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Abstract

This paper examines the effect of written corrective feedback (WCF) on eliminating
sentence-initial conjunctions (SICs) from paragraphs written by Japanese univer-
sity students in an English as a foreign language course. Research has shown that
East Asian learners tend to overuse SICs, and the paper first discusses possible mo-
tivations for doing so. The paper then addresses WCF, analyzing the arguments for
and against it while providing a taxonomy of the four major types, along with stud-
ies that support each type. The paper subsequently presents a study in which 28
first-year Japanese students completed two writing assignments while receiving a
sequence of different types of WCF, along with a grammar intervention, in attempts
to eliminate SICs from their work. The results showed that error rates only mini-
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mally decreased when students were provided a grammar intervention or WCF that
did not include the target structure. It was only when the instructor provided WCF
for the target structure that the error rates plummeted to nearly zero. In the follow-
ing discussion, the researcher concludes that process writing can significantly re-
duce specific grammatical errors, but only if students receive WCF that addresses
these errors at some point in their learning.

Keywords

Sentence-initial conjunctions; written corrective feedback; linguistics; process writ-
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1. Introduction

One of'the challenges facing ESL writing instructors is the overuse of sentence-initial conjunctions (SICs) by students,
specifically sentences that begin with coordinating conjunctions and, but, so, and so on. This overuse is particularly
prevalent among learners from East Asian countries, especially those from Japan and China (Abe, 2001; Chen, 2023;
Ying, 2007; Aimi, 2020). Naturally, instructors would like to clamp down on this overuse, or eliminate its use alto-
gether, through written corrective feedback (WCF) or marking up students’ papers. However, what is the most effec-
tive approach to achieve this? This paper first discusses the reasons students overuse SICs and then explains the
different types of written corrective feedback. These two topics provide important context for the subsequent report,
which details an experiment in which the instructor employed various forms of WCF to reduce SIC usage among 28
Japanese university students in an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) writing course.

2. Sentence-initial Conjunctions

Linguists and educators have long argued over whether SICs are grammatically correct or not, and while it is beyond
the scope of this paper to run down the arguments for each side, the purpose of the experiment of this paper was to
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entirely eliminate SICs. The author of the paper, a long-time English language instructor in Japan, has seen the over-
use of SICs by Japanese students over many years and across several institutions. He made an attempt, some years
back, to get students to self-regulate their usage of SICs—to go from overuse to moderate use—but how many times
can one use SICs in a paragraph before they become overused? What’s the formula? “SIC creep” quickly became an
issue as diligent writers who had set out to use sentence-initial conjunctions responsibly were, by the end of the
semester, inserting them into every other sentence. Since then, the author has instituted a no-SIC policy, not because
he is against SICs, but because he is against the abuse of them.

The pronounced overuse of sentence-initial conjunctions among East Asian students is something of a phenomenon,
and while no one knows exactly why it occurs, plenty of researchers have speculated. One possible reason is that
learners possess incomplete knowledge of how to use discourse markers (Ying, 2007; Abe, 2001). For instance,
students may believe that any change in thought or flow must be placed in a new sentence. Therefore, instead of
writing “The brothers played tennis, and they went swimming at the cove,” the student would write “... played tennis.
And they...” In this particular example, the student may not understand the difference between using “and” to add
information, in which they would use a coordinating conjunction, and using a discourse marker to signal a change in
direction, in which they would ideally use “Also,” or “In addition.”

Another reason may be due to the permissiveness of SICs in East Asian course materials. Ito and Misumi (2016)
found that Japanese university students who overused SICs had used ESL textbooks in high school that readily pre-
sented sentence-initial conjunctions in readings. The researchers concluded that the “mere sight of simple sentences
starting with the three coordinating conjunctions in the textbooks, which were their major input source of English,
may have led students to overuse them in their essays” (p. 77). Abe (2001), meanwhile, analyzed English grammar
reference books popular in Japan, such as Taishuken’s English Language Dictionary, and found that the publishers
explained that the use of conjunctions to begin sentences was acceptable. Such explanations, however, failed to ex-
plain that SICs were associated with a more relaxed register, and in doing so left students with the impression that
SICs were appropriate for all types of writing.

