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Abstract
Teaching English as a second or a foreign language has practically been a teacher-centred 
affair. The learner is barely involved in the learning process, resulting in a teacher-
dependent, demotivated learner who is deficient in terms of the practical application of 
language skills. This paper explores new avenues that promote learner independence, 
confidence, and motivation, and advocates a shift from the traditional technique where a 
teacher identifies mistakes on written work of learners and corrects them. It avers that the 
teacher should provide metalinguistic cues which provide students the opportunity to 
understand their own errors and correct them. It concludes that the use of metalinguistic 
feedback has a positive influence on the learner's motivation and confidence 
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Background to the Study
In countries where English is taught as a second language or a foreign language, the shift 
from a teacher -centered classroom to a learner- centered one has been a great 
challenge.This happens because the teacher, obviously, a person of superior linguistic 
skills is expected to impart as much knowledge as possible within a limited number of 
hours. The important place of the teacher in language acquisition is acknowledged by 
Junaid (2010) when he observes that “teachers are not only one of the variables in the 
educational system; they are also the most signicant agents.” This practice does not 
make allowances for the learner to be actively involved in the  learning process, thus 
creating teacher-dependent individuals who know a great deal about the language, but 
lack actual application skills. This has the potential to create ademotivated learner who 
fails to see how the learning of the target language may help him or her in the real world. 
Since the ability to communicate is the ultimate target of learning a language, it is of 
crucial importance that the teacher explores new avenues which promote learner 
independence, condence and motivation because, according to Njemanze (2012), “the 
twenty-rst century teacher is rightly seen as a facilitator in the learning process.”This 
paper discussed  how a shift from the traditional technique of providing feedback on 
written work to a group of adult learners has helped create learners who were 
encouraged to reect on the teacher's feedback, identify the mistakes and rewrite till they 
produce work which satised both the teacher and the learner.

Prole of the learner
The learners concerned were a selected class of fty (50) new entrants between the ages of 
16 – 20 years studying Engineering and Science courses at Federal University of 
Petroleum Resources, Effurun, Delta State, Nigeria.

Feedback is widely seen in education as crucial for both encouraging and consolidating 
learning (Anderson, 1982, Brophy, 1981, Vygotsky, 1972, cited in Highland &Highland, 
2006). It is dened as 'information that is given to the learner about his or her performance 
on a learning task, usually with the objective of improving their performance” (Ur, P. 
1996. p.242). Harmer (2001, cited in McDonough & Shaw, 2003,p. 166) 'regards the teacher 
as a 'motivator' and a 'feedback provider'.Furthermore, Harmer (2001, cited in 
McDonough & Shaw, p. 166) claims that“feedback given to students is formative – 
concerned with a developmental process – as well as summative – the evaluation of the 
end product”. Thus it can be stated that it is of absolute importance that the teacher 
motivates the learner by providing continuous feedback on his/her performance which 
aims at helping the learner becomes a competent user of the target language. Leki (1991, 
cited in Hyland & Hyland, 2006) and Schachter (1991, cited in Hyland & Hyland, 2006) 
claimed that English as a Second Language(ESL) learners have less of their self worth 
invested in L2 writing than L1 writers in their native language. As such, they are not 
discouraged when mistakes are pointed out to them. In fact, these learners constantly 
request feedback on their performance.
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Rationale of the study
Though feedback on student work is considered to have “more effect on achievement 
than any other single factor” (Black &William, 1998 cited in Harmer, 2007), learners, 
usually are reluctant to spend time rewriting a composition and would prefer to simply 
put away their corrected work and forget about it. This has been a personal observation of 
the writer for a considerable period of time. Irrespective of the learners' course of study, 
gender, age, level of competence or duration of the course, the average learner was rarely 
motivated to resubmit their written work for better feedback.

This made the writer reect carefully on the feedback techniques used by her with a view 
to revising them should the need arise. The technique which had been used previously 
was one where the teacher identied and corrected the mistakes herself. In other words, 
the students were given explicit negative feedback in the form of recasts and 
reformulation. This obviously provided no opportunity for the learner to do anything 
other than glance at the already corrected piece of work and tuck it away inside a book or 
a le. As such, it was strongly felt that there was a need to change the practice. The next 
technique employed was to underline or circle the mistakes in their written work. This 
also failed in achieving the expected result: a motivated learner, who would use the 
feedback provided to improve his/her writing skills. This technique, according to them, 
was beyond their linguistic ability. They found it an extremely daunting task to fathom 
the type of mistake they had made.

