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A B S T R A C T   

Written corrective feedback (hereafter WCF) has gained great emphasis from a considerable 
number of studies in second language (L2) writing history; however, an increasing number of 
previous studies have stressed its importance in helping learners develop their L2 writing abilities 
there are unresolved controversies regarding the significance and efficacy of various forms of 
written corrective feedback. Thus, this study was initiated to see the effects of teachers’ written 
corrective feedback on university-entrant students’ English language writing achievement. A 
quasi-experimental research design involving a test as a data-gathering tool was used. To that 
end, three intact freshman classes were selected and assigned into two experimental groups and 
one comparison group from a university in northwest Ethiopia. Test scores from self-descriptive 
paragraph writing were analyzed using a one-way ANCOVA, and the results showed that WCF has 
an influential role in improving university entrat learners’ writing performance. Therefore, the 
findings from the study showed that both experimental groups performed better than the par-
ticipants in the control group, indicating that both WCF provision strategies play vital roles in 
enhancing English language learners’ writing performance as university entrants. Nevertheless, 
the study’s findings revealed that statistically significant improvements in the writing proficiency 
of the study participants in both experimental groups were found the results confirmed that 
learners who received direct WCF along with metalinguistic explanations performed better than 
their peers in the indirect group who received indirect WCF. Consequently, it can be concluded 
that both direct and indirect WCF are crucial pedagogical strategies in improving learners’ 
writing abilities, even though it was still found that direct WCF with a metalinguistic explanation 
was the most effective strategy in assisting EFL university entrants in improving their writing 
skills.   

1. Introduction 

Writing is a skill that allows individuals to produce insightful, indisputable documentation of their notions, thoughts, and spirits; as 
such, writing proficiency has become recognized in contemporary society as a social and intellectual asset. The importance of writing is 
emphasized in great detail in the works of Chappell (2011) who claimed that writing can be used to communicate one’s personality, 
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improve communication, sharpen one’s thinking abilities, construct coherent and convincing arguments, offer and receive feedback, 
help one reflect on and reevaluate ideas later on, and get ready for education and the workforce as cited in Klimova [1]. In light of this, 
when we consider every course involves ones ability to write, writing skills are appeared to be very important as indicated by Junianti, 
Pratolo and Wulandari [2]; thus, it can be claimed that writing is one of the most significant language skills as it is widely utilized in 
every aspects of one’s lives; for instance, writing plays irreplaceable in both both the workplaces and higher educations. Several 
scholars said that writing gives students lots of chances to look for contemporary approaches to communicate their ideas and thoughts 
in a foreign language [3]. Effective writing in the English language is especially important for learners’ academic achievement in 
Ethiopia, the study’s context, where the English language is used as the medium of instruction for other content subjects beginning in 
grade seven and continuing through higher education. This is due to the fact that writing is one of the macro skills that is essential to 
students’ academic success as well as the development of other language proficiency areas for second language learners. Moreover, 
because writing involves a variety of terminology while writing, it helps students improve their grammar, vocabulary, and ability to 
read and listen well. 

Although writing plays a crucial role in student’s academic lives, learning to write is a complicated cognitive task requiring students 
to be proficient in various aspects of language. These aspects range from students’ educational backgrounds and personal interests to 
linguistic, psychological, and cognitive phenomena [4]. Therefore, since writing involves complex cognitive processes to complete a 
final draft well, scholars believe that writing is one of the most advanced language abilities compared with other language abilities [5]. 
Thus, producing a cogent, fluent, and error-free piece of writing will probably be a constant challenge for EFL students [6]. Due to its 
challenging nature or other related variables, in the Ethiopian EFL context, it is common to observe that this skill is only addressed 
superficially due to several constraints that EFL teachers and students deal with. In line with this, several studies have shown that 
students in higher education in Ethiopia are weak in their writing skills; consequentially Ethiopian EFL University Students cannot 
articulate their thoughts clearly in writing as indicated in Mulgeta [7] and Surur and Dengela [8]. From this, it can be deduced that 
most of Ethiopian EFL first-year university students struggle when they are asked to write a simple sentence; due to these reasons, it is 
expected to see a lot of errors in their written text, and they are incapable of composing error-free simple sentences [7,8]. However, it is 
generally unacceptable and impractical to expect EFL students to produce flawless texts students at higher academic institutions will 
encounter challenges in their educational journey if they are not proficient writers, since most of evaluations in these institutions rely 
on written content. Although it is a very complex language skill, scholars like Han and Hiver [9] strongly warned that writing is a talent 
that can no longer be overlooked or addressed superficially. 

The cognitivist perspective of errors guided by Chomsky’s [10] and his associates’ works views errors as learning signals so they 
cannot be avoided. In a similar vein, Corder [11] claimed that errors are indicators of progress in learning. Therefore, it was asserted 
that errors are inevitable variables in L2 classes in general and writing classes in particular, which encouraged researchers in applied 
linguistics and language teaching to look for possible strategies that may aid students in overcoming their errors and producing ac-
curate written output [12]. However, L2 errors are viewed as indicators of progress in language learning; if they are not promptly and 
properly fixed, they will eventually become fossilized and used as proper language forms. Therefore, in this area of concern, scholars’ 
recommend that corrective feedback (hereafter CF) due to it is both a practical remedy ideal approach for students’ competence issues 
and a key element in improving learners’ writing skills [13]. Although it was generally agreed that CF plays a crucial role in assisting L2 
learners, this conclusion encountered intense opposition from several prominent scholars like Truscott [14], who is the most extremist 
scholar having a negative outlook on the role of CF in writing classrooms, and he vehemently recommended the elimination of its use. 
This scholar mainly linked CF as it is harmful and prevents students’ interaction and the flow of ideas, so he advises teachers to avoid 
using CF in L2 writing sessions completely. 

Error Analysis, on the other hand, was found to have a strong position in supporting corrective feedback as it is concerned with 
identifying and organizing remedial courses as well as creating relevant materials and teaching methodologies based on the results of 
theoretical error analysis by Erdogan [15], in this response, corrective feedback can be listed among the remedial ways for the 
identified learners’ linguistic errors. Thus, the consensus is that CF is undeniably necessary to facilitate L2 knowledge because mistakes 
and errors are expected at all stages of learning; this calls for some practical solutions and, to this end, paradigm shifts and changes in 
perceptions about effective and meaningful ways to give students feedback are needed [16]. Similarly, scholars whose works are 
guided by sociocultural theories see the potential of corrective feedback in language acquisition and learning [17–19]. Therefore, over 
the last several decades, WCF has received a great attention in second language (L2) writing and L2 acquisition [20,21]. From this, it 
can be stated that the provision of WCF has clear and direct relevance for English language teachers since teachers can control over 
controlling students’ written accuracy [19]. Thus, it can be concluded that WCF is a helpful and essential pedagogical strategy for 
learners to overcome L2 errors in their writing, acquire accurate English, improve their grammatical precision over time, prevent the 
fossilization of improper language structures, and strengthen their writing abilities [22]. 

However, it was agreed that written corrective feedback is an important pedagogical element there are no conclusive and consistent 
results on the effectiveness of direct or indirect WCF. These ongoing and endless debates over the efficacy of WCF may be linked to 
several variables that previous studies employed in their research designs. For instance, Eslami [23] carried out a study on the effects of 
direct and indirect CF methods on EFL students’ writing, focusing on the simple past tense, and reported that the indirect feedback 
group performed better than the direct feedback group. In similar concern, Benson and DeKeyser [24] conducted a study on how WCF 
and language aptitude affected verb tense accuracy, focusing only on the simple past tense and the present perfect tense, and they 
found that participants with a high language attitude to tense and speakers with a low language attitude to tense preferred meta-
linguistic direct feedback. Likewise, Westmacott [25] compared direct and indirect WCF procedures and concluded that indirect error 
correction is more efficient than direct error correction strategies. On the other hand, more studies reported that direct written CF is the 
most effective provision strategy over its counterpart [26,27]. 
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When it comes to the Ethiopian context, from the researchers’ best reading, with the exceptions of a few studies by, for example, 
Wondim, Bishaw and Zeleke [28], who examined the effects of WCF on Ethiopian first-year university students’ writing achievement, 
and reported that WCF has a potential impact on improving learners’ writing achievement; however, they did not convincingly 
demonstrate whether indirect WCF helps EFL learners attain writing success or not. One of the study’s major flaws was lack of a clear 
comparison between students in the treatment group who received direct WCF and a metalinguistic explanation with those in the 
comparison group who received no feedback. In these scholars study, the comparison of the students writing achievements in the 
indirect group (who received indirect WCF), and the control group (who received no feedback) was not compared in their study. 
Similarly, Mesfin [29] conducted a study on the effects of teacher versus guided self-correction on the grammatical accuracy of 
student-written texts. In light of these, it can be concluded that no research particularly investigated how university entrants’ writing 
achievement is influenced by teachers’ unfocused direct WCF accompanied by metalinguistic explanations and indirect WCF in the 
context of Ethiopian EFL learners. 

