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1. Introduction 

A large part of a language teacher’s job consists of providing feedback on students’ work to 

guide them in terms of what they can do in order to improve their language skills. Effective 

feedback can help the students in their understanding of the second language and teach them 

how to correct mistakes in their production. However, if used incorrectly, the feedback can 

instead have the opposite effect, lowering the students’ self-esteem and motivation. In recent 

years, formative assessment, which can be defined as continuous feedback given to a student 

throughout the learning process, has grown increasingly popular among teachers and 

pedagogues alike. However, as such feedback can be given in various forms, there is an 

ongoing debate about the best way to give it. This leads to the central questions of this essay: 

to what extent does teacher feedback influence the learning process of the students and what 

are the most effective forms of providing feedback?  

One type of feedback that still lacks sufficient research in second language learning is 

using metalinguistic comments. This is feedback that provides explanations regarding the 

nature of an error that a student has made. The feedback explains the grammatical rule 

relevant to the error and provides enough information for the student to correct their 

production. This form of feedback has yet to become popular among teachers, as providing 

such explicit information is time-consuming work. However, as indicated by Ellis (2012), 

metalinguistic comments seem to be popular among students, which suggests that teachers 

should try to find ways to use it in their teaching. 

The present study will examine the most common challenges for Swedish students in 

English in upper secondary school when writing, and explore whether metalinguistic 

comments can be used to improve their written production. There are many different variables 

that influence the effects of feedback, and so this study will also take one of these, the 

students’ motivation, into consideration when compiling and analysing the data. The first part 

of this essay will provide the background of the study with different types of written 

corrective feedback and previous research. After that, the material and the working process 

will be discussed, followed by the results of the study. Finally, there will be a discussion and 

conclusions from the results.  
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1.1 Aim 

The aim of this paper is to examine what type of language mistakes are most common in the 

written English of Swedish students in upper secondary school and to investigate whether 

providing metalinguistic feedback can contribute to a decrease in these mistakes. It aims to 

answer the following research questions: 

 

 What type of mistakes
1
 are most common among Swedish students of English? 

 Does the number of mistakes these students make decrease over time regardless of 

feedback type, and if so to what extent?  

 Are metalinguistic comments an effective form of feedback on language errors? 

 To what extent is the effectiveness of the feedback influenced by student motivation? 

 

The first and second questions are posed to complement previous research (Alagic 

2010 and Nygaard 2010) and to provide a better picture of the current situation in Swedish 

schools. The third question aims to evaluate the use of metalinguistic comments in second 

language learning, which, as mentioned in the introduction, is in need of further scrutiny. The 

last question is linked to my own hypothesis, based on my experience as a teacher, which is 

that more highly motivated students will show better results in response to metalinguistic 

feedback 

 

2. Background 

The first part of this section provides a general outline of written corrective feedback, 

describing its most common forms, different aspects and the historical debate concerning its 

effectiveness. The second part narrows the perspective to the type of feedback relevant to the 

present study and deals with metalinguistic feedback in the form of error codes and 

metalinguistic comments. Finally, the third part will summarize the results of previous 

studies, both in the field of most common errors and the effectiveness of metalinguistic 

comments. 

 

                                                           

1 The terms ‘error’ and ‘mistake’ are used interchangeably, with the same meaning throughout this essay. 
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2.1 Written corrective feedback 

Written corrective feedback is a type of negative feedback which lets the learner know that 

their production contains one or more linguistic errors that are in need of correction (Ellis 

2009). The feedback can take many different forms, but the two most common forms of 

written corrective feedback are direct and indirect corrective feedback (Ellis 2012). In direct 

corrective feedback the teacher corrects the students’ work by marking the errors and 

providing the correct form. This can be done in different ways such as “crossing out an 

unnecessary word, phrase or morpheme, inserting a missing word or morpheme, and writing 

the correct form above or near the erroneous form” (Ferris 2006). The advantages of direct 

corrective feedback are that it provides explicit guidance to students about how to correct 

their work and it can therefore be used to solve more complex errors (Bitchener 2008). 

