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Even after years of studying the language, second language (L.2)
learners continue to make frequent grammatical mistakes in
their writing, regardless of their proficiency level. Teachers help
them reduce these writing mistakes through several strategies,
one of which is written corrective feedback (WCF). This study
explored the types of WCF employed by English teachers and
examined students’ perceptions and preferences regarding such
feedback. The research, which involved 68 upper-secondary
students, was conducted at a rural school in Sabah, Malaysia and
adopted an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design. Data
were collected through content analysis of 33 student essays, a
Likert-scale and open-ended-item questionnaire, and semi-
structured interviews with three students. Findings revealed that
teachers primarily used Direct WCF, while Indirect WCF was
used less frequently, and Metalinguistic feedback was not used
at all. Overall, students found WCF to be clear and helpful,
particularly in addressing grammar and verb tense issues,
though some expressed uncertainty about its impact on their
long-term writing development. The majority preferred Direct
WCEF for its clarity, immediacy, and effectiveness in reducing
repeated errors, as supported by thematic analysis of interview
data, which revealed students’ preference for straightforward
corrections that enhance comprehension and retention. These
results suggest that aligning WCF practices with learners’
preferences can strengthen engagement and writing
performance. The study contributes valuable insights for ESL
educators seeking to optimise WCF strategies in secondary
education settings, particularly in underrepresented regions.

INTRODUCTION

Most Malaysians possess an understanding of the English language, given that it is a
required subject in schools throughout the nation. Even so, the degree of proficiency may vary
across individuals. Writing is one of its core skills, yet it remains one of the most challenging
for Malaysian learners (Mimi & Nooreiny, 2014). Although writing is a complicated skill, it
is still achievable for one to master with sufficient assistance from teachers’ written corrective
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feedback (WCF) (Ganapathy et al., 2020a). WCF refers to feedback that particularly addresses
mistakes of language, such as in grammar, vocabulary, and structure (Wan, 2020). A study
conducted by Sabariah et al. (2023) stated that addressing mistakes and remarking on L2
learners' written compositions are common types of corrective feedback (CF) that many
English teachers employ in their writing lessons. According to Kamilia et al. (2020), the major
goal of supplying students with WCF is to support their development in writing skills,
ensuring that they match, if not exceed, academic requirements for clarity and continuity.
However, its effectiveness is influenced by how it is delivered and received. Feedback that is
misaligned with students’ preferences or lacks clarity may be disregarded or misunderstood,
thereby limiting its pedagogical impact (Sanchez, 2024).

In second language acquisition (SLA), WCF has consistently been regarded as a
fundamental strategy for rectifying learners' linguistic errors and advancing their writing
capabilities (Noradzlina & Nurhasmiza, 2024). National research indicated that students
typically prefer direct feedback since it is clear and immediate (Ganapathy et al., 2020b; Wan,
2020), with Plaindaren and Parilah (2019) further highlighting its role in improving
grammatical correctness and overall writing ability. Similar results in Indonesia revealed that
EFL learners prefer direct and complete feedback over limited or indirect forms (Aridah et
al., 2017). However, research has revealed discrepancies between teaching practices and
student preferences. Mohd Azim et al. (2018) found that Malaysian teachers often offer
indirect or unfocused feedback, whereas students prefer more clear corrections. This
underscores the importance of feedback methods that strike a balance between educational
aims and learner expectations.

This research is guided by Sociocultural Theory (SCT), specifically Vygotsky's concept
of the Zone of Proximal Development, which highlights the importance of social interaction
and scaffolded assistance in cognitive growth. According to Vygotsky (1978), learning is
more than just internalising separate forms; it is the consequence of significant interaction
within a socially and culturally integrated environment. In writing classes, teacher feedback
serves as a mediating tool, allowing students to identify, reflect on, and correct their mistakes.
When feedback is tailored to students' developmental readiness and cognitive ability, it can
help them learn within the ZPD while also encouraging autonomy, which is essential for long-
term linguistic growth. Figure 1 depicts the theoretical conceptual framework that includes
the identified core components for the study.

