confusion between the 
main question – whether WCF helps learners develop their ability to write accurately 
– and the entirely distinct question of whether a particular product can be improved 
by learners if they use teachers’ markings on that product. The latter has been the topic 
of a few experiments (Ashwell, 2000; Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris & Roberts, 
2001) and one part of several additional studies (e.g., Karim & Nassaji, 2020; 
Khanlarzadeh & Nemati, 2016; Sachs & Polio, 2007; Shintani & Ellis, 2013; Truscott 
& Hsu, 2008). The answer is yes, students do have some ability to use written 
corrections on their assignment to revise that assignment. But this unsurprising result 
does not tell us anything about whether WCF improves learners’ ability to write 
accurately. It is addressing an entirely different question and should never be treated 
on a par with studies that do address the main question. It should absolutely not be 
averaged in with the results of those studies, as combining the two types yields 
numbers that are not a valid measure of anything. Most researchers seem to recognize 
this point now, but the confusion is still with us, as will be seen below. 
 
Mixing First Language and Second Language Instruction 
It is generally recognized that teaching second language learners is not the same thing 
as teaching native speakers. Not surprisingly, then, almost all discussion and debate 
on the value of WCF has assumed a strict separation between first and second language 
instruction. In discussions of the latter, first language studies are occasionally noted 
in passing but are given little or no weight. The striking (and puzzling) exception is the 
work of van Beuningen et al. (2008, 2012), which is routinely treated as evidence on 
the value of WCF in second language instruction, which it is not.  
The target language in this work, carried out in the Netherlands, was Dutch. Most of 
the participating students were born in the Netherlands and all had used Dutch in 
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school at least since age 4 (i.e., for ten years or more). Of these students, 24 came from 
families in which Dutch was the only language used at home. Setting these 24 aside, 
the authors in effect said that they had no idea how many of their participants were 
exposed to Dutch from birth or to what extent they had been exposed. Nor were they 
concerned about whether participants were classified as native or non-native.8 The 
students were considered suitable for the studies simply because they all had “a 
relatively low level of writing proficiency” (van Beuningen et al., 2012, Note 1). These 
were not studies of second language learning, and their findings cannot be validly 
presented as evidence on the effects of WCF in second language instruction.  
 
Strong Results at the Expense of Validity: The English Article Studies 
The proper use of English articles can be quite challenging for language learners, and 
its importance is clear, so it constitutes a natural target for WCF research. The 
complexity of the article system should raise strong doubts, though, about whether 
general improvements through WCF are feasible. Perhaps for this reason, Bitchener 
(2008; Bitchener & Knoch, 2008, 2010a, 2010b) chose to focus on one specific aspect 
of the system and see if improvements could be brought about in that aspect. This 
meant looking specifically at the use of a for first use (“I met a man this morning”) vs. 
the for subsequent mentions (“The man was a teacher”). To carry out the experiment, 
the authors designed writing tasks to support the focus on this aspect of grammar, 
maximizing the contexts in which the “first use vs. subsequent mention” rule would 
dictate the use of the articles. The posttests were the same type of task. The analysis 
was suppliance in obligatory contexts; in other words, it looked exclusively at the use 
of the articles in contexts in which this rule dictated their proper use.  
 
This highly focused approach yielded strong positive results. But the strong results 
came at the expense of validity.  
 
The most obvious limitation of this research is how narrow it is, with the implication 
that the findings have little to say about the general effectiveness of WCF or whether 
it should be used by teachers. It would be a mistake (one that sometimes appears in 
the literature) to say simply that this work studied the correctability of “articles”, as 
the research picked out only the one, simplest aspect of this very complex system. The 
narrowness of the treatment also raises the question of learners’ attention during the 
testing. Learners who were corrected specifically on one point and then asked to do 
the same kind of task in the same context are quite likely to be giving that point more 
attention than they otherwise would, possibly inflating the results.  
 
But the most important validity problem with this work is the way it isolated the target 
rule from the real-life complexities of article use. The use of English articles is based 
on a very complex system, of which the target rule is only one part. Whether a 

                                                           
8 Given that Dutch had been their school language from age 4, it is not clear that any of them can be 
properly classified as second language learners. 
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particular article should be used in a given case is determined by interactions among 
the various rules, occurring – crucially – within specific contexts. Learning to use 
English articles properly means developing this system, learning in what contexts a 
rule should be applied and when it should give way to other rules.  
 
The Bitchener experiments did not look at any of this. Instead, they selected the 
simplest aspect of the system and removed it from the system as a whole, designing 
tasks specifically for the use of the target rule. To get a high score on these tasks, 
learners only needed to blindly apply that rule. The tests offered them little 
opportunity to show that they could judge when it should or should not be used. For 
this reason alone, the results cannot be considered valid evidence on the primary 
pedagogical question. 
 