However, as this type of feedback requires minimal processing from the students when they 

correct their writing, it can be questioned how effective it is in terms of long-term learning 

(Ellis 2012). As a result, direct feedback is more likely to be appreciated by students with a 

low level of the second language, who lack the specific knowledge of a grammatical feature 

(Shintani 2013, 288). Indirect corrective feedback is, as the name suggests, a less explicit 

form of feedback. It involves indicating that an error has been made, but does not necessarily 

specify the type of error or its precise location. This can be done by underlining the errors 

without providing any information on how to correct them or by making marks in the margin 

to show that a mistake has been made somewhere along that specific line (Ellis 2012). The 

positive effect of indirect feedback is that it requires learners to take a more active part in the 

correction of their work and engage in guided learning and problem solving which promotes 

deeper reflection about their mistakes (Bitchener 2008). However, this type of feedback 

requires a certain level of language skills as the student cannot correct his or her mistakes 

without first knowing what the mistakes are and how they should be corrected. Furthermore, 

even if the student successfully finds the error, there is no guarantee that their correction will 

be adequate, which in the worst case scenario can lead to incorrect learning (Ellis 2012). 

Different forms of written corrective feedback also vary in terms of the focus of the 

feedback; it can be either “unfocused” or “focused”. Unfocused corrective feedback is when 

the teacher corrects all, or at least the majority, of the mistakes the students have made. It is 

an extensive form of feedback that deals with a wide range of student errors. Focused 

corrective feedback, on the other hand, is more limited and only looks at a single error type or 
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a small pre-determined group of errors (Ellis et al. 2008). This means that it might overlook 

other errors that are not the focus of the feedback. Ellis (2008) argues that focused corrective 

feedback is more effective than unfocused corrective feedback as it is more likely that the 

learners will attend to corrections which only focus on a few errors and this will help them to 

develop a clearer understanding of how they can be avoided in future writing. 

The effectiveness of written corrective feedback has been debated over the years and 

some researchers have even gone as far as to argue that it should be abandoned completely 

due to its ineffectiveness and potential harm to language learners (Truscott 1996). However, 

there are several studies that provide evidence that this kind of feedback can have positive 

effects on the students’ language development (Bitchener 2008; Ellis 2009; Ferris 2010). 

Even though there is evidence to prove its usefulness, this controversy reflects how written 

corrective feedback can have varying effects depending on how it is applied, which in turn 

motivates further research within the field. In his critique of earlier research, Bitchener (2008) 

argues that too much focus has been put on comparing different kinds of feedback instead of 

measuring the actual effects of the feedback. Because of this, he stresses the importance of 

including a control group to more accurately show the effect of the feedback and the need to 

include post-tests in order to confirm that learning has taken place (Bitchener 2008). Even 

though the outcome of the feedback is heavily dependent on how it is applied, there are also 

other variables that influence the learning process such as the student’s language aptitude, 

preferred learning style, maturity and motivation (Lightbown and Spada 2006).  

 

2.2 Metalinguistic feedback 

Metalinguistic feedback is provided to the student in the form of explicit comments about the 

nature of the errors they have made. This can be done in two different ways – either by the 

use of error codes or metalinguistic explanations. Error codes are abbreviations that the 

teacher writes above a word or in the margin to indicate the category of the error (for example 

SV for an error in subject-verb agreement or T for an error in tense). The feedback can either 

specify the location of the error or simply indicate the line where it has been made in a similar 

manner to indirect corrective feedback. Although the method is popular in books on how to 

improve students’ writing skills, there is currently not enough evidence that suggest that the 

method is significantly better than direct or indirect feedback (Ellis 2012). When using 

metalinguistic explanations the errors are marked with numbers that correspond to a list of 
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comments at the end of the students’ texts. The students will then proceed to correct their 

errors based on the information provided in the comments. For example if the student writes, 

“Many people thinks that this is bad for the environment...”, the teacher might comment, 

“When the subject of a sentence is in the plural form you do not add an ‘-s’ to the verb”. 

In 2007, Sheen investigated the effectiveness of metalinguistic comments in 

comparison to direct corrective feedback. The results showed that both forms of feedback 

were effective in helping students to improve their writing. However, the participants who 

were given feedback through metalinguistic comments in addition to direct corrective 

feedback showed better results in their long-term learning. One reason for this could be that 

this form of feedback forces the learner to formulate some kind of rule for themselves that 

they can later apply in new pieces of writing (Ellis 2012). The positive effect of metalinguistic 

comments is that they require the learners to reflect more about their own work, while 

providing them with sufficient knowledge about how to correct their mistakes. Even though 

this form of feedback is appreciated by the students, it is not commonly used as it takes time 

for the teachers to write clear and accurate explanations of the students’ mistakes (Ellis 2012). 