There are also reasons for SIC overuse that apply to learners beyond just East Asian students. One idea is that
using SICs is simply more practical than using the prescribed form, say, conjunctive adverbs like additionally or
however. Bell (2007), for example, in discussing the utility of sentence-initial and (SIA) states, “We can detect the
syntactic, phonological, semantic and pragmatic features of SIA, which the other options do not offer” (p. 191). This
utility imbues SIA with a certain amount of ambiguity which works in the user’s favor, especially if the user is a
second language learner. That is, if SIA can be used in so many instances to mean so many things, why not use it as
much as possible? SIA becomes the Swiss army knife of discourse connectors. For instance, does the writing call for
addition? Use SIA. Does it call for continuity? Use SIA. Discontinuity? SIA. Enumeration? SIA. By contrast, con-
junctive adverbs like additionally and however only offer single functions as markers of addition and contrast respec-
tively. An additional utility of sentence-initial and and sentence-initial but, per Bell, is that they provide a morpho-
logical reduction when compared with alternatives like moreover and however. This reduction may be useful for the
second language writer in that they can easily spell the shorter, more familiar words over the longer, less familiar
ones.

A final reason for the overuse of SICs is that they are simply becoming more acceptable in academic writing
(Dorgeloh, 2004; Hyland & Jiang, 2017; Aimi, 2020; Parise, 2013). Corpus studies have shown that over the past 50-
plus years, there has been a tonal shift in academic writing away from objectivity and precision towards familiarity
and solidarity with the readers. In other words, academic writing has become less formal and adopted a more con-
versational tone, using SICs like and and but rather than conjunctive adverbs like additionally and however. This
shift has occurred in part due to the increase of academic articles related to the humanities, where one’s ideas pre-
dominate facts, as opposed to articles related to the sciences, where the opposite dynamic occurs. SICs then become
natural choices for humanities writers. Regarding SIA, Dorgeloh (2004) stated, “[It] can be assumed that sentence-
initial and tends to support narrative structures because narration (and description) rest upon the ideational” (p. 1766-
1767) while Bell (2007) suggested that it communicated the writer’s involvement in the subject matter. It should be
noted, however, that formality in academic writing ebbs and flows. For example, a formal, scientific register devel-
oped over the span of more than a century during the Age of Enlightenment, with SIA usage falling out of favor from
the beginning of the 18th century until the latter part of the 20th century, where it again gained limited acceptance.

3. Written Corrective Feedback

Written corrective feedback (WCF) can be defined as the notation made by an instructor concerning the writing of a
language learner in the target language. Before discussing the various types of WCF, however, an important question
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must be addressed: Should it be given at all? Debate has arisen over the past several decades about whether or not
written corrective feedback provides any real benefits to the language learner. Proponents have conducted research
showing that WCF aids in cutting down on syntactic, lexical, and graphological errors while detractors have largely
rejected such findings on methodological grounds. There are just too many variables to account for, the latter says,
such as post-test intervals and criteria, learner motivation and personality, and writing genre and convention, to make
the blanket statement “Written corrective feedback is helpful.”

Perhaps the most notable feud between proponents and detractors exists between researchers Dana Ferris and John
Truscott respectively. In 1996, the latter published an anti-WCF piece titled “The Case Against Grammar Correction
in L2 Writing Classes” (Truscott, 1996), eliciting visceral disdain among many second-language instructors and re-
searchers. The gist of his argument was that not only was grammar correction ineffectual but that it actually harmed
the learner, adding that such inadequacy was entirely expected and that WCF should be discontinued. Truscott cites
a litany of studies as proof, but two observations by the author of this paper bear mentioning. First, it is hard to know
whether Truscott is cherry-picking only those studies that support his side of the argument, and second, he draws
conclusions from the studies that may not necessarily be shared by the authors. On the second point, for instance,
Truscott equates the equal gains made by content-only and grammar-only correction groups in one study (Sheppard,
1992) as evidence that grammar correction is unhelpful. Based on the logic, it is hard to square such grammatical
improvement with actually being unhelpful. One wonders whether the authors of the study share their conclusions.

