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The inquiry into corrective feedback (CF) and its effects has inspired an active
research agenda for over 40 years in second language (L2) writing studies. This research
has been primarily motivated by several key questions that have been puzzling teachers
and researchers alike, notably (i) why some L2 writers seek and benefit from CF and
others do not; and (ii) whether potential learning benefits are associated with the
feedback itself and the manner in which it is provided, and/or with what learners do
with the CF they are provided with, that is, with their interaction with and processing of
the CF. The current special issue adds to this body of work with a collection of timely
empirical studies that, as detailed below, not only are fully embedded in current
disciplinary discussion in the domain, but also represent notable initiatives to
disentangle the primary and/or moderating effect of feedback- and writer/teacher-related
variables in explaining the affordances of CF in a variety of first language (L1) and L2
instructional settings.

In this Foreword I first provide a synthetic global picture of CF research as the
necessary background in which to situate the studies in the special issue. I will then
assess the contribution the research reported in the papers make to current
understandings of CF effects. This will lead me to outlining several future research
directions on the basis of selected insights provided in the papers in the special issue.

The Global Picture

As advanced above, CF research has primarily investigated whether potential
affordances of CF result from what type of feedback is provided and how, and/or with
the manner in which L2 writers (are made to) interact with the CF they receive. Yet, the
development of scholarly work in the domain distinctively points to a rather complex
scenario resulting from the host of variables that have been theoretically predicted (see
especially Bitchener, 2019; Leow, 2015) and empirically found to moderate potential
effects of feedback types and their processing on the part of L2 writers.

Thus, original CF research primarily centered around answering questions
concerned with the differential effects of diverse CF strategies/modalities on improved
accuracy in subsequent text revisions (as reviewed in Bitchener, 2019; Crosthwaite et
al., 2022: Kang & Han, 2022; Karim & Nassaji, 2020; Mao et al., 2024). Such feedback
strategies (see Bitchener, 2021, for a comprehensive review) varied primarily in terms
of explicitness (direct/indirect CF) and/or comprehensiveness (focused-
targeted/unfocused-comprehensive CF). Researchers have more recently set to
investigate additional feedback-related variables, including the medium and mode of
feedback provision (written/oral; monomodal/multimodal; paper-based/electronic; see
Elola & Oskoz, 2022; Kartchava & Nassaji, 2021), as well as feedback timing (Quinn,
2021), that is, whether we are concerned with delayed or immediate CF, the latter
having made its way into research agendas hand in hand with the growth of digital
writing.

Yet, these 4 feedback-related dimensions (explicitness, comprehensiveness,
mode/medium, and timing), individually or combined, represent only some pieces of a
much bigger puzzle, one that, as noted above, crucially includes the dimension of L.2
writers’ engagement with and processing of the CF received (see Bitchener, 2019; 2021;
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Leow & Manchon, in press; Roca de Larios & Coyle, 2022, for comprehensive
analyses). This shift in the orientation of CF theoretical and empirical work resulted
from the recognition of the key role attributed to L2 writers’ actions and agency in
bringing about learning via their interaction with the CF received. Thus, it was assumed
that learning effects of CF were dependent on L2 writers’ engagement in explicit,
intentional, and deep processing of the CF provided. Research has accordingly explored,
first, the nature and effect of such CF processing, and, second, the potential moderating
effect of teacher-related and learner-related variables, and of the manipulation of
feedback processing conditions.

As for the nature and effects of CF processing, Leow and Manchdn (in press)
distinguish three main research directions (see also Roca de Larios & Coyle, 2022),
namely: the “noticing”, “depth of processing”, and “engagement” strands. Studies in the
“noticing” strand have investigated how L2 writers interact with various types of
feedback in terms of their “noticing” (i.e., allocation of attention resources) of linguistic
elements in the CF received, as well as the effects of such noticing activity. “Depth of
processing studies” are guided by Leow’s (2015) operationalization of depth of
processing (DoP) as “the relative amount of cognitive effort, level of analysis,
elaboration of intake together with the usage of prior knowledge” (p. 14). This strand
has investigated the role of DoP in relation to CF types and processing conditions, for
instance during individual or collaborative. Finally, the fast expanding “engagement”
strand has made a priority of the manner in which L2 writers respond to feedback from
three perspectives: behaviorally, cognitively, and affectively, a line of research well
represented in the special issue, as detailed below.

As for potential moderating effects of diverse variables on how learners process
and engage with CF, special scholarly attention has been paid to the role of affective
variables (see Storch, 2021, for a review), together with the variable of feedback-
seeking behaviour (e.g., Papi et al., 2019, 2020), and teacher and students feedback
literacy (e.g., Han & Xu, 2019; see also Boggs & Manchon, 2023). Another line of
research has expanded the inquiry by investigating the interactive effects of both
processing conditions and individual variables, as done, for instance, in Ishikawa and
Révesz’s (2024) and Ishikawa and Suzuki’s (2023) investigations of the moderating
effect of language aptitude.

These diverse developments depict a rather complex picture, which necessarily
leads to the acknowledgement of the range of potential variables and potential
interactions among them in explaining CF effects, which additionally means that there
are no simple answers because there are no simple questions to be asked. This also
means that the complex questions to be asked require equally complex research designs
to be able to validly account for the range of variables found or anticipated to have an
effect and, hence, look into the independent effects of feedback-type variables on
writing processes (feedback processing) and products (text features), as well as the
interactive effects of feedback-type, feedback-processing, and learner-related variables.