Therefore, expecting conclusive and consistent results from studies with methodological flaws in their research designs is unre-
alistic. It is also highly dubious to conclude whether WCF is effective or ineffective or whether direct forms of WCF are more effective 
than indirect forms of WCF from research results that only focus on a small number of linguistic components like the aforementioned 
global studies. Since previous studies mainly relied on some predefined rule-based language features, these variations in their findings 
are attributed to methodological limitations in the provision of WCF [18,24–26,30] or a lack of comparability and generalizability 
between these studies as a result of poor research design [31,32]. Furthermore, some studies lack a control group, although scholars 
generally agree that a control group should be included in experimental studies [17,31–34]. It was also stated that “in an experimental 
study, the studies that lack a control group, one cannot tell if the improvements or effects found in the experiment group is because of 
the treatment until it is compared with the performance of a control group which received no treatment” as stated by Hudson & Liosa 
[[35], p. 85]. From this, it can be suggested that conducting additional studies in this field will undoubtedly be very important in 
improving our understanding of the issue and offering solutions to the issues faced by WCF practitioners. Therefore, the basic rationale 
for conducting this study was that there were no trustworthy, repeatable, broadly applicable research findings in the area of interest of 
the present study in the Ethiopian EFL context. Another justification for the current study’s motivation was the lack of local studies that 
compare the effectiveness of direct WCF accompanied by a metalinguistic explanation with indirect WCF in improving learners’ 
writing achievement. Thus, the current study was mainly initiated to examine the effectiveness of teachers’ unfocused direct WCF, 
accompanied by a metalinguistic explanation and indirect WCFs, on enhancing the writing achievement of university entrants in the 
context of a university found in the northwestern part of Ethiopia, which was not the subject for other local studies in a similar concern 
like in the present study. 

2. Review of literature 

Writing is a useful language skill that university students need to develop and use in their daily lives. Its significance grows in 
writing in English, a language frequently utilized for intercultural communication and comprehension of necessary information [36]. 
Through writing, students can find contemporary methods to express their ideas and thoughts in a foreign language [3]. Nevertheless, 
writing is a very important language skill learning to write is a highly demanding language skill. For instance, Yea Yea, Othman and 
Wei [37] point out that learning to write is not an easy activity but rather a complicated talent that calls for rhetorical skills, as a textual 
understanding of the interaction between readers and authors is also crucial in developing academic writing abilities. Due to this, 
students have a variety of difficulties with English language writing competency because of its complexity, particularly when it comes 
to their writing abilities [38]. Due to these reasons, learners face numerous challenges in English language subjects, particularly in 
writing skills [39]. Consistent with this finding, results from local studies also confirmed that writing is the most challenging and last 
ability that students acquire [40]. As indicated by Dinsa [41] the main reason for Ethiopian EFL learners’ inadequate writing per-
formance is ascribed to the writing skill involves much more than just using proper spelling, organizing ideas and words, and adhering 
to grammatical rules, this may be connected to writing difficulties. In a similar purpose, a rising number of earlier local studies stated 
that the target language grammatical errors are among the most impeding variables that hinder secondary school and university EFL 
students in Ethiopia from producing comprehensible academic texts as indicated in Abiy [42], Birhanu [43] and Dawit [44]. Although 
writing in English language is one of the most complex skills, since English is used worldwide as a lingua franca by people from various 
cultures, ethnic backgrounds, and social classes, learners must be equipped with the necessary knowledge of this skill, especially in 
English classrooms [45]. Therefore, to overcome these challenges, learners need to be supported in different ways; providing learners 
with written corrective feedback can be one of the ways that help them overcome the difficulties they face in their L2 writing classes. 

2.1. Theoretical foundations for WCF in SLA 

The role of feedback in language classrooms has undergone significant changes along with paradigm shifts in approaches and 
methodologies of second language instructions. These changes laid foundations supporting the role of WCF in SLA, despite dis-
agreements among scholars regarding the roles and efficacies of different kinds of CF are still not settled. For example, as a result of the 
influence of theories of Behaviorism and Structuralism, CF was viewed as a crucial pedagogical tool in addressing EFL learners’ lin-
guistic weaknesses of EFL learners. Besides these, the role of CF is highly emphasized in the Noticing Hypothesis of Schmidt [46,47], in 
which acquiring a language requires intentional focus and knowledge of linguistic features. Also, Schmidt argued that by paying 
conscious attention to linguistic patterns and noticing unfavourable linguistic evidence, via WCF plays a key role in aiding learners in 
identifying the differences between their interlanguage – a natural language created by L2 learners – and the target language [48]). The 
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role of CF was also underscored in Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory [49,50], which contends that interaction between language 
learners and more knowledgeable other individuals who speak the target language more fluently mediates the gap and facilitates 
language learning. Thus, feedback matches the learners’ zone of proximal development (ZPD) to enhance L2 learning, i.e., the area 
between their present and prospective proficiency levels [48,49]. Therefore, scaffolding like CF is used to gradually enhance the 
learner’s comprehension skills and leads to independence in language learning. 

The role of CF was also stressed in the Skill Acquisition Theory of DeKeyser [51], who confirmed that CF plays a role in enhancing 
learners’ declarative knowledge and turning it into procedural knowledge. Over time, the learner moves from controlled to automatic 
processing, which requires less focus, a faster rate of processing, and more accuracy. It offers clear knowledge and prevents inaccurate 
information from being formalized and carried out automatically as presented by Polio [52]. Therefore, DeKeyser [51] urges that more 
studies in the area are needed to determine the amount and type of helpful feedback during practice while highlighting the necessity of 
meaningful and adequate practice to attain automaticity. In general, different scholars like Ferris [53] recommend that L2 writers 
require feedback on their errors, direct instruction-focused training on various linguistic challenges, awareness of their linguistic 
inadequacies, and awareness of the need to improve their learning processes. In this regard, Sanz and Morgan-Short [54] pointed out 
that learners acquire rules or explicit evidence in the form of structural linguistics or CF. Based on these, it can be concluded that CF is a 
key pedagogical ingredient that helps learners improve their language learning. 

2.2. Direct, indirect, and metalinguistic forms of WCF 

Direct WCF is an input-providing strategy that directly offers a correct linguistic form nearby the error [20]. Indirect WCF, on the 
other hand, occurs if a teacher highlights or circles errors in students’ papers without giving corrections [26]. Similarly, a meta-
linguistic explanation is another method of error correction in which error codes are written on the margins of the paper to inform 
students of the kinds of errors they have made or in which a teacher numbers the errors in the texts before providing grammatical 
explanations for each numbered error at the bottom of the page [17]. The indications can be exhibited in one of four ways: by 
underlining or circling the error, counting the errors in a line in the margin, or using a code to indicate both the fault’s exact location 
and the type of errors that occurred in different forms of codes [17,55,56]. 

2.3. The role of written corrective feedback in SLA 

However, Truscott [14] was a well-known scholar having the most extremist viewpoints on downplaying the role of WCF by 
commenting on the incapacity of teachers to correct errors in an organized and consistent approach, and the capacity and desire of 
students to pay attention to feedback which enabled him to draw his conclusions that the practice of CF is time-consuming and 
exhausting and that it interrupts learners’ flow of information. For the same purpose, Truscott [14] linked WCF with issues such as 
pseudo-learning, learnability, and harmful side effects on the writing process; thus, he concluded that since it does not benefit L2 
learners to progress in their writing performance, written corrective feedback should be abounded. In contrast, an increasing number 
of theories and empirical studies advocated the role of WCF in L2 classrooms. For instance, among theories that support for the role of 
written CF theoretical orientations, such as the interactionist hypothesis, Noticing Hypothesis, error analysis, and sociocultural the-
ories, can be cited for their steadfast determination to establish that CF is an indispensable tool that plays a crucial role in facilitating L2 
learners’ writing abilities. Besides these, the theoretical stance on the role of WCF in a plethora of empirical studies underscored the 
significance of WCF in L2 classrooms [57–61]; some of them have once again significantly been disputed [62]. 