Teachers’ Students’
WCF Match WCF
Practices Preferences
Improvement
in Writing
Performance

Figure 1. Research Framework
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Building on this basis, the research framework in this study investigates the connection
between teacher-provided WCF types (Direct, Indirect, and Metalinguistic) and students'
perceptions and preferences. As shown in Figure 1, the study proposes that learners'
engagement with feedback is determined not just by the type of WCF, but also by how
effectively it meets their cognitive and linguistic demands. This paradigm is especially
important in the Malaysian secondary ESL environment, where many students possess little
English experience and rely largely on teacher guidance. The study underlines the need for
WCF that is both practical and pedagogically suitable, facilitating instant understanding while
also helping to long-term writing ability.

Although previous studies have investigated WCF in tertiary-level education,
comparatively little is known about how secondary school learners, particularly in Sabah,
perceive and respond to such feedback. In Sabah, most research on WCF has been conducted
in higher education settings, with limited attention to secondary-level learners (Sabariah et
al., 2019; Wan, 2019; Sabariah & Paramaswari, 2022; Sabariah et al., 2023). Even within
secondary schools, the majority of studies have been concentrated in Peninsular Malaysia
(Plaindaren & Parilah, 2019; Ganapathy et al., 2020b; Wan, 2020; Maniam & Parilah, 2021),
leaving Sabah underrepresented. This disparity is significant because secondary students
encounter struggles with composing long essays while also learning fundamental language
competency, and in remote locations like some districts in Sabah, inadequate facilities and
exposure to English make good feedback even more vital. As a result, this study sought to fill
a research gap by investigating WCF in secondary schools in Sabah, a setting where no
research had previously been undertaken, with the purpose of providing context-specific
insights and improving teaching methods that better suit students' needs.

Therefore, this present paper aims to investigate the types of WCF provided by English
teachers and to examine secondary students’ perceptions and preferences regarding this
feedback. Specifically, this study aims to: (1) identify the types of WCF that are given by
English teachers to secondary-level students, (2) examine students' perceptions of their
teachers” WCF at the secondary level, and (3) understand students’ preferences about
teachers’ WCEF at the secondary level.

RESEARCH METHODS

This study employed an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, combining both
quantitative and qualitative approaches to investigate the types of WCF provided by English
teachers and to explore students’ perceptions and preferences. The quantitative phase involved
the analysis of teachers’ WCF through a checklist and student responses to a survey
questionnaire with 26 closed-ended questions, followed by a qualitative phase involving four
open-ended questions and interviews to gain deeper insights. This design was employed to
achieve complementarity, using qualitative data (inductive approach) to help explain and
deepen the understanding of the quantitative findings (Lall, 2021). Table 1 shows the alignment
between research objectives and data collection instruments.

Three research instruments were used: a checklist, a survey questionnaire, and semi-
structured interviews. Among the three instruments used, only the survey questionnaire was
adapted from a previous study, whereas the other two (the checklist and the semi-structured
interview questions) were self-developed. To ensure validity, the questionnaire and interview
questions were reviewed by a TESL expert for content appropriateness. For reliability, internal
consistency was measured using Cronbach’s Alpha, calculated with Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS) version 31. In terms of qualitative credibility, member checking was
conducted with the three interview participants to ensure the accuracy of transcribed responses.
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Table 1. Research Objectives and Corresponding Instruments

Research Objectives Instruments
ROI1: To identify the types of WCF that are
given by English teachers to secondary-level Checklist
students.
RO2: To examine students' perceptions of Survey questionnaire (Closed-ended
their teachers’ WCF at the secondary level. questions)
RO3: To understand students’ preferences Survey questionnaire (Open-ended
about teachers’ WCEF at the secondary level. questions) + Semi-structured interview

The participants consisted of 68 upper-secondary students, aged between 15 and 16, from
Form Three and Form Four classes at a public school in a rural area of Sabah, Malaysia. The
rural school was chosen since it served as the researcher's second teaching practicum. Because
the study's requirements corresponded with this practicum stage, the school indirectly became
the setting for the research. The sample was selected through convenience sampling since the
respondents were the students in the classes assigned. The respondents included 29 male and
39 female students, most of whom had low to intermediate English proficiency and spoke
Bahasa Melayu as their first language. Figure 2 illustrates the timeline outlining the three
phases of data collection.

