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Undergraduate EFL learners’ 
preferences for three different 
types of written corrective 
feedback
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English Department, University of Hail, Haʼil, Saudi Arabia

The present study examined undergraduate EFL learners’ preferences for three 
different types of written corrective feedback: direct, indirect, and metalinguistic. The 
participants were undergraduate students from various colleges at Hail University. A 
mixed-methods approach was employed, with data collected through a questionnaire 
and semi-structured interviews. The researcher sought to investigate learners’ 
preferences for direct, indirect, or metalinguistic written corrective feedback and 
the reasons behind these preferences. The results showed that most learners 
preferred direct written corrective feedback because it helped them improve their 
writing skills and was easier to understand. While the quantitative findings indicated 
that learners were uncertain about metalinguistic written corrective feedback, 
the qualitative responses suggested a preference for it, as it was perceived as 
an interesting, memorable, and enjoyable learning experience that motivated 
them to learn. The findings also revealed that learners did not prefer indirect 
written corrective feedback. The current study involves learners’ preferences 
which acknowledges the importance of their opinion in the learning process, 
leading to more effective and personalized language learning experiences. Future 
research could explore students’ preferences for written corrective feedback in 
relation to how new technology might affect these preferences.
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Introduction

This paper investigates undergraduate EFL learners’ preferences for different types of 
written corrective feedback (WCF): direct, indirect, and metalinguistic. According to Ellis 
(2009), direct corrective feedback involves correcting errors directly and providing the correct 
answer. Indirect corrective feedback indicates the presence of an error but does not provide 
the correction, whereas metalinguistic corrective feedback offers clues to help students identify 
the type of mistake without giving the answer (e.g., using the acronym “SV” to indicate an 
error in subject–verb agreement).

Many studies, such as those by Ghandi and Maghsoudi (2014) and Ferris and Roberts (2001), 
have examined the effects of WCF on students’ performance without considering their preferences. 
Although some studies have investigated learners’ preferences for WCF, they have not examined 
all three types—direct, indirect, and metalinguistic—together (Al-Hajiri and Al-Mahrooqi, 
2013). Other studies have focused on the preferences of school students rather than undergraduates 
(e.g., Rasool et al., 2023). Additionally, Li and He (2017) compared students’ preferences with 
teachers’ practices but did not examine learners’ reflections or reasons for their choices. Further, 
Salami and Khadawardi (2022) examined students’ perceptions and preferences in the use of 
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written corrective feedback (WCF) in foreign language L2 writing 
classrooms in Saudi Arabia context. However, this study focused only on 
online learning environments. They examined the written corrective 
feedback strategies that students preferred in online writing classrooms 
not typical classrooms as this current study examined. Salami and 
Khadawardi (2022) examined students’ preferences through quantitative 
methods, yet the current study employed both quantitative and 
qualitative approaches. Rasool et  al. (2024) studied perceptions and 
preferences of the written corrective feedback of students that they 
received in high school in their home countries. The current study 
examined different group level which are university students’ preferences. 
As in Salami and Khadawardi (2022), Rasool et al. (2024) study examined 
these preferences only quantitatively. This paper aims to address these 
gaps by focusing on students’ preferences and the underlying reasons for 
their choices regarding WCF using mixed-method approach.

Significance of the study

This study is conducted to investigate undergraduate EFL learners’ 
preferences for different types of written corrective feedback: direct, 
indirect, and metalinguistic, and it is hoped that the findings of the 
study would contribute to the existing body of knowledge. The 
significance of this current study lies in its potential to enhance the 
teaching and learning of English as a foreign language. The key points 
that highlighting its importance are the following.

First, it would help instructors, instructional coordinators, 
academic program developers in understanding learners’ preferences 
of written corrective feedback so to choose the best kind that suit the 
learners’ needs. Knowing and using the best kind of corrective 
feedback would improve learners’ motivation and engagement. 
Second, it will help to improve learning outcomes, when educators 
know the best corrective feedback, they will use it and this can improve 
learners’ writing skills, grammar, and overall language proficiency 
since the study provides insights into which types of feedback learners 
prefer: direct, indirect, or metalinguistic. Third, Findings could guide 
teachers in choosing and implementing feedback strategies that align 
with best practices in language education in Hail University. The 
research encourages a more learner-centered approach, fostering a 
supportive learning environment. Further, EFL learners’ preferences 
might differ based on cultural, educational, and linguistic backgrounds. 
The study’s focus on undergraduate learners provides context-specific 
insights that are particularly relevant for similar educational settings. 
It also adds to the existing body of knowledge on written corrective 
feedback and its impact on language acquisition. Lastly, the study 
involves learners’ preferences, so this acknowledges the importance of 
their opinion in the learning process, leading to more effective and 
personalized language learning experiences. To conclude, this study 
would include pedagogical and practical value for EFL educators, 
researchers, and learners by shedding light on how written corrective 
feedback can be optimized for better learning outcomes.

Literature review

Written corrective feedback
Truscott’s (1996) argument against corrective feedback in writing 

classes, where he stated that feedback is not only ineffective for L2 

students but also harmful, prompted L2 researchers to conduct 
numerous studies examining the effectiveness of WCF in second-
language contexts. Most studies have concluded that WCF is beneficial 
for students and helps them improve their linguistic skills, awareness, 
and accuracy (Bitchener, 2008; Bitchener and Knoch, 2009; Evans 
et al., 2011; Van Beuningen et al., 2012). These studies have found 
WCF to be effective; however, certain factors (e.g., learners’ proficiency 
levels) may impact its effectiveness. For instance, Bitchener and 
Knoch’s (2009) study on advanced and lower-intermediate students 
revealed that the suitability of feedback varies by proficiency level. For 
this reason, it is essential to ask students which type of feedback they 
prefer, as this helps teachers provide appropriate feedback and 
supports students in improving their writing, as suggested by Al-Hajiri 
and Al-Mahrooqi (2013).