In response to Truscott’s 1996 paper, Ferris (1999) stated that her pro-correction colleagues felt as if they had been
“punched in the stomach”, and provided a two-point rebuttal. First, she conceded that, yes, poorly done error correc-
tion may result in no learner improvement, but that well-executed error correction—"“selective, prioritized, and clear”
—aids at least some writers. (She did not elaborate on what that might look like.) Second, she called out Truscott for
his slanted critical analysis of prior studies, or for doing the “cherry-picking” that I mentioned above. She explained
that he found support in the minutiae of even those studies that confuted his thesis while overstating the importance
of those studies that agreed with him. The weakness of Ferris’ stance, however, is that she is not really arguing that
WCEF is effective, only that it is not wholly ineffective. While it’s a rather small hill to make a stand on, she nonethe-
less makes a more convincing case.

Another contention made by Truscott in 1996 and 2007 is that even when students do cut down on grammatical
mistakes in re-writes, such improvement has less to do with error understanding than error avoidance. That is, instead
of fixing the problem, the student simply rewrites the sentence using a more basic syntactic and lexical structure.
Several other researchers have also found that students practice error avoidance when approaching their later drafts.
Neumann (2014), for instance, found that because students were not rewarded for using more complex sentences,
they played it safe in re-writes in order to give the teacher what she wanted: error-free text. Pazhakh (2006) similarly
reported that students practiced syntactic and lexical avoidance in order to not only get good marks from the teacher
but to produce “smooth” writing. On this last point, the students seemed to be aware of the aesthetics of error-free
writing — that is, that something simple yet error-free possesses a value greater than something advanced yet error-
ridden. It may simply be human nature to desire to produce a “thing of beauty,” and such a compulsion must be
considered when instructors are trying to get students to take risks and employ hypothesis testing in their writing.

A couple of papers have attempted to settle the Truscott-Ferris debate only to find that there are simply too many
variables to consider — that what works for some students under some conditions does not work for other students
under other conditions. Nailing down the efficacy of WFC, it seems, is a bit like wrangling an eel. Biber et al. (2011),
for instance, conducted a meta-analysis of 306 studies and found that WCF did improve overall student writing ac-
curacy, but included a number of caveats. First, they said, lower proficiency students make more gains than higher
proficiency students. Also, students only make significant gains when comments are made on content as well as form.
Finally, singular WCF comments have little impact on students’ ability to improve content. It is also worth noting
that only 10 percent of the studies considered for the meta-analysis met the criteria, with the rest falling short on
methodological grounds.

Later, Kang, and Han (2015) conducted a meta-analysis of 22 studies and found that WCF overall has a small-to-
moderate effect on students’ written accuracy, noting that the effect size, .54, contrasted greatly with that of Truscott
(2007), who reported -0.155 in his study. The authors, however, cautioned against considering the debate settled as
they offered several reasons for the disparate findings. First, while Truscott only included published research, Kang
and Han included both published and unpublished works. Second, the authors incorporated more recent studies which
Truscott, given his earlier publishing date, did not have access to. The authors also noted, as Biber et al. had, that the
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efficacy of WCF depended on a host of variables, but unlike Biber et al., found that higher proficiency students
benefited more than lower proficiency students.

The takeaway from the two studies should be that while WCF has been found to modestly benefit students, one
should then ask, “Which students?” followed by several who, what, when, where, why, and how questions. The fol-
lowing section addresses some of these questions, particularly the zow and why.

4. Types

WCEF can be broken down into two dichotomies, the first being focused vs. unfocused feedback. With the former, the
instructor only points out a limited number of error types, typically three or fewer, while with the latter, they point
out all errors. Whether or not the errors are then corrected by the instructor depends on the aforementioned direct-
versus-indirect approach.