PHASE 1 @ Collected 33 essays by Form
Four students

PHASE 2 @ - Distributed a survey

guestionnaire through
Google Forms

. Two weeks were given to
complete the form

PHASE 3 @ - Interviewed 3 Form Four
students, individually
. Conducted three days
after Phase 2 ended

Figure 2. Data Collection Timeline

The first phase of the study focused on collecting and analyzing 33 essays written by
Form Four students, using a researcher-developed checklist to identify the types of WCF
provided by the teacher. These essays were selected because 35 Form Three students did not
have exercise books available for analysis. In this phase, the content analysis examined only
one essay subject. The self-developed checklist was constructed based on three categories of
CF: Direct, Indirect, and Metalinguistic CF, aiming to identify instances of feedback matching
these types in each essay. To aid clarity, the checklist included concise explanations and
relevant examples for each category, ensuring accurate distinction among WCF types. The
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researcher manually coded each WCF occurrence according to checklist criteria and recorded
their frequency. The gathered data were manually tabulated and analyzed using basic
descriptive statistics, specifically frequency counts, to determine predominant types of WCF
used by the teacher.

In the second phase, the study shifted to the distribution of a survey questionnaire to all
68 participants to gather quantitative data on their perceptions and preferences regarding WCF.
The questionnaire, adapted from Al Aluf (2024) and revised to fit the study context, contained
28 items divided into three sections: Section A measured students’ perceptions (13 items),
Section B focused on their preferences (13 items), and Section C featured two open-ended
questions that asked students to describe the type of WCF they liked most and least. A four-
point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 4 = Strongly Agree) was used for Sections A and
B. The questionnaire was administered via Google Forms, with both English and Malay
versions provided to accommodate students’ language proficiency. After data collection,
responses from Sections A and B were downloaded, tabulated, and analysed using descriptive
statistics, including frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation (SD), via SPSS
version 31. Responses to Section C were thematically analysed, allowing for a deeper
understanding of the specific feedback types students found most helpful or least effective, thus
enriching the interpretation of the quantitative findings.

In the final phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore further
students’ personal experiences, interpretations, and preferences related to WCF. Three Form
Four students (one male, two females) who had demonstrated confidence in using English and
expressed willingness to participate were purposefully selected based on their greater
confidence and competence. The interviews were conducted individually in a quiet classroom
and audio-recorded with participants' consent. Upon completion, the interviews were
transcribed verbatim and analysed thematically, following the six-step framework developed
by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke. This process entailed becoming acquainted with the
data through repeated reading, identifying recurring patterns and designating them as
keywords, identifying themes by grouping related keywords, assessing themes to confirm
coherence and consistency, defining and naming themes, and preparing the final summary that
linked themes to research questions (Naeem et al., 2023). This qualitative data analysis helped
triangulate findings from the essay analysis and the questionnaire, offering richer insights into
the reasons behind students’ stated preferences and their interpretations of feedback practices.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Result

The findings are arranged based on the study’s three research questions, which addressed the
types of WCF provided by English teachers, students’ perceptions of this feedback, and
students’ preferences for this feedback. This section also presents emerging themes on the most
and least preferred types of WCF.

Types of WCF Used by Teacher

A content analysis addressed the first research question. The researcher analysed 33 student
essays from a Form Four class supplied by a single English teacher. The teacher was chosen
because she was the English teacher assigned to the class participating in the research, and her
reliability is bolstered by her position as Chairman of the English Language Committee and
her nearly ten-year teaching experience at the school. The study found that teachers offered

Jurnal Pendidikan (2026): 27 (1): 11-21 15



two types of WCF: Direct and Indirect CF. Table 2 shows the frequency of each WCF detected
in the students' compositions.