In this context, we focus on students’ preferences, as previous 
research has primarily examined the effectiveness of WCF based on 
students’ performance, while fewer studies have explored their 
preferences. Another factor influencing the effectiveness of feedback 
is the type of errors identified by teachers. Errors can be categorized 
into form-related errors, such as mechanics and grammar, and 
content-related errors, including organization and coherence. For 
instance, Blair et al. (2013) found that students preferred to receive 
WCF on form-related errors. Therefore, teachers’ practices are 
important in the effectiveness of WCF, as understanding their 
students’ needs enables them to use the most suitable type of feedback.

Sheen et  al. (2009) reported that many researchers question 
whether teachers can provide sufficient and reliable feedback. Most 
importantly, there is uncertainty about whether students are willing 
to receive and respond to feedback. Nevertheless, both teachers and 
students generally recognize the importance of WCF and its significant 
effects (Montgomery and Baker, 2007). Hyland (2011) stated that 
students believe that feedback enhances their motivation, improves 
their grades, and helps them identify their strengths and weaknesses. 
Similarly, Elfiyanto and Fukazawa (2021) concluded that WCF 
supports students’ learning, although some benefit more from peer 
feedback, while others benefit more from teacher feedback.

If students realize the effectiveness of feedback and understand its 
advantages, they are better positioned to identify which types are most 
beneficial, which are effective, and which may not be helpful at all. 
Their perceptions of corrective feedback assist teachers in selecting the 
type of feedback that aligns with students’ preferences and uncovering 
the reasons behind these choices. Rasool et  al. (2024) examined 
learners’ perceptions and preferences of the written corrective 
feedback that they received in high school in their home countries. 
The study concluded that students had positive perceptions toward 
WCF in their EFL classes without focusing attention on studying the 
difference between direct, indirect and metalinguistics feedback. The 
current study examined different group level which are university 
students’ preferences focusing on three different types of feedback. As 
mentioned earlier, students may prefer specific types of feedback due 
to their proficiency levels, the nature of the errors they make, or other 
individual factors. This paper examines these preferences and the 
reasons and motivations that lead them to favor one type of feedback 
over another.

Implicit and explicit corrective feedback
Various studies have analyzed different types of feedback through 

different lenses, often focusing on learners’ proficiency levels. These 
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studies typically aim to examine the effectiveness of feedback at 
specific proficiency levels without considering other factors, such as 
age or gender. In their quasi-experimental study, Mekala and Ponmani 
(2017) examined the effectiveness of direct corrective feedback on 116 
low-proficiency college learners. The authors’ goal was to determine 
whether direct feedback affects students’ writing and to explore both 
learners’ and teachers’ preferences. It was concluded that direct 
feedback significantly improved students’ writing and that both 
teachers and learners favored this approach, believing it to 
be beneficial.

According to Mekala and Ponmani (2017), learners’ errors often 
stem from incomplete knowledge of the L2. Therefore, the authors 
argued that teachers should provide corrections directly, as students 
would not make these errors if they had the requisite knowledge. 
Conversely, merely indicating the location of errors can be challenging 
for low-proficiency learners, who may struggle to determine the 
correct answers. Purnawarman (2011) corroborated these findings, 
demonstrating that direct feedback is particularly effective for 
beginners and low-proficiency learners when addressing errors that 
are difficult to self-correct or mistakes in word choice and sentence 
structure—issues that are often beyond the ability of L2 learners to 
resolve without assistance. Salami and Khadawardi (2022) showed 
that learners found some written corrective feedback strategies to 
be more helpful than other kinds. Most students preferred electronic 
feedback while the second most favorable strategy was 
unfocused feedback.

Older studies also support the use of direct corrective feedback for 
beginners and lower-level learners, concluding that this practice 
enhances writing proficiency. For example, Leki (1990) and Ferris 
(1999) found that direct feedback improved students’ writing skills. 
The provision of this type of WCF for beginners has been a topic of 
research for decades. However, language researchers continue to study 
this issue across various contexts and study designs to produce robust 
and valid results. Notably, Ferris (1999) study was among the first to 
counter Truscott’s (1996) conclusion that feedback is harmful. Truscott 
(1996) controversially argued that “grammar correction has no place 
in writing courses and should be abandoned.” Ferris (1999) criticized 
this stance and provided evidence supporting the value of corrective 
feedback in improving learners’ writing. These older studies focused 
on the feedback itself rather than on its different types. This focus led 
most researchers to use only direct feedback in their studies, as they 
aimed to confirm the general effectiveness of feedback.

Twelve years after Truscott’s (1996) initial work, Truscott and Hsu 
(2008) conducted a new study examining 47 EFL learners in Taiwan 
to test the effectiveness of feedback. The authors aimed to evaluate two 
aspects: the effect of feedback on students’ ability to revise their 
writing and its impact on writing accuracy. It was found that while 
feedback influenced students’ revision accuracy, it did not improve 
their overall writing accuracy. The results showed that the error rates 
were almost identical between the group that received feedback and 
the group that did not. According to Truscott and Hsu (2008), 
feedback is effective in improving revision accuracy, which aligns with 
Chandler’s (2003) findings. Some researchers argue that if feedback 
enhances revision accuracy, it could—with adequate training—lead to 
improvements in writing accuracy.

Regarding the types of feedback, Chandler (2003) concluded that 
direct feedback is the most effective for improving students’ proficiency. 
This aligns with the results of Bitchener and Knoch (2009). In their 

six-month study on ESL students, Bitchener and Knoch (2009) used 
three treatment groups, each subjected to four tests, to examine the 
effectiveness of different types of WCF. The authors concluded that direct 
feedback was highly effective and suggested that there was no need to 
use other types of feedback, which could be more time-consuming.