An Alternative - Providing Metalinguistic Feedback to encourage Self Correction
Thus, it was obvious that the learners needed guidance in order to identify the types of 
mistakes they made. In other words, there was a need to provide metalinguistic cues 
which provide students the opportunity to understand where the error is. The teacher's 
task in this technique is to indicate the mistakes, but not to correct them. There are various 
ways of providing metalinguistic cues. For instance, the indication of the mistake can 
beper formed by underlining errors and coding them (T for a wrong tense, SP for a wrong 
spelling,). Lyster and Ranta (1997, cited in Lightbown & Spada, 1999, p.106 ) in one of 
their studies on feedback in French Immersion classrooms found out that “student 
uptake was least likely to occur after recasts and much more likely to occur when they 
receive feedback in the form of elicitation, clarication requests, metalinguistic feedback 
and repetition. Where this group of students was concerned, in order to enhance 
comprehension of the feedback provided, they were told that feedback would be given 
on the following areas of their written work:

1. Communicative quality
2. Logical organization
3. Grammar
4. Vocabulary
5. Punctuation and spelling

(Adapted from Writing Prole by Hopkins and Tribble, cited in Mac Donough& Shaw,
2003)
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Detailed comments and suggestions were made under each of these sections with a view 
to correcting their syntactic level errors as well as improving other general writing skills, 
namely, the logical ow of ideas. According to McDonough and Shaw (2003, p. 167), 
although “the red pen method” employed by the teacher is “inherently negative” there is 
no reason why feedback should not be positive. Thus, the learners, most of the time, were 
given feedback on the positive aspects of their writing as well.

Benets of Self Correction
Self- Correction demonstrates comprehension of and responsibility for the language and 
it is believed to instill in the learner feelings of self-sufciency and success and provide 
them with the opportunity to take a more active role in their own learning. In fact, self -
correction and rewriting helps wean students away from dependency on the teacher for 
correction. Although the teacher is available to help the learner whenever the need arises, 
the learner is encouraged to work out how the mistake can be rectied using the 
metalinguistic cues provided. This can actually boost the level of condence of the 
learner especially when they compare their rewritten work with the original. Students 
who can self-correct obviously understand the mistake, catch it, and make the necessary 
adjustments to their language production. It thus allows the teacher to gauge 
understanding and application of the target language. If a student can make the 
necessary correction to newly taught information, then it demonstrates he has absorbed 
the information. Next he needs to apply the target language in real conversation.

With self-correction, there also comes an increased awareness of the language. Students 
can better notice and correct problem areas, whether these problems result from personal 
weaknesses or ones connected to their L1.  Learners appreciate individualized comments 
since it enables them to understand what their strengths and weaknesses are. Thus, the 
teacher also gets the opportunity to understand the individual learner's abilities through 
the use of this technique. When a particular mistake recurs in a learner's work, the teacher 
is able to prescribe remedial action.

The outcome
Taking all these into consideration, the learners were advised on the importance of 
regular homework submission. It has been a common observation that the learners in this 
research are more motivated than the average undergraduate since the former hasan 
immediate need to study the target language. Hence, the majority would faithfully do the 
homework regularly. However, resubmissions have never been a practice, most 
probably because, as mentioned above, either the work has already been corrected or the 
feedback given was beyond their comprehension. Before the learners submitted their 
written work they were told how they would be given feedback and what they were 
expected to do once the feedback was received. How they could use feedback to further 
enhance their written work was discussed in great detail. When the learners submitted 
their work, detailed comments were made and guidance was provided to help them 
understand the types of mistakes. The feedback they received was not conclusive and 
silently demanded some kind of action from the learner. Majority of the learners found it 
difcult to ignore the feedback given due to its nature. Below are extracts of letters 
written by two students and the feedback provided using metalinguisticcues.
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Example 1a
I am very interested in studying this computer course and would like to have the 
following details you had advertised.

Example 1b
Dear Ma,
Prices of Colour LaserJet Printer
I'm writing this letter to you to get a quotation regarding a high quality color printer. We 
would like to offer more facilities to students, please consider about following 
requirements:
In addition to this, detailed comments on the quality of their written work were made.

Even though there were a number of errors pointed out, comments such as:
“You have understood the structure of a letter of request well. It contains all the 
important elements you need to include” boosted their self condence. They made use of 
the comments given and frequently resubmitted their work. A few extremely motivated 
learners made 3 – 4 resubmissions depending on the importance of the task. Each 
resubmission was perceived to be better than the previous one.

According to Fathom and Whally (1998, Ferris, 2002, Ferris & Helt, 2000 cited in Hyland 
& Hyland, 2006, p.4) l “studies measuring student improvement longitudinally suggest 
that students who receive error feedback over a period of time can improve their 
language accuracy. This was evident in their resubmitted written work. The following 
extracts are illustrative of the progress made by one student.

Example 2a
I must insist that you take remedy action on correction as soon as possible and send 
immediately.

Example 2b
I must insist that you take remedial action as soon as possible and send it immediately.
As illustrated above, a majority of the learners showed progress in the written output 
they produced. However, not every student made use of this. Sometimes, their work load 
impeded the motivation to write and rewrite homework assignments. However, the fact 
that they were able to communicate with the teacher gave them the opportunity for 
immediate feedback on their performance and this motivated them to submit work on a 
regular basis.

Conclusion
In conclusion, it can be stated that the use of metalinguistic feedback in place of explicit 
feedback exercised a positive inuence on the learners' motivation to improve their 
writing through rewrites since metalinguistic cues provided them with information to 
understand a mistake type without it being corrected explicitly. It made writing a 
challenging task since they were required to solve the problems themselves. They were 
able to witness their own progress which, in turn increased their motivation to work 
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harder. Self-correction addresses a valuable need in the language classroom. It raises 
awareness of the language, as well as forces students to take a more active and 
responsible role. Condence in their language ability also results, as students catch and 
correct mistakes serve as one means to measure progress. 
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