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Introduction
I first became interested in grammatical feedback during one of my courses last semester.  The class was entitled Teaching Second Language Writing.  A few chapters of the course material were devoted to how to provide feedback on content and form in a second language writing classroom.  More of the material, however, was focused on giving feedback on the content of a paper rather than the form or grammatical aspects.  This gap left me curious about the result of research concerning grammatical feedback.  As an aspiring English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher, I am particularly interested in grammatical feedback in the college ESL classroom.

First I want to look into what practices current teachers use to provide grammatical feedback.  My research question, then, is how do different ESL instructors address grammatical errors in the ESL college classroom?  To address this question I reviewed the literature and created a survey asking ESL teachers about their approach to grammatical feedback.  The literature was somewhat sparse concerning this topic, but the results from the survey helped provide a clearer picture of common teacher practices.

After finding out which grammatical feedback practices teachers employ, the next step is to determine which practices are most effective for student learning.  My second research question is:  what are the most effective ways to address grammatical errors in the ESL college classroom?  The term “most effective ways” refers to the approaches that are most likely to lead to students learning to use the grammatical items correctly after receiving the feedback.  Due to time and resource limitations, I have addressed this research question purely through a review of the relevant literature, of which there is a wealth.
This inquiry project focuses on grammatical errors in writing, although there are a few questions in the survey that pertain to oral errors as well.  I am particularly interested in grammatical errors in writing because writing is such a large part of a student’s academic career.  The more we as teachers know about effective feedback on writing, the better we can prepare our students for academia.  Although I provide an overview of past research on the topic, I concentrate on more recent research, which is more relevant to the current college ESL classroom. 
To provide some answers to my first research question of the common methods teachers use to respond to ESL grammatical errors, I reviewed the recent literature (studies published in approximately the last ten years).  In regard to feedback on grammatical form, Williams (2003) describes the most common methods as the following:  direct correction of the errors (the teacher writes the correct form above the error), editing or proofreading marks to indicate the location and type of error, and marking the location but not the type of the error (e.g. underlining the errors).  
ESL Teacher Survey
After learning about the most common practices, I wanted to find out what practices current ESL teachers are using, and see if these findings are consistent with the research. To explore this more, I created an online survey consisting of 13 questions.  The first question was a multiple choice question, and the remaining questions were all in short answer format.  This survey delved into more specific areas of grammatical feedback than the most common methods.  I sent the survey to approximately ten ESL teachers who have taught or are teaching ESL at the college level.  The group of teachers who received the survey includes both native and non-native English speakers, and both novice and more experienced teachers.  I have received about five responses.  The survey results are anonymous; I can view the responses to each question, but am not aware of which respondent provided each answer.  
Below is a table showing an overview of the survey and the results provided by the respondents.  Both questions and responses are merely summaries of those on the survey.  When possible, some questions have been merged, and the responses shown represent the majority of the answers given.  Where some differences in responses exist, multiple responses are shown.  
Table 1

Survey Questions and Results

	Question
	Response

	On what types of written assignments do you provide grammatical feedback?
	Drafts of papers; most writing assignments

	Do you respond to all errors or only some?
	Only those that mislead the meaning of the writing

	How do you respond to errors?
	Editing marks; comment in the margins

	If you use peer review, do the students provide grammatical feedback?  How?
	Give students a list of specific grammatical errors to look for; students provide grammatical feedback using any method they choose

	Do you provide feedback to different students differently?
	High level students receive more error feedback, low level students receive more explanation

	Do grammatical errors affect grades?
	Usually yes; some types of errors affect grades more than others

	How do you address spoken grammatical errors?
	Only correct those that cause communication breakdown

	Do you follow-up with errors in the classroom?
	Students correct the grammatical errors in their  papers in class; teacher addresses common errors in class

	Has your approach to grammatical feedback changed over time?  If so, how?
	At first tried to correct all grammatical errors, now only egregious errors are corrected