As mentioned earlier, not all studies have focused on students’ 
proficiency levels. Research on the effectiveness of different kinds of 
feedback on student writing focuses on specific linguistic forms, such 
as the use of articles (Bitchener and Knoch, 2009; Ellis et al., 2008; 
Sheen, 2007). Others have explored learners’ and teachers’ preferences 
and perceptions of different types of feedback (Li and He, 2017; 
Al-Hajiri and Al-Mahrooqi, 2013; Lizzio and Wilson, 2008). Most 
studies focusing on grammatical forms, such as articles, found that 
students who received direct feedback outperformed those who 
received indirect feedback, as shown in Ellis et al. (2008) and Sheen 
(2007). Furthermore, feedback can sometimes be  measured by 
examining multiple linguistic features rather than focusing on a single 
grammatical form, as demonstrated in Bitchener et al.’s (2005) study.

Sometimes, examining multiple grammatical features in a single 
study helps uncover the reasons behind the effectiveness of feedback 
rather than focusing solely on one feature. Bitchener et al. (2005) 
examined the effectiveness of different types of direct feedback on 
students’ writing by analyzing three grammatical features: the simple 
past, prepositions, and definite articles. They examined the 
performance of ESL learners in New Zealand, focusing specifically on 
these grammatical features, which were selected based on the most 
frequent errors observed in the study’s pretest. The study lasted 
3 months and included four writing tasks, with learners completing 
one task every 2 weeks, except during week six.

The participants were divided into three groups: two groups 
received two different types of direct feedback, while the third group 
received no feedback. The results showed that the writing accuracy of 
students in the direct feedback groups improved in using two 
features—the simple past and definite articles—but there was no 
improvement in prepositions. The researchers concluded that direct 
feedback is effective but not for all grammatical features, which Ferris 
(1999) categorized as “treatable” and “untreatable” errors.

Writing in a second language without any grammatical mistakes 
is challenging; however, language researchers have explored whether 
certain errors can be corrected and reduced. These treatable errors, as 
described by Ferris (1999), can be  addressed with appropriate 
feedback to help minimize or prevent them. According to the nativist 
theory of language acquisition, second language acquisition is similar 
to first language acquisition, with grammatical competence acquired 
automatically. However, there is a consensus in the field of second 
language acquisition that first and second language acquisition do not 
fully overlap (Doughty, 2003). This distinction has led researchers to 
determine how feedback can specifically help L2 learners improve 
their writing in ways that differ from L1 writing. Consequently, 
previous studies have focused on treatable and untreatable errors (e.g., 
Bitchener et  al., 2005; Ferris, 2006) so that these studies could 
contribute to language learning.

The effectiveness of feedback types can be measured based on 
these two types of errors. For instance, Ferris (2006) found that 
teachers tend to use implicit corrective feedback for treatable errors, 
such as verb tense mistakes, whereas they use explicit corrective 
feedback for untreatable errors, such as sentence structure and word 
choice issues. Language researchers have also studied the effectiveness 
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of implicit feedback when used independently. Some studies have 
concluded that learners who received indirect feedback outperformed 
those who received direct feedback (e.g., Amiri Dehnoo and 
Yousefvand, 2013; Ghandi and Maghsoudi, 2014).

Direct, indirect, and metalinguistic written 
corrective feedback

The effects of different types of corrective feedback have been studied 
in numerous research projects. There are various arguments, opinions, 
and findings regarding the most effective type of feedback for students. 
One of the earliest studies, conducted by Lalande (1982), showed that 
indirect corrective feedback is more effective for learning German. 
Learners who received indirect WCF outperformed those who received 
direct WCF. Similarly, Ghandi and Maghsoudi (2014) found that Iranian 
EFL students who received indirect feedback outperformed those in the 
direct feedback group. Ferris (2006) also observed long-term benefits for 
indirectly corrected errors. His longitudinal study indicated that indirect 
feedback is preferable to direct feedback for both teachers and students.

Conversely, Ellis et al. (2008), Sheen (2007), Van Beuningen et al. 
(2008), and Bitchener and Knoch (2009) concluded that direct 
feedback positively impacts learners’ performance. For example, Ellis 
et al. (2008) and Sheen (2007) both examined article use by providing 
direct feedback to experimental groups, finding that learners who 
received direct feedback improved their results. In contrast, Ferris and 
Roberts (2001) found no significant differences between students who 
received direct feedback and those who received indirect feedback.

Bitchener and Knoch (2009) and Bitchener (2008) compared 
direct and metalinguistic corrective feedback, concluding that, unlike 
other groups, students who received direct WCF demonstrated greater 
accuracy. According to Ellis et al. (2008), metalinguistic WCF can help 
students understand their errors.

Based on the studies mentioned above, each type of feedback has 
its own benefits and effects. Direct WCF is perfect for helping students 
learn and address complex linguistic errors, as shown by Van 
Beuningen et al. (2012) and Hosseiny (2014). In contrast, indirect 
WCF helps students identify and understand their errors, leading to 
long-term improvement, as suggested by Hosseiny (2014) and 
Bitchener (2008). Similarly, metalinguistic WCF, as indicated by Ellis 
et al. (2008), benefits the teaching process by enhancing students’ 
cognitive abilities to understand and correct their errors.

Rasool et al. (2023) concluded that students dislike ambiguous 
feedback that confuses them about their errors. Their study showed 
that metalinguistic explanations and direct WCF facilitated writing 
proficiency and language knowledge. Zohra and Fatiha (2022) found 
that learners prefer their writing to be  corrected with unfocused, 
direct feedback, whereas teachers tend to use indirect, focused 
feedback. Bal (2022) concluded that learners value the importance and 
usefulness of the feedback they receive. The authors reported that 
learners wanted all their mistakes in their written work to be corrected, 
regardless of how they felt. Reynolds and Zhang (2023) concluded that 
learners preferred WCF related to writing structure over content and 
mechanics. Students also preferred direct over indirect feedback for 
both writing content and structure.