 

2.3 Previous research 

As the present study includes investigations of both error distribution and metalinguistic 

feedback, the previous research is divided into two sections. The first section covers common 

errors in upper secondary schools in Sweden and Norway, and the second section examines 

different studies on metalinguistic explanations/comments in spoken and written language. 

 

2.3.1 Common errors in upper secondary school 

In 2010, Alagic investigated the most common mistakes made by Swedish students of English 

in the National Tests in their first and second year of upper secondary school. Nine different 

types of grammatical errors were observed during the survey and the goal of the study was to 

investigate how these developed over time. The grammatical errors that were included in the 

study were: subject-verb agreement, run-on sentences, sentence fragments, the indefinite 

article (a/an), the definite article (the), genitive, capital letters, countable/uncountable nouns 

and tense. The results showed that the most common errors were made in subject-verb 

agreement and tense and the number of errors in both of these two categories increased in the 

second year. The errors in genitive also doubled in comparison to the first year. The best 
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improvement could be seen in errors with capital letters while errors in the other categories 

either stayed the same or improved slightly. With only ten essays from each year, the study is 

too small to make any broad generalizations from, but it provides a useful overview of 

common errors that Swedish students of English make in their written language. Furthermore, 

its implication that the students make the same mistakes, perhaps even to a greater extent as 

they progress with their education, also motivates further studies within this field. 

A similar study was conducted by Nygaard in Norway (2010), but on a bigger scale, as 

it included 190 student essays and also aimed to measure the effectiveness of three different 

correction strategies. The participants of the study all attended the second year of upper 

secondary school and the essays were written on computer during the autumn and spring 

semester of one school year. The error categories that were included were spelling, concord, 

wrong word, wrong verb tense, missing words, wrong word order, wrong form, punctuation, 

and upper or lower case letter mistakes. The results showed an overall improvement with an 

average of 25 percent fewer mistakes in all three groups. The most common mistakes during 

the autumn term were in the spelling and wrong word categories, whereas the least common 

mistakes were in the word order category. During the spring term this changed; although 

spelling mistakes remained most common in two of the groups, this was replaced with word 

order in the third group. The most effective correction strategy used a combination of direct 

correction and underlining, achieving 31 percent error reduction. The other two strategies 

were a language check-list with common mistakes in spelling and grammar and a marking 

code which achieved 23 percent and 21 percent in error reduction respectively.  

Even though the two studies are different in size, it is interesting to see that they come 

to different conclusions concerning both the most common errors and the changes in error 

levels. The most common mistake in the Swedish study, which is errors in subject-verb 

agreement, is not as prominent in the Norwegian study where it is the fourth least common 

type of error. However, the Swedish study did not include errors in spelling which was the 

most common error in the Norwegian study. It is also worth mentioning that there is generally 

little overlap between the error categories included in the study, with only four categories 

being represented in both studies. The only error category which showed similar results was 

the tense category, with 15 percent and 12.93 percent respectively.  
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2.3.2 Previous research on metalinguistic comments 

As metalinguistic comments are a relatively new field of study, there is a general lack of 

research concerning this type of feedback. However, in addition to Sheen’s study in 2007 

which was discussed in section 2.2, there are some researchers who have examined its 

effectiveness. 

Ellis, Loewen and Erla (2006) compared two different forms of corrective feedback: 

metalinguistic comments and recasts. The latter, which consists of reformulating a part or all 

of a student’s utterance, is often more implicit in nature and the study therefore also made a 

comparison of explicit and implicit feedback. The participants of the study were 34 low 

intermediate students of English at a private language school in New Zealand and the target 

structure of the feedback was the past tense -ed construction in oral production. The students 

were divided into three different groups, with two groups receiving different forms of 

feedback and the last group acting as a control group. The results of the study concluded that 

both types of feedback were effective in assisting acquisition but that metalinguistic 

comments showed generally better results than recasts. One conclusion of the study was thus 

that explicit corrective feedback is generally more effective than implicit feedback. 

A more recent study examining conditionals and wish statements by Rezaei and 

Derakhshan (2013) also supports these findings. The participants of the study were 60 

students from three classes at the Iran Language institute in Tehran, each of which received 

different types of feedback on their spoken language (metalinguistic feedback, recasts and no 

feedback). The study made a similar comparison between metalinguistic comments and 

recasts, concluding that the former was a more effective type of feedback. The results of the 

study found that implicit corrective feedback, such as using recasts, is usually not noticed by 

the students, hence making them less successful in comparison to more explicit types of 

feedback (Rezaei and Derakhshan 2013, 661). 