The second dichotomy exists between direct vs. indirect. With the former, the instructor identifies and explicitly
corrects the errors. There is nothing for the students to interpret, nothing for them to do. Typically, the correction is
given at the location of the error. With indirect feedback, however, the instructor merely indicates that an error is
present via a circle or underline, often along with a code indicating the type of error. The student, then, is left to
identify the type of error and, presumably, correct it.

The two dichotomies, then, produce four basic ways of providing WCF: focused-direct, focused-indirect, unfo-
cused-direct, and unfocused-indirect. As one can imagine, research has shown that all four approaches can benefit
learners, depending on the many variables that comprise WCF.

4.1 Focused-direct

Several studies suggest that focused-direct is more effective than unfocused-direct. While Ellis et al. (2008) found no
short-term difference between the two types, the researchers nonetheless stated that the former may be more effective
over time. They noted that the accuracy of the focused-direct group rose after the first post-test while that of the
unfocused-direct plateaued, suggesting that with additional treatments, the focused-direct group would continue to
rise while the unfocused-direct group would remain flat.

Kim (2019), meanwhile, found that while focused-direct and unfocused-direct similarly outperformed the control
group when testing for the hypothetical conditional, the former outperformed the latter when testing for indefinite
articles. The author theorizes that because focused WCF necessarily drew the students’ attention to indefinite article
errors, the students viewed such errors as being more salient and of greater grammatical importance, thus prompting
them to take greater care in correcting them.

Further, in their meta-analysis, Kang and Han (2015) showed that effect sizes were greater for focused and direct
feedback when compared to indirect and unfocused respectively. It should be noted, though, that the authors did not
find that focused-direct — that is, a single treatment containing both focused and direct feedback — presented a greater
effect size. However, the inference is that this could be the case should the four WCF types be compared.

Other studies have found that focused-direct is more effective than focused-indirect. For example, Bao et al. (2016)
found that students receiving focused-direct feedback outperformed those receiving focused-indirect feedback on
revision activities. However, when students were asked to produce new writing, no difference in accuracy between
the two types of feedback was found. Nemati et al. (2019), meanwhile, found focused-direct to be more effective
than focused-indirect for low-level learners because the latter asks students to “decode” the different marks covering
a range of grammatical errors.

4.2 Focused-indirect

Eslami (2014), meanwhile, found focused-indirect to be more effective than focused-direct in a study that involved
60 Iranian EFL students. The effect of focused-direct peaked in the immediate post-test before receding in the delayed
post-test. Focused-indirect, meanwhile, attained similarly high levels in both post-tests, suggesting that the students
had internalized the corrections. However, the study only involved verb tenses, and one wonders whether the results
would hold up in studies involving other types of errors.

Hosseiny (2014), meanwhile, in a study involving Iranian ESL writers, found that both focused-indirect and fo-
cused-direct groups outperformed the control group, which received no WCF. The researcher emphasized, however,
that the performance difference between the two WCF groups proved statistically insignificant, suggesting that the
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type of WCF offered is less important than whether or not it is offered at all.
4.3 Unfocused-direct

Several studies have found that unfocused-direct is more advantageous than unfocused-indirect—though caveats ap-
ply. Yoneyama (2022), for example, found that both groups performed equally after the first treatment. Only after an
intervention and second treatment, however, did the unfocused-direct group outperform the unfocused-indirect group.
The presumption here is that a particular process needed to be followed in order for unfocused-direct to show greater
effect.

Valizadeh (2022), meanwhile, reported that unfocused-direct outperformed unfocused-indirect with regard to in-
creased sentence complexity. However, the author hesitated to align the results with those found in prior studies
because so many of the variables differed. “Because the previous studies in the literature differed from the present
study,” they stated, “in terms of their treatment period, methodology, measurement instruments, genre of writing task,
as well as their participants’ conditions, ... it is difficult to explain the current results by referring to the previous
research” (p. 109).