In general, the teachers surveyed give grammatical feedback on drafts of papers, only respond to errors that might lead to communication breakdown or misunderstanding on the part of the reader, and use editing marks to respond to those errors.  The use of editing marks is consistent with the most common practices of error feedback described by Williams (2003.)  Considering this information about what teachers are doing in response to students’ grammatical errors, the next step was to find out which of these approaches is most effective.  However, after reviewing some of the literature, I was surprised to discover that the issue I should first be exploring was not what method of grammar feedback was most effective, but rather if teachers should even provide grammatical feedback.  
Literature Review
Some researchers in the 1980s and 1990s found that giving feedback on grammatical errors was not effective in aiding students’ learning of grammatical forms (e.g. Semke, 1984; Hillocks, 1986; Kepner, 1991; and Sheppard, 1992).  Sheppard (1992), for example, did a study comparing the effects of giving feedback on content and feedback on form.  He divided a group of 26 college ESL students in half.  He provided feedback on form for the first group’s essays, and feedback on content for the second group’s essays.  The results showed that the students who were given feedback only on form showed less improvement in their grammar than those who were given feedback only on content.  
Taking the stance against grammatical feedback one step further, Truscott (1996) argues that grammatical correction is not only ineffective, but should be abandoned entirely. Truscott offers support for his argument in a variety of forms.  First, he provides the results of previous research (such as the aforementioned studies) which demonstrate the inefficacy of grammatical feedback.  Next, he describes some theoretical reasons that grammatical feedback would not be effective.  For example, he asserts that, “the acquisition of a grammatical structure is a gradual process, not a sudden discovery as the intuitive view of correction would imply” (p. 342).  Finally, he discusses the damaging effects of grammatical correction.  Students who receive grammatical feedback not only have more stress related to writing but are also less likely to have a positive view of writing than those students who receive feedback on content only.
Although these studies have found grammatical feedback to be ineffective, Cohen (1987) found that students both expected and desired teachers’ feedback on form more than their feedback on content.  The students also reported that teachers gave more feedback on grammar than content, and that they (the students) in turn devoted more of their time responding to errors than responding to content.  Montgomery and Baker (2007) did a study comparing the types of feedback teachers provide with their perceptions of the types of feedback they provide.  The teachers filled out a survey detailing how much feedback on form and feedback on content they provide on student papers.  Then the researchers reviewed actual teacher comments on student papers.  Their results showed that teachers gave more feedback on form than content, despite survey results to the contrary.  It seems that students do want grammatical feedback, and teachers may be providing more feedback on form than they realize.
In contrast to the previous research on feedback, the results of most research done in the past ten years have found grammatical feedback to be effective (e.g. Chandler, 2003, Williams, 2003, Sheen, 2009, and Bitchener, et al., 2005).  Chandler’s research consisted of two studies.  The first study was designed to determine the efficacy of error correction, while the second compared the effectiveness of different types of error correction.  In the first study, one class of 16 ESL students was designated the control group and did not receive feedback on grammatical errors until the end of the semester.  The experimental group consisted of 15 ESL students at the same proficiency level as the first group.  For the experimental group, the teacher underlined the errors in the students’ papers, the students corrected their errors, and the teacher then made direct corrections of any remaining errors.  
Both groups of students wrote five papers over the course of the semester.  The students’ grammatical accuracy was determined by counting the number of errors per 100 words.  In comparing the average grammatical accuracy of the control group on the first paper and the final paper, Chandler found no statistically significant difference.  However, the average grammatical accuracy of the experimental group significantly improved.  These results indicate that it is effective to mark students’ grammatical errors, in the case that students are then required to correct their errors. 
Having concluded that grammatical feedback can be effective, Chandler continued with his second study which compared four different types of feedback:  direct correction (writing the correct form above the error), underlining the error and describing the type of error (describing whether the error is related to verb form or subject-verb agreement, for example), describing the type of error only, and underlining only.  In this study, the ESL students (from the same type of course as those in the first study but different students) again wrote five papers.  Each student received one of the types of feedback on each paper.  On the next paper, the students received a different type of feedback (students did not receive the types of feedback in the same order, however).  
Students’ grammatical accuracies after receiving the different types of feedback were compared.  The results showed that both underlining only and direct correction significantly improved students’ grammatical accuracy, while marking the type of error did not lead to an improvement in grammatical accuracy.  Williams (2003) confirms this.  He notes that “when students receive[d] grammar feedback that indicated the place but not type of errors, the students significantly improved their grammar scores on subsequent rewrites of the papers” (What is Working section, para. 1).
Sheen (2009) also conducted research comparing the efficacy of various types of feedback.  The study consisted of 80 students at a university ESL program.  The students were divided into four groups, each of which received a different type of feedback.  The first group received focused corrective feedback, meaning that they received direct correction on only one grammatical aspect (articles).  The second group received unfocused corrective feedback; they were given direct correction on five different grammatical forms (articles, the copula ‘be’, regular past tense verbs, irregular past tense verbs, and prepositions).  The third group, designated the written practice group, received no corrective feedback, but spent time in class practicing writing tasks.  The final group was the control group, in which the students were not given any corrective feedback and did not participate in any extra writing tasks.  
The study was conducted over the course of a semester, and the students completed a pretest, several writing tasks on which they received the various types of feedback, and two posttests.  The results indicated that all three of the experimental feedback groups made gains in grammatical accuracy by the end of the semester.  In addition, the focused corrective feedback group improved the most in grammatical accuracy in both article usage and the other four grammatical categories.  The next highest grammatical improvement was shown by the written practice group, followed by the unfocused corrective feedback group, and finally the control group.  Generally speaking, focused corrective feedback was shown to be effective, while unfocused corrective feedback may not be an effective feedback strategy.  
A recent proponent of the value of grammatical feedback, John Bitchener, has performed several studies investigating grammatical feedback (e.g. Bitchener, et al., 2005, Bitchener & Knoch, 2009, Bitchener & Knoch, 2010).  In his 2005 study, Bitchener placed ESL students into three groups:  the first group received direct correction of their grammatical errors followed by a conference with the teacher discussing the errors, the second group received direct correction only, and the third group, the control group, received no feedback on grammar, only feedback on content.  Feedback was provided on three grammatical aspects:  articles, prepositions, and simple past tense verbs.  The results indicated that while the group that received direct correction and conferencing improved their grammatical accuracy significantly with regard to simple past verb tense and articles, there was no improvement in the use of prepositions.  Bitchener concludes that this method of error correction is effective for addressing rule-based grammar (i.e. articles and verb tense), but is not effective when it comes to item-based grammar (i.e. prepositions).  
In addition to the conclusions from the previous research, some general advice can be discerned from the literature.  For example, both Ferris and Hedgcock (2009) and Sheen (2009) advise against responding to every error on every draft of a paper.  Too much grammatical feedback can be overwhelming and more than the student can process. That type of feedback can also be stressful or discouraging for students.  Walvoord & Anderson (2010) suggest that, in response to students’ grammatical errors (including both ESL and native English speaking students), teachers should mark only “egregious errors” (p. 100).  An explanation of what constitutes an “egregious error” is not provided, but it most cases this would refer to errors that interfere with communication or lead to misunderstanding.  