In a further study in this area, Shintani and Ellis (2013) examined the effect of 

metalinguistic comments in comparison to direct corrective feedback. The participants were 

49 low-intermediate ESL students participating in an intensive language programme in 

America and the focus of the feedback was the indefinite article (a/an). The results of the 

study showed that the direct corrective feedback did not have any statistically significant 

effect on the students’ writing, while the metalinguistic comments led to gains in accuracy on 

a test administered directly after the feedback, but not in a post-test two weeks later. The 
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conclusion from this was that while the metalinguistic comments did help the students in 

understanding the underlying grammatical rule, the effect was not durable over time.  

To summarize the findings of these previous studies, there is evidence that shows that 

metalinguistic comments are an effective form of feedback, both in their own right and in 

comparison to other forms of feedback. However, the effect on long-term learning has not 

been confirmed. 

 

3. Material and method 

This section deals with the practical aspects of the study, starting by describing the 

participants, their motivation and the assignments. The framework of the feedback will then 

be described with examples from the students’ essays to illustrate how the data was 

categorised. Lastly, the overall procedure will be discussed. 

 

3.1 Participants 

The study was conducted at an upper secondary in Stockholm, Sweden. Two classes from 

different programs were included with a total of 58 students, of which 34 were used in the 

present study (16 from Class A and 18 from Class B: see 3.2). The students were all in their 

second year with an average age of 17, and attended ‘English 6’. The participants had two 

lessons of English every week representing approximately two and a half hours in total. Most 

of the students’ work on assignments took place in the classroom and this is also the case for 

the assignments used in the present study. In total, 24 students were excluded from the study 

as they either 1) had dyslexia and therefore wrote on a computer, 2) were not present at all 

lessons, 3) did not write both essays, or 4) were transfer students from an English-speaking 

country. Computer-written texts were not included as spell-checking programs would affect 

the number of mistakes in the texts. Students who were not present at all lessons when writing 

the assignments and receiving the feedback were not included as they either did not write their 

essays within the same time frame as the rest of the class or did not have the opportunity to 

correct their texts according to the feedback. Students who did not write both essays were not 

included in the survey as it was not possible to measure their development and one transfer 

student was not included as the study focuses on the written English of Swedish students.  
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The consent for using the student essays was gained by asking the students verbally 

after the first assignment, before the revision of the essays. The purpose of the project was 

briefly explained in that it measured students’ most common errors and examined the 

effectiveness of metalinguistic comments as a form of feedback. After being fully informed 

about the project, students were asked for their consent regarding participation.  

 

3.2 Motivation levels  

The two classes that received the feedback differed in several ways. They belonged to 

different programs, natural sciences (Class A) and social science (Class B), and as Class A 

will have to use English if they want to continue their studies, they are more likely to be 

motivated to develop their language skills. In order test this, all participants filled out a 

questionnaire about their motivation in lessons and towards the subject of English (see 

Appendix 2). The purpose of the questionnaire was to evaluate the lessons of a trainee 

teacher, but also contained questions about motivation. It was anonymous and the students 

were encouraged to be honest when expressing their opinions. In total, 22 students from class 

A and 29 students from class B participated in the survey. 

The survey questions were based on the research of Dörnyei (1998), who describes 

motivation as “one of the key factors that influence the rate and success of second/foreign 

language (L2) learning” (Dörnyei 1998, 117). Dörnyei (1998, 117-122) argues that motivation 

is a complex and multifaceted construct, with many different factors that influence the 

learning process of language learners. Three such factors were included in the survey, namely 

the attitude towards the subject, intrinsic versus instrumental motivation (whether the learners 

study the language because they like it or whether they need it for practical reasons) and task-

enjoyment.  

 

3.3 Material 

The main material used in this paper is student essays in English from the participants 

described in section 3.1, collected by the author of this essay on two separate occasions. The 

first assignment was on the theme of Shakespeare written with the time limit of two lessons (2 

hours and 35 minutes). It was the last assignment on this theme and as such the main part of 

the grade on this part of the course. The students wrote their essays in the classroom and were 

encouraged to use dictionaries to check their spelling. The essays by the participants included 
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in the study were written by hand. The assignment was to compare the text Twelfth Night to 

the film She’s the Man in terms of characters, setting and theme. The students were also 

required to include three additional literary terms, which they had worked with earlier. Prior 

to the two writing lessons, the classes had one lesson with a teacher-led discussion about the 

text and the film, where they were also introduced to the assignment. The students were 

allowed to take notes during this lesson, which they could bring with them when writing the 

assignment. There was no set length for the assignment, but the recommendation from the 

teacher was to write approximately 300 to 600 words (for the full assignment see Appendix 

4). 