Corrective feedback in students’ written work: 
Ellis’s (2009) typology

Ellis (2009) suggested that there are various methods teachers can 
use to correct students’ written work. He presented a typology of 

options, along with descriptions of each type, based on empirical 
studies in WCF and teachers’ handbooks. The following table, adapted 
from Ellis (2009), outlines the different types of implicit and explicit 
corrective feedback used in studies on WCF (Table 1).

Written corrective feedback and teaching
Feedback is an important element in the teaching process. Many 

researchers have studied feedback in teaching and concluded that 
errors are an integral part of the learning process. Students benefit 
from making errors, and teachers should correct these errors through 
corrective feedback. Bitchener and Ferris (2012) argued that learning 
occurs when students receive corrective feedback. Therefore, it is 
important for teachers to tailor their feedback styles to their students.

As corrective feedback helps students understand and correct 
their errors, thereby improving their skills, it becomes necessary to 
determine which type of corrective feedback they prefer. Using 
feedback that aligns with students’ preferences can help them improve 
various skills and facilitate L2 acquisition, as suggested by Bitchener 
and Ferris (2012). Corrective feedback is most effective when students 
prefer it, as this leads to a more effective learning process.

In the Arabic context, particularly in Oman, Al-Hajiri and 
Al-Mahrooqi (2013) found that teachers should adjust their feedback 
practices to meet students’ needs. Their study suggested that teachers 
must provide feedback that is comprehensible and preferred by 
students, as it plays a vital role in the learning process. Therefore, 
students’ perceptions of the type of WCF are important. Written 

TABLE 1 Types of teacher written corrective feedback (Ellis, 2009, p. 98).

Type of CF Description

1. Direct CF The teacher provides the student with the correct form.

2. Indirect CF The teacher indicates that an error exists but does not 

provide the correction.

Indication + location 

of the error

This takes the form of underlining and using cursors to 

show omissions in the student’s text.

Indication only This involves marking the margin to indicate that an error 

or errors have occurred in a line of text.

3. Metalinguistic CF The teacher provides a metalinguistic clue about the 

nature of the error.

Use of error code The teacher writes codes in the margin (e.g., ww = wrong 

word; art = article).

Brief grammatical 

descriptions

The teacher numbers errors in the text and writes a 

grammatical description for each numbered error at the 

bottom of the text.

4. Focus of feedback This concerns whether the teacher attempts to correct all 

(or most) of the students’ errors or selects one or two 

specific types of errors to correct. This distinction applies 

to each of the above options.

Unfocused CF Unfocused CF is extensive.

Focused CF Focused CF is intensive.

5. Electronic 

feedback

The teacher indicates an error and provides a hyperlink to 

a concordance file that provides examples of correct usage.

6. Reformulation A native speaker reworks the student’s entire text to make 

the language as native-like as possible while preserving the 

original content.
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corrective feedback has helped students improve their writing 
proficiency, and studies such as those by Lizzio and Wilson (2008) and 
Blair et al. (2013) found that learners often preferred specific types of 
WCF for their assignments, essays, and class activities to achieve their 
intended goals.

Teachers should understand students’ needs and use suitable 
feedback. Major (1988) stated that teachers’ understanding of students’ 
needs leads to successful corrections. Guénette (2007) reached similar 
conclusions, showing that knowing students’ preferences enables 
teachers to provide more effective feedback. This research aims to 
examine whether Saudi students receive their preferred type of 
feedback by comparing their preferences with those of their teachers. 
When teachers align their feedback practices with students’ 
preferences, they can create a successful teaching process and provide 
comprehensible input.

Methods

Research questions

Do undergraduate EFL students prefer direct, indirect, or 
metalinguistic WCF?

Why do undergraduate EFL students prefer direct, indirect, or 
metalinguistic WCF?

Research design

A mixed-methods approach was used in this study to examine 
undergraduate EFL learners’ preferences for different types of written 
corrective feedback: direct, indirect, and metalinguistic. By using a 
mixed-methods approach, the researcher tried to provide a complete, 
clear and comprehensive understanding of the research problem 
which is examining learners’ preferences for different types of 
feedback by using both deductive and inductive reasoning. A 
questionnaire was used to investigate learners’ preferences, along with 
a follow-up semi-structured interview.

Quantitative data gives a general result and a comprehensive 
explanation and of the research questions. While the rationale and 
reasons for all the results and findings qualitative data describes 
(Creswell and Clark, 2018). Guest and Fleming (2014) stated that 
combining more than one type of data source gives a more detailed 
and comprehensive understanding of a research problem than a single 
approach. Riazi and Farsani (2024) showed that mixed-methods 
research in the field of applied linguistics intends to benefit from the 
affordances of quantitative and qualitative methodologies in one single 
study. They also stated that together quantitative and qualitative 
analysis methods used to address the adversarial incompatibility of 
quantitative and qualitative approaches and also to help researchers 
produce more comprehensive inferences.

Participants
This study involved 320 male and female Saudi undergraduate 

students from the University of Hail. These students were in their first 
year across various colleges, including sciences, business 
administration, engineering, medicine, nursing, arts, and education. 
The participants were enrolled in a required English course during 

their first semester, which provided the context for this study. A pilot 
study was conducted with a small number of participants to ensure 
the validity of the questionnaire and to identify any difficulties in 
understanding the items or completing the questionnaire.

Instruments
A 5-point Likert scale questionnaire was used for data collection 

from students (see Appendix A). The questionnaire was adapted 
from Li and He (2017), with some items added and modified to 
align with the sample and research questions. It consisted of 14 
items. The first two items examined students’ willingness to receive 
corrective feedback. The remaining 12 items were divided into three 
sections based on the types of WCF: direct, indirect, and 
metalinguistic. For each type, a direct question with an example was 
provided to ask students about their preferences, followed by more 
detailed items.