However, WCF plays a key role in L2 writing classrooms, and the effectiveness of direct or indirect WCF in assisting L2 learners in 
enhancing their writing ability is still the source of disputes for scholars in the area of interest. For instance, Benson and DeKeyser [24] 
investigated the effects of WCF and language aptitude on tense verb accuracy and reported that both experimental groups out-
performed their counterparts in the control groups on new pieces of writing, and these scholars concluded that both direct and indirect 
WCF are effective in helping learners writing improvement. Moreover, this was also discovered by other studies, such as Hosseniy; in 
which both intervention groups outperformed the control group in Hosseiny’s [18] study on the effects of direct and indirect WCF on 
the usage of definite and indefinite articles. In a similar vein, a total of 21 papers on WCF were analyzed in a meta-analysis study 
carried out by Kang and Han [19]. The results indicated that no statistically significant differences between direct and indirect WCF 
provision strategies on learners’ writing quality. Bitchener and Knoch [63] also conducted a study on the influence of WCF on linguistic 
development and found that direct WCF was more effective than the indirect form of WCF. Likewise, Eslami [23] indicated that 
learners in the experimental group who received indirect CF showed improvement more consistently in simple past tense usage than 
their counterpart learners in the direct CF who received direct error correction on their writings in a study of low-intermediate Iranian 
EFL students. 

On the other hand, many scholars found that direct CF is superior to indirect CF. For instance, an increasing number of studies were 
reporting that direct written CF is the most effective provision strategy over its counterpart [26,27,63,64]. In proving this, for instance, 
WCF’s influence on linguistic development. They found that direct written CF was more effective than the indirect form of WCF. Thus, 
it was observed that the results from the previous studies contradicted each other. Therefore, in the past, though several studies have 
extensively investigated the effects of direct and indirect WCF on students’ writing proficiency, the findings are pretty contradictory 
[24,27,65], so no conclusive and consistent results were obtained. 

In general, from the existing results in the field of study, it is challenging to draw conclusive and consistent conclusions due to the 
diversity of study focus, types of treatments, populations, and research designs [66]. Hence, even if there are ongoing debates 
regarding the efficacy of WCF, L2 learners want feedback on their writing and anticipate receiving it from their teachers; they want to 
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know if the writing they have produced is appropriate or not based on the given feedback [31]. Likewise, instructors generally believe 
providing corrective error correction on learners’ writing text is beneficial and essential for improving their writing. They think that 
WCF can significantly contribute to raising the level of writing correctness among their students as pointed out by Brown [67] and 
Hyland & Hyland [66], which influences instructors’ attitudes and beliefs, pedagogical implementation, and the offering of written CF 
that can benefit EFL learners most to improve their writing abilities. Thus, this is the main reason that the current researchers con-
ducted this study in this area. Consequently, as these authors noted, rather than dismissing the importance of CF in learning second 
languages, the essential question that has to be pursued at this point is how to provide students with the best CF that can best benefit 
EFL learners to improve their writing ability. Thus, this was the underlying motivation that initiated the current researcher to conduct 
this study. 

2.4. Feedback scope 

The term the scope of feedback is used to refer to the number of errors to be corrected at a time. Under this consideration, we can 
have focused versus unfocused forms of corrective feedback provision techniques. Focused feedback comprises correcting pre-
determined language structures, whereas unfocused CF involves teachers giving WCF on a variety of erroneous language structures 
[68]. While focused WCF frequently contributes to studies that focus on assessing learners’ grammatical accuracy, it is ineffective and 
unable to produce the required results in studies examining the influence of WCF on learners’ overall writing achievement. However, 
several studies were conducted and offered empirical evidence advocating the effectiveness of focused/selective feedback over 
comprehensive feedback [68–70]; there are also doubts about the pedagogical and real-world applications of selective WCF in actual 
classrooms; thus, a growing number of scholars came in agreement with this stance and have questioned the ecological validity of 
targeted/focused feedback for second language classrooms if the ultimate goal of corrective feedback is to assist learners’ progress in 
overall accuracy rather than accuracy on predetermined linguistic forms, suggesting that a more thorough approach may be required 
[33,62,71]. 

On the other hand, Van Beuningen, De Jong, and Kuiken [27], maintained that writing assignments in selective CF studies 
resembled more grammar practices than authentic writing tasks, encouraging students to monitor the target feature deliberately. In a 
similar vein, studies by Ferris [62] and Hartshorn, Evans, Merrill, Sudweeks, Strong-Krause and Anderson [72] showed that focusing 
exclusively on the acquisition/learning of particular linguistic forms falls short of meeting the prospects of learners and teachers in a 
natural class environment, where they anticipate feedback on all of their linguistic features in hopes of enhancing their written 
accurateness, and as a result, the findings of these studies lack reliability and empirical support. Similarly, Lee [73] stated that 
emphasizing exclusively on a small number of linguistic faults has minimal educational value. She also noted that these studies had 
been conducted in environments more akin to laboratories than in real classroom contexts, which could make it more challenging for 
learners to practice the lessons they acquired through feedback on new writing situations. It is also evident that from a practical 
standpoint, as stated by Ferris [62] and Storch [33], focusing only on particular error types might not be sufficient if a teacher’s goal in 
correcting his students’ written work is to improve accuracy in general, not just the use of one grammatical feature. To this end, it was 
also indicated that if “a teacher’s purpose in correcting his or her students’ written work is to improve accuracy in general, not just the 
usage of one grammatical feature,” unfocused CF is more in line with the widely accepted pedagogical practice [27, p. 6]. Conse-
quently, correcting several errors can be more practical, ecologically valid, and beneficial for learners as indicated by Ferris [62] and 
Storch, [33]; this is because if learners receive some errors not corrected, they may perceive them as correct linguistic forms but they 
are not, so focused CF is not authentic in the actual classroom contexts. Likewise, students can find it confusing that some of their errors 
have been corrected while others have not, leading to the conclusion that if a study aims to improve learners’ writing skills by 
emphasizing a small number of linguistic forms, this could be an unrealistic and unachievable dream. 

In general, it can be stated that although WCF researchers provided extensive empirical evidence to shed light on the effectiveness 
of focused WCF, there is still a rising number of scholars voicing their apprehension towards this practice due to its lack of ecological 
validity [27,33,62,71,74]. From a practical perspective, L2 learners tend to commit various linguistic errors in writing, and the ul-
timate goal of teachers’ providing WCF is to improve the overall writing accuracy rather than accuracy in specific linguistic categories 
[27]. Therefore, comprehensive WCF, which corresponds to the actual WCF practices in classroom settings, may deserve due attention 
in scholarship on writing [27,62,75,76]. Though to confirm whether this works in the Ethiopian context, studies that examine the 
effects of unfocused written corrective feedback on students’ writing abilities are needed; thus, in response to these calls, the current 
study aimed to see the effects of unfocused direct written CF accompanied by metalinguistic explanations and indirect written CF on 
university entrant students’ writing achievement. 

2.5. Feedback frequency 

Feedback frequency refers to the amount of feedback given simultaneously in a single written document. Sustained and one-shot 
feedback provision strategies are the most common types that can be applied while providing WCF for L2 learners. According to 
Storch’s [33] proposal, sustained WCF is a way of CF provision strategy where feedback is continually given on several writing texts. 
Therefore, to have fruitful changes in EFL learners’ writing improvement, the researchers advised that a meaningful amount of in-
formation must be given to students for learning to occur, acknowledging educators’ natural desire to fix everything [33]. Therefore, 
how educators would respond to the writing skills demands of their students, provide adequate feedback without changing everything, 
and do it in a time frame that motivates students to utilize and apply the material is still a dubious issue. As a skill is used more, it will 
become more accurate, according to the skill acquisition principle; practice leads to proceduralization, which leads to the automation 
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of the skill [77]. Thus, in the current study, a sustained feedback provision strategy was used in which students in the experimental 
groups received written CF three times more than once to make sure that the observed changes in the post-test, if any, were continued 
further in another post-test and learners’ improvements in their writing achievement was due to the intervention or not. Using a 
sustained feedback provision strategy also allows the researchers to consider the pedagogical implications and the applicability in 
broader circumstances as it gives confirmatory evidence that the observed changes were due to the treatment the study participant 
learners received in the experimental group. 

3. Research questions 

To achieve the main goal of this study, the research questions to be addressed in this study were.  

1. Is there a statistically significant difference between the writing achievement mean scores of university students who are given 
direct WCF together with metalinguistic explanations and those who receive indirect WCF?  

2. Is there a statistically significant difference between the writing achievement mean scores of university students’ who receive direct 
WCF accompanied by metalinguistic explanations and those who are denied written corrective feedback?  

3. Is there a statistically significant difference between the writing achievement mean scores of university students’ who are provided 
with indirect written corrective feedback and those who are denied written corrective feedback? 