The second assignment was given to the students four weeks after the first assignment, 

and it was on the theme of gender equality. The writing conditions were the same as for the 

first assignment and this essay was also the final assignment related to the theme. The 

assignment was formulated slightly differently for the two different classes (see Appendix 4), 

but the main content was the same. The students were required to write about how they 

perceived gender equality in Sweden and what could be done to improve equality between 

men and women. 

 

3.4 Framework for metalinguistic comments 

As a standardized framework for metalinguistic comments was needed, the first stage was to 

create the framework. The first step was to identify the most common mistakes made by the 

students by analysing previous essays from the different classes. This was complemented by 

the results of previous studies that describe common language mistakes for English language 

learners, as described in section 2.3.1, and input from the class teachers. Based on this 

information, a framework was created that contained explanations and examples to help 

students correct these common mistakes. The explanations were mainly based on the works of 

Estling Vannestål (2007) and Fredriksson (2013), but they were also modified and simplified 

to be more accessible to the students. However, these explanations were only given in 6 

categories (see Appendix 1), as some categories could not be explained by a general rule, but 

rather required more specific comments. As a result of this, the framework did not only 

consist of metalinguistic comments, but also of error codes which do not give explicit 

information about how to correct an error. Furthermore, as the mistakes could vary between 

the classes and the different assignments they would write, this framework was considered to 
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be a dynamic document and was updated as necessary throughout the procedure. The final 

framework consisted of 15 categories which are explained below with student examples taken 

from assignment 1 and 2 from both classes. This framework can be found in Appendix 1. 

The first category addressed errors in subject-verb agreement as shown in (1) and 

included explanations regarding when to add an ‘-s’ to the verb, when to use is/are, was/were 

and has/have. Estling Vannestål (2007) argues that the adding of an ‘-s’ to the end of a verb is 

especially difficult for Swedish learners of English, as this is something they do not have in 

their native language (Estling Vannestål 2007, 80). 

 

(1) The twins Viola and Sebastian gets seperated from eachother...  

 

The second category was genitive and apostrophes as shown in (2) and this 

explained how the apostrophe works as a marker for possession, relation and abbreviation. 

Estling Vannestål (2007) states that the three most common mistakes of Swedish students of 

English are: “forgetting to add the apostrophe”, “putting the apostrophe in the wrong place” or 

“adding an apostrophe to a plural -s in a non-genitive construction” (Estling Vannestål 2007, 

118).  

 

(2) … to see if she is good enough to play in the boys team. 

 

The third category described the indefinite article (a/an) as shown in (3) and how it 

depends on the subsequent word. 

 

(3) If Sweden wants to be a even better country... 

 

The fourth category addressed errors in capital letters. The errors in capitalization of 

titles, such as the names of the film and the play in first assignment, were rather frequent in 

the students’ essays and almost every student who used the titles did not capitalize all of the 

main words. As this type of error was considered of minor importance it was only counted 

once per essay so that it did not distort the statistics. Example (4) was thus only counted as 

one error and if the student made more errors of this type, they would be ignored in the total 
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statistics. The total number of errors from this category, including all mistakes in the 

capitalization of titles, can be found in Appendix 5. 

 

(4) The movie She’s the man is a modern movie inspired by Shakespeares play 

Twelfth night.  

 

The fifth category was run-on sentences (see example (5)), which is when two main 

clauses are joined without the use of a coordinator (Estling Vannestål 2007, 78). The 

correction framework provided three different ways to deal with these sentences by 1) adding 

a coordinator (and, but, or and so on), 2) using a semicolon or colon, or 3) separating the two 

sentences. 

 

(5) All kinds of genderdiscrimination divides the society, we need to be able to... 

 

The sixth category signalled one or more missing words in the sentence, as in 

example (6) below. All of the missing words in this category were compiled into one list for 

each class, which the students had to consult in order to find a word that was appropriate for 

their sentence. 

 

(6) Even though women are encouraged to work instead of staying at home, (the) 

majority of the time they are...  