Table 2. Total Provision of WCF by the Teacher

WCF Type Total
Direct Corrective Feedback 33
Indirect Corrective Feedback 16
Metalinguistic Corrective Feedback 0
Others 0

The review of 33 student essays gathered for this study revealed that all of them got
Direct CF from the teacher. Direct CF refers to situations in which the teacher clearly states the
right form for a language mistake. For instance, a student wrote “She go to school every day,”
and the teacher crossed out “go” and wrote “goes” above it. In addition to Direct CF, Indirect
CF was seen in 16 of the essays. Indirect CF happens when the teacher identifies a mistake
without offering a correct form. This was done by underlining the error or adding a question
mark near it. An example would be a student wrote “She have a cat,” and the teacher underlined
“have,” prompting the student to self-correct. The presence of Indirect CF in fewer than half
of the essays indicated that it was utilised selectively. The absence of Metalinguistic CF in the
essays indicated that the teacher did not use this type as part of her WCF practices in this class.
To sum up, the teacher preferred Direct CF as the primary strategy, with Indirect CF utilised
only to correct specific errors.

Students’ Perceptions of WCF

Survey results from 68 students showed generally positive perceptions of their teachers’
written feedback. The mean scores across all perception-related items were above 3.00,
indicating agreement with the clarity and usefulness of WCF. Students reported that feedback
provided was clear (M = 3.53), reduced spelling errors (M = 3.51), reduced capitalisation errors
(M =3.78), and correct verb tense errors (M = 3.81). However, perceptions were less optimistic
regarding writing readiness, with 26.47% of students expressing doubts about whether WCF
prepared them for academic writing (M = 3.00). These results imply that while students value
WCEF for surface-level improvements, they are less convinced of its impact on higher-order
writing development. From a sociocultural perspective, students’ positive responses reinforce
the importance of context-appropriate scaffolding. When feedback is clear and relevant,
learners are more likely to internalise corrections. Nonetheless, the weaker perceptions related
to writing readiness may indicate a need for more explanatory or metalinguistic feedback that
connects surface-level corrections with broader writing competence.

Students’ Preferences for WCF

All students either agreed or strongly agreed with the 13 statements on WCF
preferences, showing strong favour for Direct CF, particularly when it involved corrections
with clear explanations (M = 3.68) and grammatical feedback (M = 3.69). In addition, these
findings were supported by qualitative data from open-ended responses and interviews, which
identified three main themes for preferring Direct CF: efficiency and immediacy, clarity and
understanding, and reinforcement and retention. In contrast, Indirect CF was the least preferred,
with three main reasons emerging from the data: unclear and confusing feedback, lack of
guidance, and time-consuming and inefficient self-correction. Table 3 and Table 4 show the
reasons for preferring and least preferring WCF, respectively.
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Table 3. Reasons for Preferring Direct CF

Illustrative quotes

Theme Sub-themes From open-ended . .
. From interviews
questions
Efficiency and Direct “...it shows me exactly “...the corrections are
Immediacy correction what my mistakes are and provided for us, so we just
how to correct them.” have to look back and read
(S1) to memorise.”
(P1,11)
No guessing ~ “...easier for me to learn
from my errors without
having to guess.” (S23)
Saves time “I can straight up see my
error in my essay.” (S5)
Clarity and Clear “I can read the correct “I can see what I did wrong
Understanding  correction answer by in my essay and the teacher
teacher.” (S38) helps give the right answer
on top of the word that I got
Easy to “...helps me understand ~ wrong.”
understand my mistakes clearly and (P2, 12)
learn the
correct way.” (S33)
Clearer “because it can make me
learning understand quickly, and
there will be no more
difficulties.” (S22)
Reinforcement Remember “If I see the correct word, “I always check back at the
and Retention  correction I can read emails and guided writings |
and remember.” (S35) did before so that I don’t
write the same mistakes.”
Avoid “I read and remember (P1,11)
repeated and avoid write the
errors mistake next time.” (S36)
Learn from “I can read back my
mistakes essay and know next

time not to do the same
mistake.” (S9)
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Table 4. Reasons for Least Preference of Indirect CF