4. Methods 

4.1. Research design 

This study used a quasi-experimental research design that employed paragraph writing tests as data collection instruments. A true 
experiment was not used because it is not recommended for human participants as far as moral, ethical, and practical related effects are 
concerned on human participants [78]. Thus, quasi-experimental research was preferable for the current study due to its advantages in 
an actual language classroom. Data were collected through two post-tests to determine the impact of the intervention on students’ 
writing achievement. Three phases of the study typically comprise the pre-test, the first post-test and the second post-test design: (1) 
administering the pre-test that was used only as a covariate of the study and for providing feedback for study participants in the 
experimental groups, so after papers collected from the pre-test were commented and scored, this was followed with conducting the 
first post-test and measuring the dependent variable, (2) implementing the experimental treatment X on the participants and 
measuring the dependent variable, and (3) providing the second post-test, which once more measures the dependent variable of the 
study. When comparing the results of the first post-test and the second post-test, differences due to the application of the experimental 
treatment are then measured [78]. The current study lasted four weeks, during which the study participants in the intervention groups 
received a sustained unfocused WCF, and all study participant groups composed and submitted self-descriptive paragraphs three times. 

4.2. Participants 

The study participants were three intact classes of freshman students from a university located in northwest part of Ethiopia, during 
the first semester of the academic year of 2022-23. 

4.3. Sampling strategy 

However, truly randomized assignment is preferred over non-randomization in that it eliminates systematic differences that may 
already exist among groups as presented in Kirk [79] and Plonsky [80]; furthermore, Plonsky (80] pointed out that in applied lin-
guistics research, random assignment is not always feasible due to practical or ethical considerations. Hence, instructional in-
terventions in genuine learning contexts involving the utilization of intact classrooms are frequently sought by researchers studying the 
acquisition of second languages. Consequently, the threats to internal validity may be mitigated by the increased ecological validity 
provided by research in a setting that closely resembles real classroom settings where the results are used to make generalizations [81]. 
Hence, the researchers in this study used intact classes. 

Concerning the inclusion of a control group, although using a control group is often advised, it is frequently impossible to do so in 
quasi-experimental research due to practical or ethical issues [80,82]. Thus, it is very important to keep in mind that, in some cases, 
using a comparison group makes sense. To this effect, as was already insisted by researchers, using intact classes is the most 
ecologically valid setting to conduct research when examining the effects of a specific instructional intervention [80–82]. It may be 
ideal in this situation to use a a comparison group (hereafter control group) group that is taking part in regular classroom teaching and 
used as the baseline reference for the experimental condition. 

Having all these considerations in mind, the researchers in the current study used three intact classes, which means all of the 
students in each of the classes were allowed to be equally involved in the study process. As a result, using intact classes may give the 
researchers a chance to overcome the problems related to the group assignments. Therefore, in this study, three intact classes, i.e., two 
experimental groups and one control group, were participants in the study process. Therefore, the number of participants in this study 
was 135 generated from the direct group 44, in the indirect group 46, and 45 in the control group. It is very important to note that the 
participants in the control group were given compensation classes with similar materials that the study participants in the 
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experimental groups were given during the intervention classes after data collection was completed. 

4.4. Ethical considerations 

Participants in this study were guaranteed confidentiality. The researchers confirmed to the study participants that there were no 
known potential risks associated with participation in this study. Pseudonyms were employed in the current study. The participants 
were instructed not to use their real names or any other kinds of personal identification in any portions of the paragraph since it was 
believed that doing so would allow them freedom and secrecy to engage in the study. Instead, they were told to use nicknames. In 
addition, the current study was examined and approved to achieve this goal by the Ethical Clearance Committee Board of Debre Tabor 
University (Reference No. SSH/06/2014). The participants in this study provided written consent before participating in the study 
process. 

4.5. Variables of the study 

Both dependent and independent variables were included in the current study. An independent variable is a variable that influences 
the dependent variable; it may also be referred to as a variable that produces a phenomenon, whereas the dependent variable is the 
variable that is impacted by the independent variable. As a result, the dependent variable in the current study was learners’ writing 
achievement, which was supposed to be influenced by an independent variable, and the independent variable was written corrective 
feedback that was supposed to bring changes to learners’ writing achievement. 

4.6. Instruments 

In the current study, tests about self-descriptive paragraph writing were employed as a data collection tool. Using a self-descriptive 
paragraph was reasonable because writing descriptive paragraphs allows the study participant learners to write everything they know 
about themselves successfully. For that purpose, in the instructions that were provided for each participant in each of the testing 
sessions, it was stated to them what kind of information should be included in their paragraphs. Each study participant learner was 
asked to write a 150-word paragraph about him/herself within 40 min. Thus, controlled writing was the genre of writing used in the 
current study. The main argument in favour of using the control strategy in this study was that evaluating the participants’ written 
texts would be problematic if they were free to add anything to their paragraphs. For that reason, personalized and printed sheets of 
paper with directions and lists of points that the students expected to include in their paragraph writings were distributed to each of 
three self-descriptive paragraph writing test sessions, including the pre-test used for covariate of the study, the first post-test, and the 
second post-test. 

4.6.1. Reliability and validity of data collection instruments 

4.6.1.1. Construct validity. Construct validity and inter-rater reliability of the data-gathering test item were checked during the pilot 
study. In terms of validity, although a variety of validity can be checked, in this study, construct validity was checked. Construct 
validity can be understood as the ability of a test to accurately assess what it is intended to measure. With this regard, Heaton [83] 
stated that a test has construct validity if it can measure a specific quality in line with a theory of language behaviours and acquisition. 
Creswell [84] also added that construct validity is proven by examining if the results of an instrument are important, meaningful, 
useful, and have a purpose. As a result, it was determined that the testing item used in the current study has construct validity because 
it met all of the presumptions since it gave meaningful, useful, and purposeful results as intended. 

4.6.1.2. Inter-rater reliability. Reliability refers to the ability of a test to provide similar results used at different times. According to 
Drost [85], reliability refers to the ability of a measuring instrument to yield consistent results each time it is used as a measurement. 
According to Middleton [86], several types of reliability include test-retest, parallel forms, internal consistency, and inter-rater. 
However, in this study, only inter-rater reliability was used to check the instrument’s reliability. To do that, during the pilot study, 
twenty papers were randomly taken and duplicated three times for three scorers. Based on the rubric developed, each scorer scored 20 
papers. The intra-class correlation (ICC) of the items of the pre-test was calculated, and the statistical value of the ICC for the pre-test 
was found to be 0.963c, leading to the conclusion that the item has had acceptable inter-rater reliability. In line with this, scholars 
stated that the standard rule of thumb for ICC evaluation, is that a score of less than 0.40 is inadequate, a score of 0.40–0.59 is 
adequate, a score of 0.60–0.74 is acceptable, and a score of 0.75 and higher is outstanding as identified by Hallgren [87]. Hence, the 
intra-class correlation coefficient for this study was higher than 0.75; thus, it was determined that the data-collecting instrument has an 
acceptable level of inter-rater reliability. 

4.7. Procedures 

The participants and the classroom teacher were informed about the purpose of the study a week before the pre-test. Then, before 
the treatment, a pretest was administered to all participants of the study. After the participants in all groups completed and submitted 
their papers to the classroom teacher (experimenter), the experimenter collected learners’ papers, provided WCF only for the study 
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participant learners in the experimental groups, and marked all papers collected from all groups participating in the study. Then, the 
marked papers were photocopied, and the original papers were returned to the study participants so that they noticed the gaps in their 
writing skills based on the evidence given by written CF In contrast, the photocopied papers were submitted to the researchers for 
analysis. The main purpose of conducting the pre-test was to have data on the study participant learners’ language background that 
was used as a covariate for the study. 

Similarly, as was in the pretest, in the first post-test, the participants were asked to write a comparable self-descriptive paragraph a 
week after they had received feedback on their pretest papers. As was previously said, the instructions, contents to be addressed, and 
steps to be undertaken for the first post-test were all comparable throughout the study process. Similarly, papers collected from the first 
post-test were commented on and photocopied similar to the way that was done in the pretest the original papers were given to the 
participants and the copies were used for analysis. In general, procedures similar to those used in the pretest were followed during the 
first post-test. Note that feedback was given only to study participants in both experimental groups. 

The third writing test (post-test two) was identical in the genre of writing and the level of difficulty to the types of paragraphs 
learners wrote in the previous tests in the study. It was conducted two weeks after the first post-test was administered. As mentioned 
earlier, a similar procedure was followed for the second post-test. Finally, the experimenter provided feedback for learners in the 
experimental group and marked all papers from all groups; then, the papers were photocopied, and the copied papers were subse-
quently gathered and utilized for analysis. Furthermore, throughout the study, the participants were given guidance on how to 
structure a paragraph and what information to include in it. In this study, learners were given the same topic and instructions for 
paragraph writing throughout the study process. Besides these, learners in this test were given 45 min to complete a 150-word 
paragraph. 