 

The seventh category, wrong word, suggested that the word used in the sentence was 

incorrectly used in its context (see example (7)). In a similar manner to category 6, a list of 

‘correct’ words were provided to help the students in their correction of these errors. 

 

(7) Some people also say ‘you beat like a woman’... 

 

The eighth category contained errors in spelling. In addition to normal spelling errors, 

such as example (8) below, the category also included mistakes where the students 

accidentally wrote a different word with a similar spelling to their intended word. As such, the 

error shown in example (9) was put into this category rather than the ‘wrong word’ category. 
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(8) Unfortionaly to many people think that way... 

 

(9) …for example there is a higher percent of bosses that are men then womens. 

 

The ninth category addressed errors that were in the wrong tense in relation to other 

words in the sentence such as: 

 

(10) … they have coming a long way compare to the other countries. 

 

The tenth category was word order, which indicated that the underlined word needed 

to be moved to another position in the sentence, as in example (11) below. 

 

(11) On the other hand is gender quotas an effective way of getting... 

 

The eleventh category treated errors in prepositions, as shown in (12) below. In 

contrast to categories 6 and 7, this category did not provide a list of possible prepositions, but 

rather provided the correct preposition written above the underlined word. The reason for this 

was because prepositions are heavily dependent on the words they are used in conjunction 

with and if the student does not know the right preposition to start with, it might be very 

difficult for them to guess what they are supposed to use in the given sentence. 

 

(12) In the play Viola dresses up to a boy... 

 

The twelfth category contained unnecessary words that needed to be deleted in order 

for the sentence to become grammatically correct: 

 

(13) In the both stories ‘he’... 

 

The thirteenth category addressed errors where the student needed to rewrite the 

sentence. This category was established for sentences that contained strange formulations that 

could not be solved by a simple correction. Examples of this type of error were incorrect 
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expressions, as in example (14), longer passages with more complex errors, as in example 

(15), incomprehensible passages or sentence fragments. Other grammatical errors that were 

included within sections marked with this error category were not corrected or counted 

towards their relevant categories in the statistics. As such, student example (15) below only 

counts as a single error, even though more mistakes were made. This was done for two 

reasons: firstly, these kinds of strange formulations tended to occur when the students wanted 

to express an idea without really knowing how to write it in English, which in turn distorted 

their grammar. Secondly, the students would not have the opportunity to correct these 

mistakes as they rewrote the formulations. Including these mistakes in the statistics would 

therefore lead to an incorrect picture of how often certain mistakes were made before and 

after feedback. Sentence rewrite errors were thus considered a single error per 100 words, 

even though they were composed of a number of words.   

 

(14) Second of all, one of the most important questions is... (the expression was used 

in order  to describe the second argument of the essay)  

 

(15) it has not to mean that a company would not bet on girl because she is a 

girl. She doesn´t want to work hard to get the higher salary 

 

The fourteenth category included errors in idiomatic expressions. The correction 

framework stated that the student needed to consult a dictionary or the teacher to find out how 

to properly use the expression and, if necessary, what expression to use instead.  

 

(16) This ‘quote’ has always run through my mind. 

 

The fifteenth and final category addressed errors in word form. This category was 

used when the student had written the correct word, but in wrong form. This mostly included 

words in singular or plural as in example (17), but also other errors such as confusing 

adjectives and nouns as in example 18. 

 

(17) There is in general quite a big gap between man and woman... 
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(18) It gives them more confident to do what they want to do  

 

The framework thus consisted of these 15 error categories that provided metalinguistic 

feedback in the form of both metalinguistic explanations (categories 1-5 and 9) and error 

codes (remaining categories). 

 

3.5 Procedure  

After the first lesson, the students’ essays were collected along with the notes they had 

brought with them from the class discussion. This was done to prevent the students from 

continuing writing their essays at home and to provide a first insight into the different errors 

they were making. After the second lesson, the essays were once again collected and the 

errors were categorized according to the framework. The students’ mistakes were underlined 

and assigned a number that corresponded to the specific type of mistake in the framework as 

described in section 3.4. The different numbers represented common mistakes made by the 

students and the correction framework included general grammar rules and example 

sentences.  

At the start of the third lesson, the students were briefly informed about the purpose of 

the study and the teacher explained that the number of errors was not in any way connected to 

a specific grade. The students were provided with a copy of the framework and were asked to 

correct their essays according to the feedback. They were allowed to use dictionaries or 

phones when correcting their essays and were encouraged to ask the teacher if they needed 

any help or clarification of the feedback. The corrected versions were then handed in for 

grading. 