Wondim et al. (2023) also reported that unfocused-direct surpassed unfocused-indirect, but the former group re-
ceived an intervention in the form of additional metalinguistic feedback, which would make the group more of a
hybrid group than a traditional “direct” group.

4.4 Unfocused-indirect

Kurzer (2022) used unfocused-indirect feedback with a type of metalinguistic explanation (ME) in which he marked
errors with codes and then provided students with an editing key that listed the codes and their corresponding errors.
The study involved 130 students and incorporated five to ten rounds of WCF, as well as a newly written paragraph
for the delayed post-test. Results showed that the WCF group performed better on the delayed post-test than the
control group, which received no WCF. However, it should be noted that not all WCF worked for all students as
intermediate-level students receiving WCF showed no improvement on untreatable errors, namely preposition use.
To summarize, the above studies show support for one type of WCF or another, yet several of them include limiting
factors, such as only being effective for one form of output (i.e., revising versus writing), one level of student (i.e.,
advanced versus beginner) or one target form (i.e., verb tenses versus prepositions), all of which underscores the
difficulty, if not impossibility, of finding the “one” WCF that can improve any and every aspect of a student’s writing.

5. The Study

The following questions guided the study:

(1) After students receive WCF that excludes corrections of sentence-initial conjunctions, to what extent will the

student’ SIC usage change on a second draft?

(2) Afterreceiving WCF that includes corrections of sentence-initial conjunctions, to what extent will the students’

SIC usage change on a second draft?

(3) What is the cumulative effect of the two types of WCF mentioned above over the course of two writing

assignments?

The study employed a longitudinal, repeated measures design in which the subjects, 28 second-year students at a
Japanese university, completed two single-paragraph writing assignments, each with a first and second draft (Table
1). For each assignment, the first draft served as the baseline and the second draft as the post-test.

Writing 1, Draft 1: Students wrote a single paragraph of approximately 150 words on how to make a good first
impression. This draft submitted online, served as the baseline measurement for students’ SIC error rate.

Treatment 1: Students received unfocused-indirect WCF for lexical and syntactical errors except those involving
sentence-initial conjunctions. After handing back the corrected paragraphs, the instructor announced that “most but
not all” errors had been marked and that students were instructed to look for and correct any of these unmarked errors.

Writing 1. Draft 2: Students used their corrected first draft to rewrite their paragraphs with the expectation that
they would fix both marked and unmarked errors. This draft, submitted online, served as the immediate post-test for
Treatment 1.
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Table 1. Experiment Process

Writing Assignment Abbreviation Experiment Step

Writing 1, Draft 1 WIi1D1 Baseline
Treatment 1
Writing 1, Draft 2 Wi1D2 Post-test
Treatment 2 (with intervention)
Writing 2, Draft 1 W2D1 Baseline
Treatment 3

Writing 2, Draft 2 Ww2D2 Post-test

Treatment 2: Students again received unfocused-indirect WCF for lexical and syntactical errors except those in-
volving sentence-initial conjunctions. However, because the first writing assignment had now finished, no immediate
post-test (i.e., rewrite) was administered. Instead, W2D1, completed four weeks later, served as a delayed post-test.
Also, shortly before the students produced this draft, the instructor applied an intervention by spending 15 minutes
explaining sentence-initial conjunctions and how to correct them.

Writing 2. Draft 1: Students wrote a single paragraph of approximately 150 words on their favorite dish, providing
a detailed description of the dish and why they liked it. This draft, submitted online, served as the new baseline
measurement for students’ SIC error rate, as well as the post-test for Treatments 1 and 2, both individually and
cumulatively.

Treatment 3: Students received unfocused-indirect WCF for lexical and syntactical errors including those involv-
ing sentence-initial conjunctions. To indicate a SIC error, the instructor drew a circle around the conjunction and
terminal punctuation before it.