But it gets worse. The analysis took this narrow focus to its logical conclusion, by 
simply discarding all cases in which proper article use was not dictated by the target 
rule (see the discussion of SOC above). Learners need to know not only when to apply 
a rule but also when not to apply it, but the analysis ensured that this crucial knowledge 
(or its absence) would play no role in the results or conclusions of the study. A learner 
who blindly applied the target rule, everywhere, could get not just a high score but a 
perfect score, even if they had no idea when this rule should or should not be used – 
even if the WCF had actually harmed the article system by getting them to focus on 
this one rule at the expense of everything else.  
 
Of course we don’t know that this happened. In fact, we don’t know much of anything 
about what actually happened in these experiments. The design and analysis make it 
impossible to know how the WCF affected learners’ knowledge of articles or, in 
particular, their ability to use them in normal contexts. In other words, the studies did 
not address the primary pedagogical issue. 
 
The problem goes well beyond these three or four experiments.9 This work, along with 
the related research of Sheen (2007, 2010; Sheen et al., 2009), has inspired a large 
number of additional studies. While variability exists among them in their design and 
analysis, and therefore in the validity issue, validity is a concern all through this set of 
studies. What they all share, of course, is an extremely narrow focus, with the 
implication that, even if other concerns are set aside, they have little to tell us about 
the overall effectiveness of WCF or about whether it should serve as a general teaching 
tool. I will return to this point shortly.  
 
 
 
                                                           
9 I have never been sure how many distinct studies were actually done. The various meta-analyses 
recognize three (Brown et al., 2023) or four (Kang & Han, 2015; Lim & Renandya, 2020); I am inclined 
to go with three. Confusion occurs because the results were presented in at least six different papers, 
and the authors were not entirely forthcoming on matters of overlap and repetition.  
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Meta-analyses 
Validity is a concern not only for the design and analysis of research but also for what 
is done with the findings of the research, particularly the information and advice 
offered to teachers. Meta-analysis offers what is probably the best way to synthesize 
and summarize the findings, and a number of meta-analyses have been done on WCF. 
This section will offer a brief survey of the meta-analyses and their issues with validity. 
But first, one line of research – the English article studies, and especially Bitchener’s 
contributions – deserves special attention due to the oversized role it has played.  
 
The Centrality of the English Article Studies  
Starting, again, with the Bitchener research, it should be clear from the above 
discussion that these studies have major, even overwhelming, validity problems. Given 
these problems, their findings have little if anything to tell us about the question of 
WCF’s general effectiveness or whether it should be a part of writing instruction. But 
this has not prevented the work from acquiring a prominent place in reviews of WCF 
research.  
 
All of these studies have found their way into the meta-analyses. In Lim and Renandya 
(2020), this work contributed the highest effect size and two others that were among 
the highest. Kang and Han’s (2015) sample had three studies that yielded large effect 
sizes – all three came from Bitchener’s work on English articles. This work also plays 
a substantial, if smaller, role in the meta-analysis of Brown et al. (2023). The 
prominence of these studies in the meta-analyses is, in itself, a validity problem.  
 
But the problem goes beyond the treatment of Bitchener’s research. As described 
above, that research has inspired a great many other studies on English articles, 
typically focused on the same simple rule. Because of this very narrow focus, these 
studies should, at least, be recognized as a distinct body of research and not simply 
merged with other work. 
 
As anyone familiar with the literature knows, however, this is not the way they are 
treated. It is little exaggeration to say that this work has, implicitly or explicitly, 
dominated the discussion of WCF’s effectiveness. While Bitchener’s work has been 
repeatedly cited, for many years now, as a demonstration of the effectiveness of WCF, 
a similarly disturbing problem is that the sheer number of these studies has given them 
a central role in the meta-analyses. Brown et al. (2023) includes, by the authors’ count, 
16 studies, or 1/3 of the sample, that reported effects of WCF on articles. In the meta-
analyses by Kang and Han (2015) and Lim and Renandya (2020), the proportion is 
somewhat higher. In Kao and Wible’s (2011) meta-analysis, the point of which was to 
separate the effects of focused and unfocused WCF, the “focused” half consisted 
entirely of studies in this group, a situation that was improved only slightly in the 
extended version of the meta-analysis (Kao & Wible, 2014).  
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When general inferences about the efficacy of WCF – and about what should be done 
in the classroom – rely so heavily on a single line of work, we have a validity problem. 
When that work has the limitations of the English article research, we have a very big 
validity problem.  
 