The desired effect of the feedback was that the students would take a more active part 

in the correction of their own language and establish a rule for themselves regarding the 

grammar mistakes they make when writing in English, as described in section 2.2. This would 

hopefully improve their language when they wrote their second assignment. 

The feedback (see Appendix 1) covered a broad range of mistakes rather than being 

focused on particular types of error, partly in order to measure the overall difficulties of 

Swedish students of English, but also to respond to the relatively high level of proficiency in 
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English in Sweden
2
. A broader perspective was thus necessary to give relevant feedback to all 

students about their individual struggles. 

 

3.5.1 Compiling the data 

In order to measure the frequency of the errors and the effectiveness of the initial feedback, 

the students’ essays needed to be turned into comparable data. Since the essays varied in 

length, the number of errors per 100 words was calculated for each category in each essay. 

Data for the different error categories were added together and then divided by the number of 

students in the class to get the mean value of mistakes per 100 words for each category. This 

was done for each set of essays, creating four sets of data with two assignments each for both 

classes. 

The answers from the questionnaire on motivation were also collated, by counting all 

the different answers to each question and then dividing that number by the total number of 

students who filled out the form. This provided a picture of the level of motivation in the class 

in percentages.  

 

4. Results  

This section lists the findings of the present study, starting with the results of the motivation 

survey of the two classes. After that, the most common errors from assignment 1 is presented, 

followed by a comparison in the number of errors in assignments 1 and 2, indicating the 

effects of the feedback in both classes. Finally, the changes in error levels will be assessed 

between the two classes.  

 

4.1 Motivation 

To measure the students’ attitudes towards English the students were asked if they enjoyed 

the subject. The answer was on a scale 1-5, where 1 represented ‘not at all' and 5 ‘very much’. 

In total between the two classes, 8 students did not answer the survey as they were absent that 

lesson (4 from Class A and 4 from Class B).  

 

                                                           

2  Rated ‘very high proficiency’ by the EF English Proficiency index 2015 http://www.ef.se/epi/ 

http://www.ef.se/epi/
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Figure 1: Enjoyment of English by Classes A and B 

 

As can be seen in Figure 1 above, the students of Class A showed a greater level of enjoyment 

of the subject, with 50 percent reporting that they liked English very much, and 45 percent 

reporting that they liked it. Class B, on the other hand, had a more even spread, and 55 

percent of the class answered 1-3, which corresponds to between low and average enjoyment 

of the subject. The remaining 45 percent of the students in the class answered that they either 

liked English moderately or very much. 

In order to get an insight into the students’ intrinsic motivation, the students were 

asked if they intended to continue with their English studies the following year. They were 

also asked to state the reason why they would continue with English: if it was because they 

liked it, needed it for future studies or both. Four students wrote a different answer to the 

question as they were either not sure if they wanted to continue or wanted to continue with 

English because it was ‘easy’. These categories were therefore added as described in Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Intrinsic motivation of participants in Class A and B (individual values are rounded) 

Do you want to take English 7? Class A Class B      

Yes because...                                                                  80.7% 53.1% 

    I need it 7.7% 15.6% 

    I like it 11.5% 3.1% 

    I need it and like it 61.5% 31.3% 

    It is easy - 3.1% 

No - 28.1% 

Maybe/Not sure 3.8% 6.3% 

Absent 15% 12.5% 
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The results show that there is a difference in motivation with regard to the will to continue 

their studies after the completion of the course. In Class A, 80.7 percent of the students 

answered that they wanted to continue their studies in English, and the other 3.8 percent 

remained undecided. The majority of the students who stated that they wanted to continue 

said that they both liked the subject and needed it in the future. In class B, 53.1 percent of the 

students answered that they wanted to continue to English 7, but approximately one third of 

these students said this was because they either needed it or found it easy. Of the remaining 

students, 28.1 percent of Class B also answered that they would not continue their studies, 

while 6.3 percent had yet to decide. 

The last question was aimed to measure the task-enjoyment of the English lessons on 

the theme of Shakespeare. This was measured as it affected the motivation of the students 

when they wrote their essays. As in the first question, the answer was on a scale 1-5, where 1 

represented ‘not at all’ and 5 ‘very much’.  