The second instrument was semi-structured interviews with 
students. A total of 16 voluntary participants were interviewed by the 
researcher. The purpose of the interviews was to validate the 
questionnaire results and gather additional reflections. The interview 
questions were validated by the same professors who reviewed the 
questionnaire. During the interviews, the students were asked about 
their thoughts on different types of WCF, their reasons for preferring 
certain types, and their teachers’ practices in providing written 
feedback for various types of writing, such as class tasks, exam essays, 
and others. The students were encouraged to speak freely on any 
points raised by the researcher.

Procedure

Data collection
The questionnaire was created and distributed online. The 

researcher visited the students in their classes to inform them about 
the study and encourage participation, emphasizing that it was 
completely optional. Students were also invited to volunteer for the 
interviews. The semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-
face in the researcher’s office. The participants were encouraged to 
express their thoughts openly and provide suggestions to help make 
more accurate inferences and implications. The interviews were 
recorded, thematically categorized, and manually analyzed.

Data analysis
The data obtained from the questionnaires were analyzed 

quantitatively using SPSS. The researcher performed numerical coding 
of the items and participants. Each scale was assigned numerical 
values: strongly agree = 1, agree = 2, undecided = 3, disagree = 4, and 
strongly disagree = 5. Means, percentages, standard deviations, and 
other relevant statistics were calculated using SPSS and included in the 
findings and discussion.

For qualitative analysis, the interview recordings were transcribed, 
coded, and categorized to facilitate discussion of the results. The 
researcher used thematic analysis to analyze the qualitative data, i.e., 
the semi-structured interview data by using careful reading and 
interpretation of the data gathered from the interviews. The researcher 
used theme analysis to understand students experiences directly by 
categorizing and examining their recurring ideas and concepts. 
Through this process, the researcher utilized the six-phase approach 
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to thematic analysis that Braun and Clarke (2012) outlined and 
illustrated as follows:

outlined and illustrated using.
worked examples through.
Phase 1: Familiarizing yourself with the data.
Phase 2: Generating initial codes.
Phase 3: Searching for themes.
Phase 4: Reviewing potential themes.
Phase 5: Defining and naming themes.
Phase 6: Producing the report.
The interview findings were used to validate the questionnaire 

results, enrich the discussion, and provide additional insights that 
helped explore new ideas for improving WCF and, ultimately, 
enhancing language learning and acquisition.

Results

The results showed that most learners prefer direct written 
corrective feedback since it helped them to improve their writing skill 
and it is easier to understand. Learners in this current study are not 
sure about metalinguistics written corrective feedback in the 
quantitative result, however, the qualitative results showed that they 
preferred it since it is interesting, memorable and enjoyable learning 
experience and it motivated them for learning. The findings also 
showed that learners do not prefer indirect written corrective 
feedback. The following sections presents quantitative and 
qualitative results.

Quantitative results

The questionnaire was designed to elicit students’ preferences and 
beliefs regarding different types of WCF: direct, indirect, and 
metalinguistic. The participants were first asked about their general 
preferences for receiving corrections on their writing errors. 
Subsequently, they were specifically asked about the three different 
types of feedback. Examples of the questions included: “I mostly prefer 
the way that teachers directly provide me the correct forms of my 
errors,” “I mostly prefer the way that teachers just point out my errors 
by marking symbols,” “I learn a lot, especially in writing, if my teacher 
lets me figure out my mistakes,” and “I mostly prefer the way that 
teachers label the types of my errors and let me self-correct the errors.”

The questionnaire was divided into three sections corresponding to 
the three types of WCF: direct, indirect, and metalinguistic. A 5-point 
Likert scale was used, with weights assigned as follows: 5 (strongly agree), 
4 (agree), 3 (undecided), 2 (disagree), and 1 (strongly disagree). Initially, 
the participants were asked about their general attitudes toward feedback 
in language learning to test their acceptance of feedback. Table 2 shows 
the frequencies and percentages of the students’ responses regarding 
their general acceptance of corrective feedback.

The participants were then asked about their views on feedback in 
writing. To provide a clearer understanding of their responses, the 
researcher combined the answers “strongly agree” and “agree” into a 
single category labeled “agreement” and “strongly disagree” and 
“disagree” into a category labeled “disagreement.”

As shown in Table 3, the majority of participants (97%) confirmed 
the importance of WCF and expressed that they wanted teachers to 

correct their writing errors. Approximately 1.9% disagreed, and 0.6% 
were undecided. Approximately 94% of the participants agreed that 
receiving feedback was essential.

As previously mentioned, to gain a deeper understanding of 
students’ preferences regarding the three types of feedback, we asked 
them to complete a questionnaire with three sections. The first section 
addressed direct feedback. Most participants expressed positive 
attitudes toward WCF, with 77% reporting that they preferred teachers 
to directly provide them with the correct forms of their errors, while 
about 21% disagreed, as shown in Table 4. The table also indicates that 
the participants believed they learned better when corrected directly, 
with approximately 74% agreeing and 24% disagreeing. Additionally, 
75% of the participants agreed that they needed direct corrective 
feedback, especially in writing. Given that most participants held 
positive attitudes toward direct corrective feedback, it is unsurprising 
that the majority (93.7%) agreed that the goal of correction is to 
provide the correct answer and that they wanted teachers to do so.

Table 5 provides descriptive statistics for the four items examining 
the participants’ opinions about indirect feedback. About 74% of the 
participants disagreed with the idea that teachers should only point 
out errors using symbols, which refers to indirect feedback, whereas 
around 14% agreed. Furthermore, approximately 60% of the 
participants disagreed with the notion that correcting errors 
independently helps them think more about their mistakes. As shown 
in Table 5, more than half of the participants (66%) disagreed with the 
idea of being left to figure out their mistakes, and 84% agreed that it 
was time-consuming for teachers to provide indirect feedback.