The Meta-analyses: A Brief Survey 
While the prominence of the English article studies is probably the most serious 
validity problem for the meta-analyses, it is by no means the only problem. The 
discussion here will be brief, simply highlighting a few validity problems that appear. 
I have discussed some of the meta-analyses in more detail elsewhere (Truscott, 2016, 
2020, 2022) and will address others in the future.  
 
Russell and Spada (2006)  
This was actually a combination of written and oral research. The written side 
consisted of one study that looked at learners’ ability to identify and correct errors that 
had been implanted in a news story (Lee, 1997), two revision studies measuring 
improvements in a particular product after learners received WCF on that product 
(Fathman & Whalley, 1990; Ferris & Roberts, 2001), and two studies of original 
writing – Fazio (2001), which obtained a negative effect that was reported as positive 
in the meta-analysis, and Kepner (1991). The reliance on studies that do not provide 
information on learners’ writing ability is in itself a validity problem. The greater 
problem, though, is that this meta-analysis is so often uncritically cited as evidence on 
WCF’s effectiveness (e.g., Brown et al., 2023; Kang & Han, 2015).  
 
Biber et al. (2011) 
This was a combination of L1 and L2 work. The authors also chose to include revision 
studies and peer feedback research, along with several studies identified above as 
lacking in validity (Bitchener et al., 2005; Chandler, 2003; Lalande, 1982; Lee, 1997). 
They explicitly excluded studies that incorporated standard classroom practices like 
conferences, in the interest of isolating variables. This meta-analysis is not useful for 
the question we are interested in here.  
 
Kao and Wible (2011, 2014) 
As described above, these authors sought to separate the effects of focused and 
unfocused WCF. The important point is the reliance on English article studies. In the 
original version the “focused” group was simply these studies. The problem was not 
that relevant studies were excluded – there was very little material to work with at the 
time. It was, rather, the presentation of this validity-challenged research simply as 
“focused grammar feedback”, contributing to what is probably the field’s most 
significant validity problem. In the extended, 2014, version, the focused group was still 
made up overwhelmingly, though now not exclusively, of English article studies; 
among them were four Bitchener studies and Sheen (2007).  
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Kang and Han (2015) 
As noted above, the English article studies played a very large role in this meta-
analysis, creating a very large validity issue. Also included were dynamic corrective 
feedback studies that simply compared two types of WCF (Evans et al., 2011; 
Hartshorn et al., 2010). These researchers were explicit about the nature of their 
comparison groups: “traditional writing classes” in which learners were given “a wide 
variety of feedback on the linguistic accuracy of what they produced” (Hartshorn et al., 
p. 95). If the question is whether one type of WCF does better than another, such 
comparisons are appropriate, but when the question is whether correcting is better 
than not correcting (as it was for Kang and Han), this work is not relevant. The meta-
analysis also included the mixed first and second language study of van Beuningen et 
al. (2008) as well as a few other studies that lacked a valid control condition (Bitchener 
et al., 2005; Chandler, 2003; Sheen, 2007). It excluded some relevant studies because 
they included standard classroom practices, in the name of isolating variables.  
 
Lim and Renandya (2020) 
Again, a large proportion of the studies used in this meta-analysis targeted English 
articles, with a large influence on the overall effect size. Another of them (Hosseini, 
2015) used as its measure fill-in-the-blank exercises in isolated sentences, as described 
above. Results of the invalid tests used by Ahmadi et al. (2012), also described above, 
were also included in the meta-analysis. The sample included three dynamic corrective 
feedback studies that simply compared one type of WCF to another type (Evans et al., 
2011; Hartshorn & Evans, 2015; Hartshorn et al., 2010), along with a revision study 
(Ferris & Roberts, 2001) and, apparently, the data from a revision task in another 
study (Khanlarzadeh & Nemati, 2016). Sheen (2007, 2010), with the invalid control 
conditions described above, were included, as was the work of van Beuningen et al. 
(2008, 2012), which included large numbers of native speakers. One of the other 
included studies (Shintani et al., 2014) relied on dictogloss as its measure and another 
(Frear & Chiu, 2015) used text reconstruction. The authors also removed early studies 
from the sample, partly because their no-WCF groups received feedback on content.  
 