Ilustrative quotes

Theme  Sub-themes
From open-ended questions From interviews
Unclear Feeling “I cannot know if just being “...because the teacher only
and confused circle or underline or point circles or underlines what I
Confusing or uncertain  arrow.” (S9) did wrong without
Feedback explaining it... It’s kinda
Don’t know I hardly know what I should difficult if the teacher wishes
the correct  correct. Sometimes I asked my  us to find out the answer by
form friends for help, but they also  that only.”
did wrong for that part and (P3, 13)
don't know what to correct.”
(S67)
Hard to “I don't really understand what
interpret the correct answer should be
usually.” (S2)
Ineffective No answers  “I see the circle or underline, “When I see my mistake
for provided but I need to figure out being underlined or circled
Learning the correct one.” (S45) only, I feel like teacher
doesn’t care about us
Still repeat ~ “Its hard to get bec;ause she didn’t help us
the into my head.” (S14) write the
same correction for it.” (P2, 12)
mistakes
“Well... If the teacher
Learning “Hard to learn.” (S20) doesn t.glve. students. .
feels passive corrections 1n our writings,
then we cannot know lah
what we did wrong, and we
keep making mistakes
because we didn’t learn from
our mistakes.” (P2, 12)
Time- Takes extra  “Because it took me a long time
Consuming time in to
and revision understand.” (S4)
Frustrating
Hard to “...it makes it harder for me to
figure out understand why an answer is
the answer  wrong and how to correct the
mistake.” (S53)
Feel

frustrated or
stuck

“It makes me late to know the

answer cause overthinking.”
(S5)
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Discussion

This study explored the different types of WCF provided by an English teacher in a
rural secondary school in Sabah, as well as students’ perceptions and preferences. The findings
put forward useful information on how feedback strategies are perceived and processed by L2
learners with low to intermediate English competence, offering insights into a context that
remains underrepresented in Malaysian WCF research. A key finding was that the teacher
mainly utilised Direct CF, with little Indirect CF and no evidence of Metalinguistic CF in the
33 students' written works. These finding echoes previous research (Aridah et al., 2017; Mohd
Azim et al., 2018; Ganapathy et al., 2020b; Wan, 2020), which found that teachers utilise direct
feedback more frequently, particularly when dealing with learners who need clearer instruction.
This instructional decision reflects an approach that is well-aligned with SCT, particularly
Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD. By offering clear and unambiguous corrections, the teacher
successfully mediates the learners' progress within their ZPD, providing feedback that they
could understand and use independently in future writing tasks, thereby supporting both
immediate accuracy and long-term development.

Another significant finding was that students strongly selected Direct CF, with 50 out
of 68 selecting it as their favourite feedback type. This mirrors the findings of (Wan, 2020;
Kayatri et al., 2016), who reported that students preferred feedback that was clear, explicit, and
straightforward to implement. In contrast, Indirect CF was recognised as the least liked, with
half of the students, 34 of them, indicating that it was their least favourite type. Students
generally claimed that it was difficult to grasp what the teacher was attempting to convey, and
they were unsure how to correct their errors without extra assistance. Overall, the findings are
consistent with a significant amount of Malaysian research, demonstrating that Direct CF is the
most effective and desired type of feedback for secondary-level students. At the same time, this
study contributes insights into the preferences of rural, low-proficiency secondary students in
Sabah, an underrepresented demographic in WCF literature.

CONCLUSION

This study filled a gap in WCF research at the secondary level in Sabah by investigating
teacher feedback types as well as students’ perceptions and preferences, where there is yet no
study has been conducted. While there is a substantial amount of research on WCF in Malaysia,
most studies conducted in Sabah have primarily focused on college and university ESL
students. Teachers mostly used Direct WCF, while students preferred it for its clarity,
immediacy, and efficacy in minimising recurring mistakes. Indirect WCF, on the other hand,
was deemed ambiguous and time-consuming, emphasising the need for feedback approaches
that promote explicitness and are aligned with students' proficiency levels. These findings
underline the pedagogical significance of scaffolding tactics that assist children in their ZPD,
especially in rural settings where English exposure is minimal. Although significant, the study's
narrow focus restricts the generalisability of its findings. Future studies should include bigger
and more varied groups, integrate teacher viewpoints, and use longitudinal methodologies to
investigate how WCF preferences and efficacy change over time. Such approaches will assist
in improving WCF methods that are both theoretically reliable and adaptable to the reality of
Malaysian ESL classrooms.
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