4.8. Data analysis 

The researchers in the current study used a one-way (ANCOVA) data analysis technique to analyze the data. The reason for using a 
one-way ANCOVA was that the study involves one independent variable with different levels where two experimental groups 
including: direct written CF accompanied by metalinguistic explanations group and indirect written CF group in which these groups 
were given intervention and the control group was denied intervention from the experimenter. The second reason for using the analysis 
of covariance was to prevent the effects of other confounding variables, for instance, their linguistic background resources in the study 
process. The study also has one dependent variable, which allows for the analysis of changes in mean scores at different time points, 
such as pre-test, revision, first post-test, and second post-test, as well as investigates the variations in mean scores under various 
conditions, such as direct CF, indirect CF, and the control according to Roever & Phakiti [[88], p.154]. Therefore, a one-way ANCOVA 
was used to analyze the data from the tests to control for any possible variability in the scores of the three groups as presented in 
Pallant, [89]. In this study, throughout the analysis processes of the study, the participant groups’ pre-test writing mean score results of 
the pretest were used as covariates. This is because the covariate must be measured before the treatment or experimental manipulation 
is performed [90]. This scholar added that taking the covariate during the onset of the study is used to prevent scores on the covariate 
from also being influenced by the treatment. This technique is often used when evaluating the impact of an intervention or experi-
mental manipulation while controlling for pre-test scores [90]. SPSS version 23 was employed to analyze the data. 

5. Results 

The study’s main objective was to see the effects of unfocused direct written CF accompanied by metalinguistic explanations and 
indirect WCF, with an emphasis on both grammatical and non-grammatical language features on Freshman University students’ 
writing achievement in the context of university found in the northwest part of Ethiopia. The results of the analysis of a one-way 
ANCOVA are presented below. 

5.1. Comparing group results during the first post-test 

Table 1 presents the results from descriptive statistics during the first post-test. When the results of the study participants in the 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics showing mean score writing achievement results.  

Dependent Variable: Writing Achievement Scores across Post-test1 

WCF Post-test1 Writing Achievement Score N 

Mean Std. Deviation  

DWCF with ME 14.80 3.695 44 
IWCF 12.15 3.134 46 
Comparison Group 9.80 2.982 45 
Total 12.23 3.840 135 

DWCF = Direct Written Corrective Feedback. 
IWCF ¼ Indirect Written Corrective Feedback and. 
ME = Metalinguistic Explanations. 
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experimental groups from the first post-test were compared with those of their counterparts in the control group obtained during the 
first post-test, it was clear that the writing means achievement scores of the study participants in the experimental showed significant 
changes. As can be seen in Table 1, there were substantial differences in the writing mean achievement scores between groups 
participating in the study in the first post-test. For example, study participants in the direct group who received direct written CF 
together with metalinguistic explanations scored a mean writing achievement score of 14.80 with a standard deviation of 3.695; study 
participants in the indirect group who received indirect written CF scored a mean writing achievement score of 12.15 with a standard 
deviation of 3.134; whereas, the study participants in the control group who denied written CF scored a mean writing achievement 
score of 9.80 with a standard deviation of 2.982. It is evident from this that study participant learners’ writing performance varied 
significantly. Thus, after controlling the effects covariate, the study participant learners’ writing mean achievement scores showed 
some significant differences during the first post-test, indicating that learners in all groups performed differently in their first post-test. 
For instance, when we compare the study participant learners’ results of the direct group that received direct error correction with 
metalinguistic explanation with the control group who were denied feedback in this study and used as a baseline reference, learners in 
the experimental direct group outperformed their peers in the control group. As was shown in Table 1, learners in the direct written CF 
that received also outscored their counterparts in the indirect group who were given indirect written corrective feedback. In Table 1, it 
was also revealed that study participants in the indirect group who were given with indirect WCF performed better than their peers in 
the control group who did not receive feedback in the study. Therefore, from the results in Tables 1, it was observed that study 
participant learners in both experimental groups showed improvement when their results were compared with the results of the study 
participants in the control group. Since some variations are observed in learners’ writing mean achievement scores, hence, the results 
revealing a difference in writing mean achievement score, and performing the tests between subjects’ effects appeared necessary to 
determine whether or not the observed difference in learners’ writing mean achievement are statistically significant. 

From the results shown in Table 2, statistically significant differences between study participant groups were found. As was pre-
sented in the above table, the p-value for this analysis was found to be F(2,131) = 83.103, p = 0.001, p<α, α = 0.05, դp2> 0.559), 
providing evidence that the intervention given to research participants who were in the experimental groups resulted in statistically 
significant differences in their English language writing achievement scores. As shown in Table 2, the alpha [α] value, represented by 
the p-value, was found to be below its standard significant value level, which is α = 0.05, informing that there was a statistically salient 
difference in the study participant groups’ writing performance in the first post-test. Thus, this result demonstrates that the inter-
vention that the study participants received in the experimental groups helped learners participating in the study to enhance their 
writing performance. Moreover, the study’s eta (effect size) is found to be = 0.559, which gives us a 56 % effect size, which is a large 
effect size, implying that the study had a strong effect size based on the benchmarks given by Cohen [91], who classified it as (Partial) 
Eta Squared as η2 = 0.01 a small effect; η2 = 0.06 a medium effect; η2 = 0.14 a significant effect. Thus, in light of these benchmarks, 
the current study had a large eta effect size, meaning a statistically salient relationship was found between independent and dependent 
variables in the first post-test; this means that the independent variable of the study significantly influenced the dependent variable of 
the study (Table 2). Thus, based on this, it can be said that WCF is very important instructional ingredient in helping university entrants 
improve their writing proficiency in Ethiopian EFL context at Debre Tabor University. 

As shown in Table 3, the estimated marginal mean results were presented, and from the results, there was a change in the study 
participants’ writing achievement mean scores compared with the original means in a similar test. For instance, the participants’ 
unadjusted mean scores of the original mean in the first post-test were 14.80, 12.15, and 9.80 for the study participants in direct, 
indirect, and control groups, respectively, as presented in Table 1 above, however, the adjusted mean achievement writing score, as 
presented in Table 3, the direct group scored 14.456a, the indirect group scored 12.354a, and the control group scored 9.925a showing 
that there is still a significant difference in the participants’ writing performance after the effects of the pre-test scores were controlled 
as a covariate. Therefore, the results from the estimated marginal mean allow the researchers to better understand how the covariate 
has adjusted the original group mean scores (Table 3). Subsequently, a statistically significant difference in the participants’ writing 
achievement was found, and running Bonferroni’s pairwise comparisons was very important in identifying where the difference 
existed, a pairwise comparison is presented in the table below. 

A one-way ANCOVA for Bonferroni pairwise comparisons was computed, and the results are displayed in Table 4 to distinguish the 
difference in groups’ writing achievement since statistically significant differences in writing performance across the groups were 
found in Table 3. From the comparison made in Table 4, the participant learners in the DG who were provided with direct WCF 

Table 2 
Tests of between-subjects effects during post-test one.  

Dependent Variable: Immediate Post-test1 Writing Achievement Score 

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. Partial Eta Squared 

Corrected Model 1616.573a 3 538.858 196.462 .000 .818 
Intercept 49.122 1 49.122 17.909 .000 .120 
Pre-test score 1060.985 1 1060.985 386.824 .000 .747 
Conditions 455.872 2 227.936 83.103 .000 .559 
Error 359.309 131 2.743    
Total 22167.000 135     
Corrected Total 1975.881 134     

a. R Squared = 0.818 (Adjusted R Squared = 0.814). 
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accompanied by metalinguistic explanations outperformed their counterpart peers study participants in both the IG who received 
indirect WCF and in the CG who received no feedback. When we compare the results of the study participant learners in the direct 
written CF group who were given direct written CF with metalinguistic explanations with the study participants’ writing performance 
of IG written CF those given with only indirect WCF, the results showed that study participants in the DG outperformed their peers in 
the IG with a mean score difference of 2.102* and with a p-value = 0.001. Similarly, the study participant learners in the DG out-
performed their peers in CG with a mean score writing achievement difference of 4.531* with a p-value of 0.001, where in both cases, 
the p-value was less than α = 0.05, that implies the participants in the DG outperformed the participants in both IG and CG in the first 
post-test. Therefore, based on the results shown in Tables 4 it can be concluded that first-year students who were provided with direct 
WCF accompanied by a metalinguistic explanation showed a significant improvement in their writing achievement when their results 
were compared with their counterpart peers inboth IG and CG. 