As shown in Table 6, there is no clear difference between the 
percentage of participants who agreed and those who disagreed about 
metalinguistic WCF, with agreement at 39% and disagreement at 47%. 
Approximately 44% of participants agreed that providing 
metalinguistic WCF could improve their writing, while about 45% 
disagreed, and 9.6% were undecided. About 41% of the participants 
reported that providing clues as a form of metalinguistic WCF made 
them feel more comfortable, whereas 53% disagreed. Additionally, 
47% of the participants agreed that metalinguistic WCF helps reduce 
mistakes, while 38% disagreed.

Qualitative results

This section presents the findings of the semi-structured 
interviews. The data gathered during the interviews were transcribed 
and coded using thematic analysis. Fifteen students volunteered to 
participate in individual interviews. After transcribing and coding the 

TABLE 2 Participants’ general perspectives about language feedback.

Would you like teachers to correct all your language 
mistakes?

Frequency Percentage

Yes, to a great extent 263 82.18

Yes, somewhat 43 13.43

No, very little 12 3.75

No, not at all 2 0.62

Total 320 100.0
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data and considering the research questions, the researcher identified 
three main themes, each with two categories:

 1 Direct corrective written feedback
 a Improving learners’ writing skills
 b Easier to understand

 2 Metalinguistic corrective written feedback
 a Interesting, memorable, and enjoyable learning experience
 b Motivating

 3 Indirect corrective written feedback
 a Unclear
 b Time-consuming

The participants were asked about their preferences and thoughts 
regarding the three types of WCF. Some argued that the best type of 
feedback is direct feedback, while others preferred metalinguistic 
feedback. The participants expressed uncertainty about indirect 
WCF. Consequently, they could be divided into three main groups 
based on their responses: those with a positive attitude toward direct 
WCF, those with a positive attitude toward metalinguistic WCF, and 
those unsure about indirect WCF. The group with a positive attitude 
toward direct WCF argued that they preferred it because it was clear 
and straightforward. They mentioned that it was easy to understand 
and apply the corrections. The participants explained that direct 
WCF helps them improve their writing because it provides the 
correct answer without requiring additional time to think or find it. 
One participant stated that in writing, “we need direct correction; in 
speaking, maybe not, but in writing, I really need my teacher to show 
me the correct answer.” The participants also noted that direct 

feedback improved their writing skills, including word choice, 
grammar, and spelling. One participant said, “In writing paragraphs, 
the teacher corrects me directly and improves my grammar mistakes.” 
Another participant remarked, “I believe I need my teacher to correct 
me as directly as possible. I remember my teacher suggested better 
words for my essay… it helped me a lot.” Another participant 
explicitly stated, “Teachers should clearly correct using red pens. This 
is especially helpful in spelling and correcting the main ideas in 
essays.” They emphasized the importance of direct WCF for making 
corrections easier to understand, with one participant commenting, 
“I guess that it is easy for me to be corrected directly. Why should 
I need to think in order to find the answer?”

The second group, which had a positive attitude toward 
metalinguistic WCF, mentioned that correcting their errors using 
linguistic clues was very engaging and provided them with a 
meaningful learning experience by allowing them to guess the 
corrections based on the teacher’s clues. One participant shared, “I 
really like one of my teachers from when I studied at a center. She 
provided clues for me, and I tried to correct them, like marking 
‘Past Tense’ for a mistake in the verb past tense form. I thought 
about it, searched, and corrected it. I believe this will keep it in my 
mind, and I will not forget it.” Another participant commented, “I 
really like it… I  did not know about this before, but when 
you explain it, I guess it will help me understand my mistakes and 
memorize them.”

The participants also expressed that receiving clues motivated 
them to learn. One learner mentioned, “I like when one of my teachers 
gave me hints when she corrected my writing. I felt more comfortable, 
and this encouraged me to learn more.” Another stated, “You should 

TABLE 3 Participants’ general opinions about written corrective feedback.

Item Strongly 
agree (%)

Agree (%) Undecided (%) Disagree 
(%)

Strongly 
disagree (%)

I want teachers to correct my errors in writing. 257 (80.3) 55 (17.1) 2 (0.6) 6 (1.87) 0

Teachers should correct all my errors in writing. 203 (63.4) 101 (31.5) 5 (1.5) 10 (3.1) 1 (0.31)

TABLE 4 Participants’ preferences for direct written corrective feedback.

Item Strongly 
agree (%)

Agree (%) Undecided 
(%)

Disagree (%) Strongly 
disagree (%)

I mostly prefer the way that teachers directly provide me the correct 

forms of my errors.

189 (59.0) 58 (18.1) 3 (0.9) 68 (21.25) 2 (0.6)

I learn best when my teacher tells me my mistakes directly. 177 (55.3) 61 (19.0) 5 (1.5) 71 (22.1) 6 (1.8)

I want my teacher to correct my mistakes and provide the correct 

answer, especially in writing.

162 (50.6) 78 (24.3) 11 (3.4) 59 (18.4) 10 (3.1)

The goal of the correction is to provide the correct answer, so I want 

my teacher to do so.

201 (62.8) 99 (30.9) 16 (5) 4 (1.25) 0

TABLE 5 Participants’ preferences for indirect written corrective feedback.