Ferris (2003) also cautions against focusing on grammatical corrections on the first draft of a paper.  This suggestion is mainly for the teacher’s benefit.  If the students change the content of their paper from the first draft to the next, the teacher’s grammatical corrections may have been rendered irrelevant.  Another reason for avoiding a focus on grammatical feedback on the first draft is that if the instructor focuses on grammar, the students will also focus on grammar, and may avoid changing the content of their papers.  Ferris (2009) also advises that teachers may provide both feedback on content and feedback on form on the same paper.  The two types of feedback do not detract from one another as long as the feedback on grammar is not overwhelming.  
Conclusion
While much of the research conducted in the 1980s and 1990s on the topic of grammatical feedback suggested that such feedback was ineffective, recent research on the topic has suggested otherwise.  The earlier research tended to utilize only one form of feedback and conclude that all grammatical feedback was ineffective based on the failure of that method.  However, later research found that certain types of grammatical error correction are more effective than others.  Students are also able to correct certain types of grammatical forms more readily than others.  
The results of my survey indicated that the ESL teachers who participated in the survey used similar error correction practices as the common methods cited in the literature.  However, these methods were not always the most effective types of error feedback.  If teachers of ESL are to impact students’ grammatical learning in the most efficient ways, they must be made aware of the most effective practices of grammatical error correction.  Bridging the gap between research and practice is critical for the grammatical success of ESL students.  I personally plan to implement this knowledge about the effective practices of grammatical feedback into my own ESL classroom, using the methods found to be most effective for students’ learning.
One relevant area of research that could be examined in the future is the connection between individual differences in ESL learners and the effectiveness of error correction techniques.  For example, is one method more effective for a low-level student and another for a higher-level student?  Or is a particular feedback practice more suited for students from one nationality as opposed to another?  In addition, it would be helpful to see some of the types of feedback used on a larger scale, such as program-wide, instead of in a single classroom.  Although past research has not revealed one definitive answer about the most effective grammatical feedback practices, the research has discovered some effective practices, and future research will help further develop our understanding of grammatical feedback.  
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