Similarly, the participants in the IG outperformed study participant peers in the CG with a mean difference of 2.429* and with a p- 
value = 0.001, which is less than the alpha [α] standard value, which is α = 0.05, indicating that the study participant learners in the IG 
performed better in post-test one, and this implies that the changes observed in learners among learners in groups were due to the 
treatment they received. In light of these results, it can be inferred that both types of WCF are effective in assisting Ethiopian first-year 
university students; however, the extent of direct and indirect WCF assisted study participants’ learners in improving their writing 
achievements was incomparable, so learners in the direct WCF group benefited more from the treatmentd more. From this, it can be 
concluded that providing learners with direct WCF with a metalinguistic explanation is specifically important when learners have 
limitations in linguistic background knowledge, as was the case with the current study’s participants in Ethiopia. In this regard, 
Bitchener [92] contended that learners gain more from direct CF in a setting where they have had little exposure to the language. 
Moreover, Chandler [58] endorsed that offering direct WCF to EFL students who cannot recognize, differentiate, and correct their L2 
errors extends their cognitive processing time and aids in the internalization of complicated grammatical structures. Thus, the current 
study’s results go in line with Bitchener and Knoch [26], who postulated that direct WCF is beneficial because it gives students the 
first-hand experience necessary to evaluate hypotheses about the target language. 

Moreover, from the findings of this study, it can be concluded that unfocused written corrective feedback is effective in assisting 
learners to enhance their writing achievement; thus, the results from this study support the arguments made by the scholars who 
underscored the ecological invalidity of studies that focused on a limited number of errors for the L2 classroom [33,62,71]. In line with 
this, Ferris [62] extends her stance by questioning whether the impact of highly targeted error categories could be extrapolated to 
improving students’ overall writing abilities in favour of unfocused WCF. This was also claimed in earlier studies, which commented 
that comprehensive CF is effective because it aids L2 students in becoming more aware of all the errors they have made and prevents 
them from building inaccurate linguistic structures in their interlanguage system [93]. It is also very detrimental that if learners 
received feedback on some limited linguistic errors while others were left uncorrected, learners could generalize that they are correct 

Table 3 
Comparison of Original and Estimate Marginal Means during the Post-test one.  

Dependent Variable: Immediate Post-test1 Writing Achievement Score  

Mean Std. Error 95 % Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Direct WCF with ME 14.456a .250 13.961 14.951 
Indirect WCF 12.354a .244 11.871 12.838 
Comparison Group 9.925a .247 9.437 10.414 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: Pre-test Writing Achievement Score = 9.47. 

Table 4 
Bonferroni pairwise comparisons during post-test one.  

Dependent Variable: Immediate Post-test1 Writing Achievement Score 

(I) written corrective feedback (J) written corrective feedback Mean Difference (I-J) Std. Error Sig.b 95 % Confidence Interval for Differenceb 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

DWCF with ME Indirect WCF 2.102* .350 .000 1.252 2.951 
Comparison Group 4.531* .352 .000 3.677 5.384 

IWCF Direct WCF with ME − 2.102* .350 .000 − 2.951 − 1.252 
Comparison Group 2.429* .347 .000 1.587 3.271 

Comparison Group Direct WCF with ME − 4.531* .352 .000 − 5.384 − 3.677 
Indirect WCF − 2.429* .347 .000 − 3.271 − 1.587 

Based on estimated marginal means. 
*. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 
b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni. 
IWCF = Indirect Written Corrective Feedback. 
DWCF = Direct Written Corrective Feedback. 
ME = Metalinguistic Explanation. 
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on the unfixed linguistic structures although they are not, which can lead them to fossilize the deviant language structures since they 
do not receive CF on them (Table 4). 

5.2. Comparing group results during the second post-test 

From the results in Table 5, study participants’ mean score writing achievement showed significant variation across groups 
participating in the study. For instance, the study participant learners in the direct group’s mean writing achievement was 16.86 with a 
standard deviation of 3.645, showing a noticeable change compared with the results of study participants in the indirect group whose 
mean score of writing achievement was 14.00 and with 3.419 standard deviation and control group whose mean writing achievement 
score which was mean of 9.96 and standard deviation of 3.96 that showed negligible changes compared with the study participant 
learners’ mean writing achievement in the experimental groups. In addition, when we compare the results of the second post-test with 
the first post-test learners in the experimental groups, they showed significant improvements in their mean writing achievement score 
than those in the control group. To this effect, a one-way ANCOVA was carried out and displayed below to see if the observed changes 
in groups’ mean achievement scores are statistically significant or not. 

For the second post-test, a one-way ANCOVA was performed to determine whether the observed mean writing achievement score 
difference was considered to be statistically significant or not. Additionally, it was used to confirm that the improvements in the 
experimental groups’ performance that were seen in the first post-test following their treatment continued in the second post-test, 
which was administered following another intervention on the paragraphs they had written for the first post-test. As depicted in 
Table 6, a statistically significant difference was found in the study participant students’ writing achievement scores during the second 
post-test, confirming that learners’ writing skills can be further enhanced if they are given continuous feedback. In this test, the p-value 
was found to be F(2,131) = 80.996, p = 0.001, p<α, α = 0.05, դp2> 0.553), which is less than the standard alpha value level that is 
0.05, indicating that there was a statistically significant difference in the study participant groups’ writing performance. In addition to 
this, the study’s eta (effect size) was also found to be = 0.553, which gives us a 55 % effect size, implying that the study had a robust 
substantial effect size based on the benchmarks provided by Cohen [91], whose details are explained above. Thus, it can be inferred 
that there was a statistically meaningful improvement in the participants’ writing achievement in the experimental groups who 
received feedback during the second post-test as was in the first post-test. Thus, the results in the second post-test were used to confirm 
the observed changes in the first post-test were due to the intervention the study participants received in the experimental groups. 
Consequently, in light of this, it can be concluded that if learners are provided with a sustained CF in their writing, they can enhance 
their writing performance until their writing texts become error-free. Therefore, conducting and further inspecting the unadjusted 
mean with the estimated mean can give us a further understanding of the changes observed in the analysis made in the second post-test. 

The unadjusted writing achievement mean scores for the direct, indirect, and control groups during the second post-test, as shown 
in Table 5, were 16.86, 14.00, and 9.96, respectively, demonstrating that there were still discernible differences in the study 
participant groups’ writing achievement scores. In the same way, the study participant groups’ unadjusted writing achievement mean 
scores for the direct group, indirect group, and control group also showed differences in groups as were revealed in Table 7, 16.531a, 
14.198a, and10.078a, respectively, during the second post-test. The results presented in Table 7 suggested that there were still sta-
tistically significant differences in their writing performance. To find out where the difference was found, conducting Bonferroni’s 
Pairwise Comparisons was found to be essential, and it was conducted and presented below. 

As shown in Table 8, the results from Bonferroni’s Pairwise Comparisons in the second post-test revealed that there were statis-
tically significant variances in the study participating groups’ writing performance in the direct WCF compared with the performance 
of the participants groups in the indirect and control groups. As demonstrated in Table 8, the study participants in the DG given direct 
WCF accompanied by metalinguistic outperformed their peers in the IG that received indirect WCF with a mean difference of 2.333* 
and with a p-value = 0.001, suggesting that there was a statistically noticeable difference in the participants’ writing achievement in 
the direct and indirect groups. Similarly, the results showed that the participants in the DG outperformed their counterparts in the CG 
with a mean difference of 6.453* and p-value = 0.001, demonstrating that there was a meaningful difference in the writing 
achievement of the participants between those who received unfocused direct feedback with a metalinguistic explanation and those 
who did not receive feedback. 

Likewise, considerable statistical variations were found in the study participants’ writing achievement between the learners in the 
indirect group who received treatment and the control group who were denied feedback. As displayed in Table 8, the participants in 
the IG outscored their counterparts in the control group with a mean score difference of 4.120*and with a p-value of 0.001, which is 
less than the standard value of alpha (α) that is 0.05, indicating that there was a statistically significant difference in study participants’ 

Table 5 
Descriptive statistics showing mean score writing achievement results dependent variable: Writing achievement scores across 
Post-test2.  