Item Strongly 
agree (%)

Agree 
(%)

Undecided 
(%)

Disagree 
(%)

Strongly 
disagree (%)

I mostly prefer that teachers just point out my errors using symbols. 30 (9.3) 18 (5.6) 33 (10.3) 182 (56.8) 57 (17.8)

It helps me to think more about my mistakes if I correct them myself. 54 (16.8) 33 (10.3) 38 (11.8) 105 (32.8) 90 (28.1)

I learn a lot, especially in writing, if my teacher lets me figure out my mistakes. 72 (22.5) 20 (6.2) 12 (3.7) 203 (63.4) 13 (4)

It is time-consuming if my teacher corrects my mistakes like in example number 7. 199 (62.1) 73 (22.8) 16 (5) 14 (4.3) 18 (5.6)
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tell teachers to use this method—it is great… I feel this makes me 
love writing.”

Some participants argued that indirect corrective feedback is 
time-consuming and does not provide them with the necessary 
information, thereby negatively affecting the learning process. One 
participant stated, “I do not know why the teacher did not tell me the 
correct answer… why should I have to ask or search? It would save 
time if she told me, and it would make me learn quickly and easily.” 
Another participant argued that indirect WCF could lead to an 
insufficient learning process, saying, “I remember one of my teachers 
who corrected this way… this did not benefit me at all because 
I could not know the correct answer, and I did not know how to find 
it.” The participants also mentioned that indirect feedback is unclear 
to them, and they often do not understand their errors or how to 
correct them. One participant stated, “Oh… my teacher wrote me an 
error sign without telling me why, and to this day, I do not know the 
correct answer.” Another said, “It is hard to receive a comment just 
saying that something is wrong without a clear correction… as a 
student, who else can tell me? I tried to search, but I think my answer 
is wrong, too.”

Discussion

This mixed-methods study investigated students’ preferences for 
three types of WCF—direct, indirect, and metalinguistic—and the 
reasons behind these preferences. The previous section presented the 
quantitative results from a questionnaire and the qualitative results 
from semi-structured interviews.

The first research question focused on the type of feedback preferred 
by undergraduate EFL students. To answer this question, the participants’ 
questionnaire responses were analyzed and supported by insights from 
the interviews. Overall, the students appeared to have a positive attitude 
toward WCF. As shown in Table 3, 97% of the participants confirmed the 
importance of WCF and expressed a desire for teachers to correct their 
writing errors. As suggested by Elfiyanto and Fukazawa (2021), WCF is 
crucial for students. Further, learners in Salami and Khadawardi (2022) 
found that WCF helpful tool to improve their writing.

The results revealed that most participants (77%) preferred that 
teachers directly provided them with the correct forms of their errors, 
while about 21% disagreed. Additionally, 74% of participants believed 
they learned better when corrected directly, compared to 24% who 
disagreed. Approximately 75% of the participants agreed that they needed 
direct corrective feedback, especially in writing. Given these findings, it is 
unsurprising that most of the participants (93.7%) agreed that the goal of 
correction is to provide the correct answer, and they expressed a 

preference for teachers to correct them directly. These results align with 
those of Zohra and Fatiha (2022), who found that learners preferred that 
their writing be corrected using unfocused, direct feedback. Learners 
found it clearer and more effective for their learning process to 
be corrected directly. Whether the error pertained to content, grammar, 
or structure, approximately 74% of the participants agreed with the 
statement, “I want my teacher to correct my mistakes and provide the 
correct answer, especially in writing.” As concluded by Reynolds and 
Zhang (2023), learners preferred direct feedback over indirect feedback 
for both writing content and structure. Participants who favored direct 
WCF argued that they preferred it because it was clear and straightforward. 
They mentioned that it was easy to understand and implement the 
corrections. The participants also stated that direct WCF helps them 
improve their writing because it provides the correct answer without 
requiring additional time to think and search for it. Ellis et al. (2008), 
Sheen (2007), Van Beuningen et al. (2008), and Bitchener and Knoch 
(2009) similarly concluded that direct feedback has a positive effect on 
learners’ performance. Rasool et  al. (2024) results showed that most 
students have positive attitudes regarding WCF perceptions and the study 
concluded that the most preferred types are direct and unfocused WCF.

The findings of the current study revealed that most participants did 
not prefer indirect WCF. They disagreed with the idea that teachers 
should simply point out errors using symbols. Furthermore, around 60% 
of the participants disagreed that correcting their mistakes independently 
helped them reflect on their errors. More than half of the participants 
(66%) disagreed with the idea of being left to figure out their mistakes, 
and 84% agreed that indirect feedback is time-consuming. As Rasool et al. 
(2023) concluded, learners dislike ambiguous feedback that confuses 
them about their errors. Their study found that students preferred 
metalinguistic explanations and direct WCF, which facilitated both 
writing proficiency and language knowledge. In the current study, the 
participants argued that indirect corrective feedback is time-consuming 
and does not provide the necessary information, thereby negatively 
affecting the learning process.

The quantitative results regarding metalinguistic WCF were mixed, 
with 39% of the participants expressing agreement and 47% expressing 
disagreement. Approximately 44% agreed that providing metalinguistic 
WCF could improve their writing, while about 45% disagreed, and 
9.6% were undecided. About 41% of the participants reported that 
being provided clues as a form of metalinguistic WCF made them feel 
more comfortable, whereas 53% disagreed. Additionally, 47% of the 
participants agreed that metalinguistic WCF helped reduce mistakes, 
while 38% disagreed. However, the qualitative findings showed that all 
participants expressed a preference for metalinguistic WCF. The 
participants stated that receiving clues motivated them to learn and 
made feedback more engaging and interesting. The qualitative findings 

TABLE 6 Participants’ preferences for metalinguistic written corrective feedback.

Item Strongly 
agree (%)

Agree 
(%)

Undecided 
(%)

Disagree 
(%)

Strongly 
disagree (%)

I mostly prefer that teachers label the types of my errors and let me 

self-correct them.

17 (5.3) 108 (33.7) 42 (13.1) 96 (30) 57 (17.8)

It will improve my writing if my teacher provides me just clues and lets 

me think about my mistakes.