Reynolds and Kao (2022) 
This meta-analysis specifically targeted unfocused WCF, so the English article studies 
played no role, but a number of other validity issues are present. The validity of 
conclusions about unfocused WCF is inevitably limited by the inherent vagueness of 
“unfocused”. Reynolds and Kao defined it as correction of “all or most error types” 
rather than “one or a few” (p. 7), but it is often unclear which side of this divide a study 
should be placed on. Farrokhi and Sattarpour (2011, 2012), for example, corrected five 
error types, while the “unfocused” group of Ellis et al. (2008) received two corrections 
of the target error and “up to two” of other types; both were included in the meta-
analysis. Complications also arise with cases in which a variety of errors were corrected 
but the testing was restricted to one type (e.g., Araghi & Sahebkheir, 2014; Jiang & 
Xiao, 2014). Three studies that relied on text reconstruction tasks (Frear, 2010; Frear 



Feedback Research in Second Language                                                                     John Truscott 

48 
 

& Chiu, 201510; Pashazadeh, 2017) were included, contrary to the stated policy of using 
“only studies in which participants composed essays” (p. 8). Al-Hazzani and Altalhab 
(2018) appears to be an extended revision study, though the authors’ descriptions 
leave considerable doubt as to what they actually did. As described above, Salami and 
Moini’s (2013) experiment began with an enormous difference between the no-WCF 
group and the WCF groups, rendering the posttest comparisons (and therefore the 
effect sizes) meaningless. Also inappropriately included were van Beuningen et al. 
(2008, 2012). 
 
Brown et al. (2023) 
The number one issue here, again, is the predominance of article studies, constituting 
a disturbing 1/3 of the sample. There are also various issues with valid measurement 
and comparisons. The authors made the commendable decision to include only studies 
that used “free writing”, explicitly excluding dictogloss measures, for example. But 
they nonetheless included Frear and Chiu (2015), in which the measure was 
reconstructing a text after reading and studying it – the written version of dictogloss. 
The summarizing task of Nemati, Alavi, and Mohebbi (2019), which contributed by far 
the highest effect size in the sample, is another doubtful example of free writing. The 
meta-analysis also included dynamic corrective feedback studies (Evans et al., 2011; 
Hartshorn, 2008; Hartshorn & Evans, 2015), which, again, simply compared different 
types of WCF. Also included were the invalid comparisons of Sheen (2007, 2010) and 
Bitchener et al. (2005). The inclusion of Rummel and Bitchener (2015), with its 
reliance on an invalid analysis (see above), constitutes an additional validity problem. 
And, again, van Beuningen et al. (2008, 2012) were also inappropriately included. 
Excluded without explanation were Kepner (1991), Semke (1984), and Sheppard 
(1992).  
 
I have left out my own humble meta-analysis (Truscott, 2007) because I find no 
validity problems there. It has often been criticized for its small sample size, which was 
a product of my decision to include only studies that validly addressed the primary 
pedagogical question (and also because the research available at the time was 
relatively limited). 
 
Conclusion 
As part of their meta-analysis, Brown et al. (2023)11 examined a variety of factors that 
might be expected to influence the success of WCF. This examination showed some 
interesting trends in the data: requiring students to revise their work based on the 
feedback they receive is harmful; having learners review the corrections they receive 
is harmful; training in how to respond to feedback is harmful; when a particular form 
is targeted for WCF, instruction on that form is unhelpful, and possibly harmful; 
                                                           
10  Note also that pretest contrasts invalidate any direct use of posttest contrasts in effect size 
calculations, which seems to be what Reynolds and Kao did.  
11  See also the supplemental material for this article: 
https://izeh.github.io/meta.html#6_Publication_bias 
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general instruction on grammar is harmful. Most strikingly: Correcting once is more 
effective than correcting several times; when feedback is provided more than once, the 
additional feedback partially reverses the benefits of the initial corrections. To be clear, 
this is not a matter of “diminishing returns” (see the Discussion section of Brown et 
al.) but rather of negative returns – the additional feedback is harmful. 
 
Probably no one thinks this list accurately reflects reality. Nor is anyone likely to see 
the items as useful guidelines for teaching. But they are accurate descriptions of the 
findings from these 50 studies on WCF. What this suggests is that something is wrong 
in this body of research – it is not presenting us with a valid picture of the effects of 
WCF.  
 
This is the message I have sought to convey in this paper – that things are not as they 
should be in the world of WCF research. While the reasons for these specific trends are 
far from clear, it is clear that validity issues pervade the work on this topic and so we 
should not be surprised when the findings point to implausible conclusions. There is 
a serious validity problem in WCF research, and this problem should be the number 
one concern both for researchers and for those seeking to apply their findings.  
 
In addressing the problem, the first step is to get serious about one simple question: 
Why are we doing this? Various answers are possible, and they must be clearly, 
explicitly distinguished from one another. Once the goals of a project have been clearly 
established, we need to ensure that everything that is done in the project serves those 
goals. While this advice may sound trivial – choose a goal and stick to it – the problems 
identified here show that it is not. Meeting the requirements for valid research is in 
fact a challenging task. But if we are to obtain valid answers to the questions we are 
interested in, it is an essential task.  
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