Post-test1 Writing Achievement Score N 

WCF Mean Std. Deviation  

DWCF with ME 16.86 
14.00 

3.645 44 
IWCF 3.419 46 
Comparison Group 9.96 3.960 45 
Total 13.59 4.621 135  
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writing achievement who received indirect WCF and those who did not. Thus, it can be inferred from this that comprehensive direct 
WCF together with metalinguistic explanations and indirect WCF are both effective pedagogical tools in enhancing Ethiopian first-year 
university students’ writing achievement; moreover, the findings indicated that direct WCF was superior to indirect WCF in helping 
learners improve their writing skills (Table 8). 

Table 9 presents univariate tests from both post-tests. Based on the information presented in Tables 9, it can be concluded that 
written CF is an effective ingredient in EFL writing classes in the Ethiopian context. In both post-tests, statistically significant dif-
ferences were found between groups’ writing achievement, as indicated in the analysis made above. For instance, in the first post-test 

Table 6 
Comparing Between-Subjects Effects test scores during the Second Post-test.  

Dependent Variable: Immediate Post-test 2 Writing Achievement Score 

Source Type III Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. Partial Eta Squared 

Corrected Model 2093.042a 3 697.681 119.048 .000 .732 
Intercept 141.180 1 141.180 24.090 .000 .155 
Pre-test score 1019.365 1 1019.365 173.938 .000 .570 
Conditions 949.355 2 474.677 80.996 .000 .553 
Error 767.728 131 5.861    
Total 27776.000 135     
Corrected Total 2860.770 134     

a. R Squared = 0.732 (Adjusted R Squared = 0.725). 

Table 7 
Estimated marginal means during Post-test Two.  

Dependent Variable: Immediate Post-test2 Writing Achievement Score 

Written Corrective Feedback Mean Std. Error 95 % Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

DWCF with ME 16.531a .366 15.807 17.255 
IWCF 14.198a .357 13.492 14.905 
Comparison Group 10.078a .361 9.364 10.792 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: Pre-test Writing Achievement Score = 9.47. 

Table 8 
Bonferroni Pairwise Comparisons (Post-hoc Analysis) during Post-test two.  

Dependent Variable: Immediate Post-test2 Writing Achievement Score 

(I) written corrective feedback (J) written corrective feedback Mean Difference (I-J) Std. Error Sig.b 95 % Confidence Interval for Differenceb 

Lower Bound Upper 
Bound 

DWCF with ME Indirect WCF 2.333* .512 .000 1.091 3.574 
Comparison Group 6.453* .514 .000 5.205 7.700 

IWCF Direct WCF with ME − 2.333* .512 .000 − 3.574 − 1.091 
Comparison Group 4.120* .508 .000 2.889 5.351 

Comparison Group Direct WCF with ME − 6.453* .514 .000 − 7.700 − 5.205 
Indirect WCF − 4.120* .508 .000 − 5.351 − 2.889 

Based on estimated marginal means *. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 
b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni. 
DWCF = Direct Written Corrective Feedback, IWCF =Indirect Written Corrective Feedback and ME = Metalinguistic Explanation. 

Table 9 
Univariate tests for both post-test one and two.  

Dependent Variable: Immediate Post-test1&2 Writing Achievement Score 

Immediate Post-test1 Writing Achievement Score Immediate Post-test2 Writing Achievement Score  

Sum of 
Squares 

Df Mean 
Square 

F Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared 

Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F Sig. Partial Eta 
Squared 

Contrast 455.872 2 227.936 83.103 .000 .559 949.355 2 474.677 80.996 .000 .553 
Error 359.309 131 2.743    767.728 131 5.861    

The F tests the effect of written corrective feedback. 
This test is based on the linearly independent pairwise comparisons among the estimated marginal means. 
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the alpha [α] is given that F(2,131) = 83.103, p = 0.001, p<α, where α = 0.05, դp2> 0.559), and F(2,131) = 80.996, p = 0.001, p<α, 
where α = 0.05, դp2> 0.553) demonstrating that there was a statistically significant difference in the writing performance of the 
participants during the first post-test and the second post-test respectively with a strong eta effect size that can also be stated η, η2p >
0.553, and it gave us 56 % eta effect size in the first post-test and η, η2p > 0.553 yielded 55% eta effect size in the second post-test. 
These effect sizes indicate that there was substantially significant effect size value, which led to the conclusion that the relationship 
between variables was powerful during the first post-test. In general, it can be claimed that in the context of Ethiopian freshman 
university students, providing WCF plays an invaluable role in assisting them in enhancing their writing skills (Table 9). 

6. Discussion 

The role of CF has been a contentious issue for an extended period in EFL research and SLA history. For instance, Truscott [14] was 
found to be a renowned and frontrunner scholar in having the most extremist viewpoints on any role WCF has in language classrooms. 
Other scholars in language instruction such as Kepner [94] and Sheppard [95] have the same viewpoints as Truscott on the role of WCF 
in second or foreign language learning. Although these scholars downplay the role of WCF in L2 classes, the results from the current 
study appeared to contradict their assumptions and demonstrate that WCF is a highly effective pedagogical tool that supports learners 
in identifying their interlanguage strengths and weaknesses, and based on the evidence they have via CF, they can overcome writing 
challenges they have in their target language performance. Thus, the current study’s results align with study findings that found that 
WCF is a productive language instruction that facilitates EFL students [17,58,60,61]. Consequently, the current study’s results found to 
substantiate the study results from scholars like Lee [16], who reached the consensus that corrective feedback is unquestionably 
necessary to facilitate L2 knowledge because mistakes and errors are expected at all stages of learning, despite shifting perceptions 
about what constitutes effective and meaningful feedback for students. 

When it comes to the study’s research questions, the first research question was (Is there a statistically significant difference found 
in students’ writing achievement between learners in the direct group provided direct WCF accompanied by metalinguistic expla-
nations from those who received indirect written corrective feedback?) the results indicated a statistically significant difference be-
tween the study participants who received direct WCF accompanied by an explanation and those who were just given indirect written 
CF. As was presented above in Tables 4 and 8, learners in the direct group outscored their peers in the indirect group by a mean 
difference of 2.102* and with a p-value of 0.001 in the first post-test and with a mean difference of 2.333* and with a p-value of 0.001 
in the second post-test demonstrating that learners in the direct accompanied by a metalinguistic explanations benefited more from the 
written corrective feedback that the experimental groups received in the study. 

The second research question was about (Is there a statistically significant difference in learners’ writing achievement between 
those in a direct group who received direct WCF accompanied by metalinguistic explanations and those in a control group who were 
denied corrective feedback on their written text?) The results showed that there was a statistically significant difference in the writing 
performance of the participant groups. For instance, the participants in the DG who were given direct correction accompanied by 
linguistic illustrations outperformed their peers in the CG who received no feedback with a mean score difference of 4.531* and with a 
p-value of 0.001 where the p-value is less than α = 0.05, in the first post-test and with a mean difference of 6.453* and with a p-value =
0.00, in the second post-test, implying that the study participant learners in the DG those provided with direct WCF accompanied by 
metalinguistic explanations outperformed the study participants in the CG who received no feedback in the first post-test. Thus, from 
the results, it could be concluded that there were statistically significant differences between the participants who received direct WCF 
accompanied with a metalinguistic explanation and those who were denied feedback. This was also indicated in a study by Wondim 
et al. [28], who showed that learners in the direct WCF group performed better compared with other participant groups in their 
research; however, they failed to give a clear difference between study participant groups’ writing performance. 

Regarding thethird research question, which was about (Is there any statistically significant difference in learners’ writing 
achievement between students in the indirect group receiving indirect WCF and those in the control group who are denied corrective 
feedback?) The results indicated that a statistically significant difference was found between the participants who received indirect 
WCF and those in the control group who received no feedback. As presented in Table 8, the participants who received indirect WCF 
outperformed their counterparts in the CG who received no feedback on their writing achievement with a mean score difference of 
2.429* and with a p-value = 0.001 in the first post-test, indicating that the participants in the IG performed better in the first post-test, 
and this implies that although indirect WCF was not as effective as direct WCF in helping L2 learners, it plays a key role in assisting 
learners to improve their writing skills. Similarly, in the second post-test, the participants in the indirect group who were provided with 
indirect WCF outperformed their peers in the control group who received no CF. The findings showed that there were statistically 
significant differences between the participants who received indirect CF and those who provided no feedback. In Table 8 the analysis 
of Bonferroni Pairwise Comparisons was presented. As presented in this table when the participants’ mean writing achievement in the 
CG was subtracted from the participants ‘mean writing achievement of the IG, it yielded 4.120* indicating a noticeable difference in 
learners’ writing performance in these groups. This was also confirmed by a p-value = 0.001, which is less than the standard value of 
alpha (α) is 0.05, which confirms that statistically significant changes in the participants’ writing achievement were found between 
those who received indirect WCF and those who did not receive it. In short, from the results of the study, it can be concluded that 
indirect WCF is an effective type of WCF that has the potential to help Ethiopian first-year university students; however, direct WCF 
found to be more effective than indirect WCF in helping Ethiopian university entrants improve their writing achievement. 