The Contributions to the Special Issue in the Context of CF Research

The five contributions to the special issue make important substantive and
methodological contributions to key research directions in the extant CF research.
Substantially, the special issue collective illuminates the range of variables influencing
(1) how teachers provide feedback; and (ii) how learners (individually and
collaboratively) engage with, process, and make use of diverse types of feedback
varying in explicitness and timing. Methodologically, the special issue exemplifies
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diverse methodological procedures, ranging from qualitative methodologies (case study)
to more quantitative, controlled studies. Specially worthy of note is the inclusion of a
variety of languages as both L1 (Catalan and Spanish) and L2 (English and French).

Thus, the special issue features three studies (all of them conducted in university
settings) that represent notable contributions to the “engagement strand” in Leow and
Manchon’s tripartite distinction of CF processing studies and do so by zooming into L1
and L2 writers’ engagement with CF as a function of relevant variables. These variables
include feedback timing —as investigated by Michaud, McDonough, and Parent in their
study of French L2 learners’ cognitive engagement with indirect CF—, and feedback
processing conditions —as done by Lira-Gonzales, Nassaji, and Chao in their
comparison of individual and collaborative cognitive, affective, and behavioral
engagement with indirect CF, again by French L2 learners. Complementing these 2
studies, Bea-Reyes and Rodriguez-Gonzalo contribute a case study in which they
provide a detailed inspection of how Spanish L1 users engage in collaborative learning
and how they exert their agency in making use of the feedback provided on their writing
as a part of a didactic sequence implemented in what the authors refer to a university
“natural classroom context”. The common theme unifying the remaining two
contributions to the special issue is the provision and affordances of CF from the
perspective of teachers and students’ practices. As done in the three CF engagement
studies, these two studies follow current trends in the domain by addressing not only
relevant “what” but also “why” questions. Thus, in their study “Written corrective
feedback at university: Detection of errors by teachers and impact of different forms of
feedback”, Birello, Comajoan-Colomé, Salguero, and Sorolla add to current research
with data from Catalan L1 writers and investigate CF effects as a function of feedback-
related (contrasting direct, indirect, and metalinguistic CF) and teacher-related variables
(teachers’ reported practices). Teachers’ and students’ practices when providing and
making use of CF are further explored in Mamad and Vigh’s study of English L2, in
which new light is shed on the role of individual differences, in this case also as
pertaining to all key agents in the process; i.e. teachers and students.

I agree with the special issue editors in their assessment of the contribution these
five studies make to current CF disciplinary discussions from the dual perspective of
illustrating “the ongoing evolution of feedback research and practice” (p. xxx), and of
underscoring “the complexity of feedback as a situated, social, and cognitively
demanding practice” (p. xxx). To this I would add some most relevant methodological
characteristics of the research reported in the five contributions, especially the variety of
L2s investigated (French L2 in Canada and Costa Rica, and English L2 in Morocco),
and the range of global methodological strategies employed, including cross-sectional
and longitudinal controlled studies, in addition to qualitative observational and case
study approaches. Of relevance is also the inclusion of L1 writing, with 2 studies of
Catalan and Spanish L1 writing. Worthy of note are also the rich array of data sources
used (data triangulation being the norm in most contributions) and the equally rich and
detailed analyses of CF provision and processing data obtained via recordings of
collaborative CF processing interactions, think-aloud protocols, retrospective
interviews, validated questionnaires, or video recordings of collaborative revision
classroom sessions.

Moving Forward

I have no doubt readers of the special issue will appreciate the rich insights
provided in the five contributions. I am going to take the liberty of selecting four
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pedagogically-relevant insights emerging from the research reported in the special issue,
which, in my view, should be further put to the empirical test in future studies:

(a) The timing of indirect CF was found to play a crucial role in shaping university
learners’ cognitive engagement with language and their ability to improve writing
accuracy on the basis of the CF received (Michaud et al.). Future work must ascertain
whether these findings also apply to other forms of feedback, provided over time, on a
variety of tasks, and as processed by diverse learner profiles.

(b) Only the cognitive (not the affective or the behavioral) dimension of feedback
engagement was found to vary over time as a function of whether L2 writers interact
with indirect CF in individual or collaborative feedback processing conditions (Lira-
Gonzales et al.). Again, these findings ought to be further tested in studies with other
learner profiles, performing a variety of writing tasks, and receiving diverse forms of
feedback.

(c) It is argued that CF research ought to open the analytic lens and view collaborative
revision not simply as correction, but also as growth, progress, and discovery (Bea-
Reyes and Rodriguez-Gonzalo). It remains to be discovered which pedagogical
practices best foster such growth, progress, and discovery, for which group of writers,
performing which type of tasks, and with what writing-related or language learning-
related benefits.

(d) Given the attested variation in university L1 and L2 academic writing contexts
(Birello et al.; Mamad & Vigh), in teachers’ feedback provision practices as well as the
potential misalignment between teachers’ practices and students’ preferences, much
further work remains to be conducted to ascertain what works and what does not work
in diverse instructional settings that pursue the development of (academic) writing skills
—Ilearning-to-write contexts— and/or the development of language skills via writing
—writing-to-learn-language contexts (Manchon, 2023; Manchon & Leow, 2020).

To close, the current special issue attests to the relevance and vitality of CF studies,
while also illustrating the complexities involved in explaining the mysteries of how
teachers provide feedback, and how L1 and L2 writers react to, engage with, and benefit
from the feedback provided by their teachers on their writing.
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