43 (13.4) 99 (30.9) 31 (9.6) 101 (31.5) 46 (14.3)

When my teacher writes a clue, such as the one in example 11, I feel 

more comfortable.

76 (23.7) 56 (17.5) 15 (4.6) 99 (30.9) 74 (23.1)

When my teacher writes a clue, such as the one in example 11, it helps 

me make fewer mistakes next time.

33 (10.3) 119 (37.1) 45 (14) 99 (30.9) 24 (7.5)
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show that the students preferred direct and metalinguistic WCF over 
indirect feedback. The group with a positive attitude toward direct 
WCF argued that they preferred it because it was clear and 
straightforward. They mentioned that it was easy to understand and 
facilitated the implementation of the corrections. The participants 
stated that direct WCF helped them improve their writing because it 
provided the correct answer without requiring additional time to think 
or search for it. Bitchener and Knoch (2009) and Bitchener (2008) 
examined the differences between direct and metalinguistic corrective 
feedback and concluded that students who received direct WCF 
showed greater accuracy than the other groups. The participants in the 
current study also stated that direct feedback helped them improve 
their writing. As noted by Van Beuningen et al. (2012) and Hosseiny 
(2014), direct WCF is particularly effective in helping students learn 
and understand complex linguistic errors.

Future implication

The results of this study about undergraduate EFL learners’ 
preferences for three different types of written corrective feedback: 
direct, indirect, and metalinguistic can guide L2 instructors in 
developing effective feedback strategies and help instructional and 
academic program coordinators in choosing the effective feedback. For 
example, students’ support for WCF reflects their preference for 
delegating the responsibility of error correction to teachers. This help 
instructors and developers to think of the best kind of feedback to help 
in equipping learners with strategies that could enhance the accuracy of 
their own writing which leads to improving their general language 
proficiency. Further research is necessary to identify the best approaches 
for addressing the differences between teachers’ practices and students’ 
expectations.

Pedagogically, it is essential for teachers to clearly explain the 
purpose of WCF and ensure that students understand and accept their 
role in the error correction process and providing them the suitable 
feedback. At the same time, teachers need to consider students’ attitudes 
and beliefs, as mismatches between their perspectives can diminish the 
effectiveness of feedback. Therefore, teachers should actively engage 
students in discussions about corrective feedback practices, adjust WCF 
types and strategies to promote language learning, and take students’ 
preferences into account to motivate and empower them in the language 
learning process.

Conclusion

This study was conducted to examine undergraduate students’ 
preferences for three different types of WCF: direct, indirect, and 
metalinguistic. The participants were undergraduate students from 
various colleges at Hail University. A mixed-methods approach was 
employed, with data collected through a questionnaire and semi-
structured interviews. We  sought to answer two primary research 
questions: the first examined students’ preferences among the three types 
of WCF, and the second explored the reasons underlying their preferences.

The results indicated that students clearly preferred direct WCF 
because it helped them improve their writing skills and was easy to 
understand. The quantitative results suggested that the students 
appeared uncertain about metalinguistic WCF. However, the 
qualitative results revealed strong support and preference for 

metalinguistic feedback, as the participants found it a motivating, 
interesting, enjoyable, and memorable learning experience. Regarding 
indirect WCF, the participants did not prefer it, as shown in both the 
quantitative and qualitative findings, describing it as unclear and time-
consuming. As Rasool et  al. (2023) concluded, learners dislike 
ambiguous feedback that confuses them about their errors, preferring 
metalinguistic explanations and direct WCF, which facilitate writing 
proficiency and language knowledge.

Limitations of the current study is that it did not examine the 
participants’ overall language proficiency. Learners’ proficiency levels 
might provide additional insights and enrich the findings, offering 
further understanding of the reasons behind their preferences for one 
type of feedback over another. Further, a larger sample size could provide 
a basis for more practical generalizations of the findings. Future research 
could also explore the relationship between students’ preferences for 
WCF and their language proficiency. For a more detailed understanding 
of learners’ preferences of WCF, future studies could include observations 
and data analysis of students’ assignments and examining actual students’ 
performance and its relation to the preferred kind of feedback 
Additionally, further studies are needed to identify the potential effects 
of new technology on language learners’ preferences regarding WCF.
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Appendix A

Questionnaire

College: sciences college—business administration college—engineering college—medicine college—nursing college—arts college—
education college.

Gender: female–male.
Would you like that teachers correct all your mistakes in language?
Yes, to a great extent Yes, somewhat No, very little No, not at all.

Strongly 
Agree

Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly 
disagree

1. I want teachers to correct my errors in writing. 

2. Teachers should correct all my errors in writing. 
3. I mostly prefer the way that teachers directly provide 
me the correct forms of my errors. E.g.

stole   a a
A dog gave ^bone from ^butcher.
4. I learn best when my teacher tells me my mistakes 
directly. 
5. I want my teacher to correct my mistakes and provide 
the correct answer especially in writing.
6. The goal of the correction is to provide the correct 
answer, so I want my teacher to do so.
7. I mostly prefer the way that teachers just point out 
my errors by marking symbols (e.g. a cross) and let me 
self-correct the errors. E.g.

A dog Xgave X bone from X butcher.
8. It helps me to think more about my mistakes if I 
correct them by myself.
9. I learn a lot especially in writing if my teacher lets 
me figure out my mistakes.
10. It is time consuming if my teacher provides me my 
mistakes like the example in number 7.
11. I mostly prefer the way that teachers label the type 
of my errors and let me self-correct the errors.  E.g.

WW    art     art     
A dog gave ^bone from ^butcher.
12. It will improve my writing if my teacher provides 
me just clues and let me think about it. 
13.  When my teacher writes clue like the one in 
example 11 I feel more comfortable.

14.  When my teacher writes clue like the one in 
example 11 this makes me do fewer mistakes next time.
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