However, the usefulness of WCF in enhancing students’ writing correctness in second language learning has long been a topic of 
intense debate; for instance, some scholars have contended that WCF is useful for L2 writing practice [17,58,60–62], on the other hand, 
others disagree with this stance and argue that it should not be used in L2 classrooms [14,34,94]. The results of the current study 
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appeared in supporting those works that believe that WCF plays a crucial role in helping students improve their writing abilities. 
Therefore, based on a cognitive and psycholinguistic framework in SLA, the focus appears to be shifting toward written corrective 
feedback’s potential to support learners’ interlanguage development and determine whether L2 learning is possible when written 
corrective feedback is presented and acted upon [26,61,68]. Thus, the results from the current study provide further empirical evi-
dence in support of the efficacy of WCF, and it also adds some convincing knowledge to the literature on the effectiveness of different 
types of WCF. Therefore, these results substantiate the results of earlier studies that found that direct WCF is more effective in assisting 
students with lower linguistic proficiency levels since they have a relatively inadequate linguistic background as indicated by Bakri 
[96] and Bitchener [92]. 

Additionally, this study refutes the Truscott-proposed avoidance phenomena using the analyses of Van Beuningen et al.’s [27] 
study, whose findings suggest that comprehensive CF is a useful educational tool that teachers can use to help L2 learners improve their 
written accuracy over time consistent with the results of the current study. Furthermore, the study’s results agree with those of earlier 
studies that advocate the effectiveness of direct WCF in helping L2 learners enhance their writing quality. In line with this, scholars 
contended that the learners receiving direct WCF could instantaneously internalize and be familiar with correction and the form; 
conversely, those whose texts were revised via indirect CF were incapable of doing so since they did not know whether their own 
hypothesized correction was indeed accurate [97]. 

7. Implications 

From the results of the study, the following implications were forwarded. Thus, in light of the study’s results, it was observed that 
WCF is a tremendously helpful pedagogical tool in helping first-year university students improve their writing performance. Conse-
quently, it was concluded WCF can play a pivotal role in assisting to enhance Ethiopian EFL learners to be successful students in their 
target language writing abilities and their SLA, which is directly linked with their academic achievement in general. To this end, 
scholars opined that writing is such an essential part of learning English as a foreign language (EFL) that it is necessary to help students 
succeed academically as presented in Aliyu [98]. As a result, one of the most important indicators of undergraduate students’ academic 
performance is their writing ability [99,100]. Therefore, this skill helps learners in succeeding in their SLA in particular and academic 
achievement in general. After all, writing is one of the macro skills that helps learners build their grammar and enrich their vocabulary, 
which can help them succeed in other content subjects. In line with this, it was stated that writing is a skill that plays a crucial role in 
educational settings as the most used mode of communication between teachers and students next to oral communication [28]. 

Therefore, to ensure improvements in writing skills, this skills must be assessed at each step of writing. Consequently, it is essential 
to continuously and formatively provide comments and feedback on writing tasks to strengthen writing skills [101]. For writers to 
become proficient in writing in their first language (L1), second language (L2), and especially foreign language (FL), it is crucial to offer 
them ongoing, formative feedback. Therefore, the principal objective of this study was to assist students in becoming effective and 
efficient writers who could easily, effortlessly, and convincingly articulate their ideas. It is also evident that the results have some 
pedagogical implications because one of the primary objectives of teaching foreign languages is to build communicative competence 
and to provide students with the ability to use languages for communication [102]. Therefore, to allow students of various levels to 
utilize the target language structures effectively, it is necessary to implement well-designed teaching processes, actively involve in-
structors and students, provide useful feedback in various ways, and employ effective teaching approaches [103]. In light of this, the 
researchers in the current study advise practitioners to utilize WCF by taking into account the important pedagogical concerns related 
to the delivery of WCF, such as what, when, where, and how of delivering and how often it should be given. This was also a concern of 
earlier studies that investigated questions concerning the reasons for correcting errors, which errors should be corrected, when (in 
which phase of writing), and how and who should correct them [104]. 

Therefore, the current study’s findings have consequential effects in practice for SLA since L2 teachers can utilize extensive error 
corrections in their writing classes to enhance their students’ writing performance in creating L2 material at the level they anticipate 
from their learners. Even though this kind of feedback entails identifying and fixing all grammatical and non-grammatical errors in the 
students’ writing, it was more surprising to find that giving learners direct corrections of the errors with metalinguistic explanations – 
giving brief rules or notes to explain the reasons for the corrections was found to be the most effective method for assisting students in 
enhancing their written text. Therefore, by providing this kind of feedback, L2 teachers can assist their students in precluding errors 
beingfossilized and improving their writing abilities. 

8. Limitations and recommendations of the study 

The study did not consider any other kinds of feedback; it merely focused on two types of feedback: direct WCF accompanied by 
metalinguistic explanations and indirect WCF; therefore, it is uncertain how efficient this feedback is compared to other forms of 
feedback. 

The study only assessed the participants’ ability to write paragraphs while creating L2 content right after getting comments. It is 
unknown if the feedback’s effects will remain or be transferrable to other writing assignments once a considerable amount of time has 
passed after the learners have got it. 

In this study, only the unfocused WCF provision strategy gained emphasis, so it is unknown if the comparison of an unfocused 
approach with a focused WCF approach is considered. 

The study did not consider methodological, learner, and context variables in its investigations, so it is unknown if the study was 
conducted by considering these variables in its design. 
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The study only focused on teacher-initiated feedback; therefore, it excluded peer feedback and self-feedback on learners’ writing 
capabilities; thus, further studies are recommended to include these variables in their investigations. 

Therefore, in light of the previously mentioned limitations of the study, additional studies are needed in the future on the following 
few potential new developments.  

F095 Above, it was made clear that this study only looked at the effects of direct WCF with metalinguistic explanations and indirect 
WCF on students’ writing achievement; consequently, it is suggested that future researchers consider different types of written 
CF such as peer and self-correction as doing so may help them gain a better understanding of these areas of concern.  

F095 Future studies are advised to examine the impacts of focused and unfocused WCF strategies on learners’ writing to have a better 
understanding of how WCF affects students’ writing skills.  

F095 It is recommended that future researchers take into account the influence of methodological, learner, and contextual variables 
on the findings of their study when doing a study on a comparable topic.  

F095 We also recommend investigating the long-term and transfer effects of feedback long-term and transfer effects on L2 writing 
abilities to provide more knowledge in these areas of concern.  

F095 It is also suggested that future researchers investigate the use of technology-based feedback tools, such as automatic error- 
correction software or online writing coaches, to give L2 learners more efficient and customized feedback for each individual. 

9. Conclusions 

The study’s results clearly show that WCF is a viable tool that assists university entrants in learning to write and enhance their 
writing abilities in English language. Therefore, the study’s results have bolstered the knowledge in the area of WCF in improving 
learners’ writing performance in Ethiopian EFL contexts, specifically in first-year university students’ English language writing 
achievement. Based on the study’s results, it can be concluded that both direct and indirect forms of WCF can highly influence 
Ethiopian university entrants’ writing a. Moreover, the study’s findings demonstrate that participants in the direct group who received 
direct WCF accompanied by metalinguistic explanations of the corrected errors outperformed those participants in the indirect group 
who received only indirect WCF and the participants in the control group who were denied feedback; thus, the results are informative 
that if EFL learners in Ethiopia context are given with direct WCF accompanied by metalinguistic explanations can be benefited the 
most from the WCF in enhancing their writing abilities. As a result, the study shows that providing explicit WCF and supplementing the 
corrections with some explanations is much better than using alternative CF provisions in EFL circumstances when learners lack 
certain crucial language resources. 

Additionally, it was noted from the study’s findings that students in the indirect group who were only given indirect WCF 
(underlining or circling) ill-formed linguistic structures outperformed their counterparts in the control group who were denied WCF on 
their paragraph writing. This might be interpreted as supporting the claim given above that learners in the direct and indirect 
experimental groups benefitted more from written corrective feedback. In general, it was concluded that WCF plays a facilitative role 
in enhancing EFL students’ writing achievement. Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that university EFL instructors can employ 
unfocused written corrective feedback while editing students’ written work. Moreover, they can also use both direct and indirect WCF; 
however, if they want to aid their students more, they are encouraged to use direct WCF accompanied by metalinguistic explanations 
where students can receive all correctable errors and justifications about the corrections methods are supplemented. 
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