Writing 2, Draft 2: Students used their corrected first draft to rewrite their paragraphs. This draft served as the
immediate post-test for Treatment 3, as well as the post-test for the cumulative effects of the three treatments.

After data collection was completed, the data was normalized by determining the error rate per student per sample.
For this study, the rate represents the number of errors per sentence rather than the more common errors per word.
To determine the rate, the following calculation was used: (number of SIC errors) x 100 / (number of sentences).
Here, the word “sentence” is used loosely, as in actuality it represents any group of words containing terminal punc-
tuation regardless of whether the words constitute a complete sentence or not. Indeed, some students produced what
they thought were sentences but that turned out to be various types of fragments.

6. Results

The four drafts yielded the following error rates: 7.44% for W1D1, 7.08% for W1D2, 4.66% for W2D1, and .29%
for W2D2.

A Shapiro-Wilk test was then performed on the four data sets to determine if the data followed a normal pattern of
distribution, with the threshold for normalcy being a p-value of > .05. The results yielded p-values of .008 for
WI1D1, .021 for W1D2, .0001 for W2D1 and .0001 for W2D2, which indicated that none of the sets represented a
normal pattern of distribution. Were the data to have shown a normal pattern of distribution, a repeated measures
ANOVA test would have been the most appropriate test to perform. In this case, however, the researcher used a
Friedman test, which is appropriate for data sets that do not represent a normal pattern of distribution.

The Friedman test yielded a result of (y2(3) =21.39, p <.001), and with the threshold of significance being p <.05,
the results indicate that there are statistically significant differences among the four groups.

Next, a pairwise comparison was performed with a Dunn-Bonferroni test, represented by Table 2.
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Table 2. Pairwise Comparison

Test statistics Standard error Std. test statistics P Adj.p
WID1 - W1D2 -0.11 0.35 -0.31 756 1
WI1DI - W2Dl1 0.5 0.35 1.45 .147 .589
WIDI1 - W2D2 1.32 0.35 3.83 <.001 .001
WI1D2 - W2Dl1 0.61 0.35 1.76 .078 314
WID2 - W2D2 1.43 0.35 4.14 <.001 <.001
W2D1 - W2D2 0.82 0.35 2.38 .017 .069

In the above table, a p-value of < .05 means that the difference between the two data sets is significant. Therefore,
we can conclude that the differences between W1D1 and W2D2, as well as between W1D2 and W2D2, are significant.
The difference between W2D1 and W2D?2 is also significant, but less so when compared to the previous two pairings.

Regarding question 1, which asked whether students would correct their unmarked SIC errors, results showed that
they generally would not, as students produced an error rate of 7.44% on W1D1 and a similar rate of 7.08% on W1D2.
Consequently, we can conclude that providing unfocused-indirect WCF that excludes the target structure is almost
entirely ineffective.

Additionally, even after an intervention, the students’ SIC errors persisted, as the difference in error rate between
W1D2 and W2D1 proved statistically insignificant with a p-value of .078. In other words, for an instructor to give a
brief grammar tutorial with the expectation that students would then correctly produce the grammar point also proved
to be ineffective.

Regarding question 2, which asked whether students would correct their marked SIC errors when provided with
unfocused-indirect WCF, results showed a significant difference in error rate between the first and second drafts,
4.66% versus .29%, which suggests that providing unfocused-indirect WCF was very effective.

Finally, regarding question 3, which asked about the net effect of the different types of WCF and grammar inter-
vention, we can see that the students’ error rates declined with each treatment, dropping from 7.44% on W1DI to a
negligible .29% on W2D2. As for the effect per student, 19 students produced SIC errors on W1D1, but only one did
on W2D2. Therefore, we can conclude that this particular sequence of WCF and grammar instruction proved highly
effective at eliminating SIC use in the students’ writing.

7. Discussion

Naturally, in order for second-language writers to be able to correct their errors, they first have to detect — or notice
— them, and studies have shown that this detection is significantly enhanced when the errors have been pointed out
repeatedly via instructor feedback (Qi & Lapkin, 2001; Izumi & Bigelow, 2000). Conversely, if such errors are not
pointed out, learners have a much more difficult time finding them on their own and correcting them. In other words,
second learners “don’t know what they don’t know” and no amount of staring at their essay is going to spontaneously
invoke the correct form. They need the input, the written corrective feedback, and the more times it is given for a
particular grammar error, the more of an opportunity the learner has to internalize the error. In the present study, then,
it may well be that the lack of instructor input for students’ SIC errors was the prime reason for the students’ inability
to correct those errors. Their errors only decreased incrementally until W2D2, at which point they disappeared almost
entirely. W2D1 was also the only draft in which students received individual feedback on their WCF errors. In pre-
vious drafts, they had received entreaties to look for additional errors as well as a grammar tutorial, neither of which
proved very effective. In sum, the students only made great strides in noticing and correcting their errors when those
errors were explicitly pointed out to them — not when they were merely told to find additional errors or were given
grammar instructions.

It should be added that the grammar intervention, while minimally effective on its own, likely contributed to the
efficacy of the subsequent WCF. In fact, since the study employed a repeated measures method, in which the post-
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test measured the cumulative effects of the treatments and intervention, the grammar intervention and WCF are in-
extricably linked, and one might think of the WCF treatment more as something like grammar-intervention-followed-
by-WCF. After all, there were no separate groups that tested for the grammar intervention and WCF in isolation.
Indeed, studies have found that a grammar intervention in tandem with WCF has the greatest positive effect on
students’ error correction. Sumida (2018), for instance, reported results similar to those in this study, namely that the
combination of a grammar intervention and indirect WCF proved most effective at eliminating students’ errors. Vis-
a-vis a grammar-only and WCF-only group, the combo group displayed greater use and accuracy of the target struc-
ture, to such an extent, in fact, that the author stated that this group “flourished” by the end of the study. Finally,
Sumida’s finding that “use” increased bears mentioning, as it suggests that students gained confidence in using the
target structure and that they understood its rules. Contrast this with decreased usage, in which students shun the
target structure to avoid making mistakes, hinting at a lack of confidence and grammatical comprehension. Empiri-
cally, the author of this study has seen incidences where WCF has indeed reduced the overall errors of a given target
structure, but it has greatly reduced the use, as well, and while an instructor may think that he or she has ingrained
the structure in the students, what they have really done is corrected it right out of the classroom.

As for the reasons why the students’ error rate largely persisted until Writing 2, Draft 2 — the end of the experiment
—the answer may simply be that they had not received WCF up to that point. The entreaties and grammar intervention
helped, but only incrementally so, and were the instructor to continue providing only these types of input, the students
probably would have continued to improve over a much longer period of time. The introduction of WCF, though,
stamped out the errors. It was as if the error rate had fallen off of a cliff. Studies indeed show that WCF is far more
effective than any other form of treatment (or non-treatment) (Sumida, 2018; Hosseiny, 2014).

Another possibility is that unfocused-indirect feedback presents too much of a cognitive load. While the present
study only reported on SICs, the students were nonetheless being asked to correct a wide array of grammatical errors,
including those related to morphology, parts of speech, subject-verb agreement, and others. Further, the underlining
and coding of these errors provided little guidance, requiring students to call on their long-term memory for the
grammar rules, and if they lacked this knowledge, call on working memory to research the rules and apply them to
their edits on paper. It may be a lot to ask of intermediate-level second-language university students whose majors
are in fields other than linguistics. The fact that the students in this study were intermediate likely also contributed to
their cognitive burden as learners at this level have not yet learned to edit in the L2, instead processing errors in the
L1 before using translators, Al websites, and L1-to-L2 dictionaries to produce the ensuing draft (Nawal, 2018). In
retrospect, it may have been better to provide focused-direct or focused-indirect WCF, either of which would have
reduced the students’ cognitive load.

It is also conceivable that many of the students possessed flagging motivation. As mentioned above, their majors
were not in English or linguistics, but in STEM fields, and they may have deemed coursework within their major
more worthy of attention. Indeed, diminished motivation has been found to play a part in students’ poor performance
in writing and revision (Berg, 2023; Boggs, 2019; Ferris, et al., 2013). Some students, for instance, receive WCF and,
because no further action is required, do nothing with it. They may note the grade at the top of their paper and then
tuck the assignment into a folder never to be seen again. Others receive WCF and although they are expected to fix
their errors, instead repeat them verbatim, a behavior that Boggs (2019) characterizes as “minimal cognitive engage-
ment” (p. 10). In other words, the students just weren’t “into it.” For example, Ferris et al. (2013) reported on a male
student with a lackadaisical attitude toward process writing who repeated errors over the course of a semester without
showing much curiosity or desire to eliminate them. The problem, concluded the authors, lay mostly in the student’s
fatalistic outlook: he wasn’t a good writer, he figured, and never would be.

In the event that an instructor runs into the above two issues—that students can’t or don’t want to correct their
errors—it would be best for the instructor to provide only focused feedback on further assignments. They may find
that attitude, energy level and error rates improve.

Other reasons for error persistence may be that, as per the above literature review, students: (1) lack the linguistic
knowledge, (2) receive instruction promoting SIC acceptance, (3) employ syntactic simplification strategies, and (4)
observe SIC use across writing genres.

The study contains a few limitations which must be addressed. First, there was no control group, a decision made
for ethical reasons. The researcher believed that all students should receive WCF for sentence-initial conjunctions as
the errors were prevalent and integral to their performance in future English courses and on standardized tests, such
as the IELTS exam. Additionally, the sample size is small, at only 28 students.

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2024.09.002 2029 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Lawrence G. Knowles

8. Conclusion

The study in this paper examined the effects of written corrective feedback on sentence-initial conjunctions (SICs)
and found that almost no students corrected the errors unless they were marked in the feedback. In other words, when
an instructor corrects some, or all, other errors and then expects students to additionally find and correct SICs, such
expectation proves unrealistic. Additionally, even when students were provided an explanation of SICs and how to
correct them, they still tended not to correct them. The reasons for the students’ inaction in the first instance may be
their assumption that SICs were acceptable, or, though understanding they were not acceptable, not knowing how to
correct them. In the second instance, it may be that the students didn’t have enough rounds of revision to organically
self-correct, or that they incurred too much of a cognitive burden when tasked with finding unmarked errors and
correcting them. It’s also possible that the students simply didn’t have the motivation to hunt down and fix their
errors.

However, when WCF was subsequently provided, SIC errors almost completely disappeared, plummeting from
4.66% to .29%. This result falls in line with Sumida (2018), who found that some combination of grammar interven-
tion and WCF proves more effective than either one on its own. The present experiment essentially represented a
single lengthy process, however, which entailed collecting a baseline sample, making entreaties to fix errors, provid-
ing a grammar intervention, and, finally, providing WCF for SICs. If one looks at the effect of the entire process,
then the results are even more stark, as the SIC error rate plunged from 7.44% on the baseline sample to .29% on the
final draft. This indicates, perhaps unsurprisingly, that a combination of grammar instruction, entreaties, and WCF
can eradicate target structure errors over the course of a semester. Put plainly, the instructor can teach the errors out
of the class.

Nonetheless, the results should be viewed with caution as the experiment included many variables. The students
were all East Asian learners and this population tends to overuse and undercorrect SICs. The experiment also only
included unfocused-indirect WCF and therefore did not compare any of the four types of WCF for efficacy. Would
focused-direct have worked instead? Probably, and this leads to a final point about the efficacy of WCF. Whether or
not one type of WCF is provided over another is less important than whether it was provided at all. Much has been
made about the efficacy of WCF, but the results in this study clearly indicate that providing WCF is not only benefi-
cial but more effective than providing entreaties or grammar instruction alone.
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