 

Figure 2: Task enjoyment of participants in Class A and B 

 

As shown in Figure 2 above, the level of appreciation towards the Shakespeare lessons was 

generally lower than towards the subject of English. 81.7 percent of Class A’s students were 

focused around 3-4 (average to more than average appreciation), while 65.4 percent of class B 

were focused around 2-3 (low to average appreciation).  
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4.2 Error frequency 

The next area to be examined was the relative frequency of errors in the different categories in 

the first assignment. First, the overall frequency of error in each category in assignment 1, 

among both classes, was calculated, as shown in Figure 3. Table 2 provides more detailed 

information about the statistics. 

 

Figure 3: Error distribution in Class A and B  

 

Table 2. Most common errors in assignment 1   

Error Categories Errors/100 words Percentage (Rounded) 

1. Subject-verb agreement  0.57 9.4% 

2. Genitive and apostrophes 0.66 10.8% 

3. The indefinite article (a/an) 0.04 0.7% 

4. Capital letters 0.25 4.1% 

5. Run-on sentences 0.16 2.6% 

6. Missing words 0.4 6.6% 

7. Wrong words 0.83 13.6% 

8. Spelling  1.22 20% 

9. Tense 0.12 1.9% 

10. Word order 0.11 1.8% 

11. Prepositions 0.18 2.9% 

12. Unnecessary words 0.35 5.7% 

13. Rewrite the sentence  0.98 16.1% 

14. Idiomatic expression 0 0% 

15. Word form 0.22 3.6% 
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As shown in Table 2, the most common type of error was in the spelling category with an 

average of slightly more than one error per 100 words (20% of the total number of errors). 

The second most common type of error required the sentence to be rewritten, which occurred 

almost once per 100 words, representing 16% percent of the total number of errors. Other 

relatively frequent errors were wrong word errors (slightly less than one error per 100 words 

or 13.6% of the errors), genitive and apostrophe errors (10.8% of the errors) and errors in 

subject-verb agreement (9.4% of the errors). Also worth mentioning are the relatively low 

frequencies of errors in the indefinite article and idiomatic expressions categories, which had 

0.04 errors per 100 words (0.7%) and 0 errors per 100 words respectively. Errors in idiomatic 

expressions did occur twice in the first assignment (both by the same student), but the 

frequency was not high enough to be seen in the statistics when calculating the total of both 

classes. 

 

4.3 Effectiveness of the feedback 

In order to measure the effectiveness of the feedback, it was necessary to compare the error 

frequencies of the first and the second assignment in both classes. The significance of the 

changes was then checked by running a correlated two-tailed t-test comparing the individual 

changes in error levels in the two classes. The p value used to calculate significance was 

p=<.05. To ensure that the error reduction was not achieved at the cost of the complexity of 

the student’s language, the grades of both assignments were also compared. The changes in 

grades were considered to be normal for both classes and can be found in Appendix 6.  

Figure 4 displays the error frequencies for Class A in the first and second assignment 

(see Appendix 5, Table 7 and 8). The statistics show a reduction in errors in 10 out of 15 

categories. The most notable categories with error reduction were the subject-verb agreement 

(category 1), genitive and apostrophes (2), wrong word (7) and rewrite the sentence (13) 

categories. There were also 5 categories where the error frequencies increased such as the 

missing word (6) and prepositions (11) categories. However, only the error decreases in 

categories 1 and 2 were statistically significant at p=<.05. Furthermore, category 11 showed a 

significant increase in the number of errors occurring.  
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Figure 4: Changes in error levels  

 

Table 3. Statistical significance (p<.05) in changes in error levels (Class A)  

Class A (N=16)     

Error Category Mean/Std Dev T df Effect size ( r
2
) 

1. Subject-verb agreement 0.16/0.36 +2.55 15 0.30 

2. Genitive and apostrophes 0.51/0.4 +3.44 15 0.44 

11. Prepositions -0.07/0.15 -2.18 15 0.24 

 

Figure 5: Changes in error levels in Class B  
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Figure 5 shows the changes in error levels in Class B. The error reduction is less prominent 

than in Class A, with improvement in 8 of 15 categories (Appendix 5, Table 9 and 10). The 

two categories that had the highest error reduction were errors in genitive and apostrophes 

(category 2) and capitalisation (4), which were reduced by 45 percent and 53 percent 

respectively. However, only the reduction in genitive and apostrophes was of statistical 

significance at p=<.05. Furthermore, six categories saw an increase in error frequency, while 

one category, tense (9), remained the same. Among the categories in which there was an 

increase in error frequency, three categories were of statistical significance: errors in spelling 

(8), word order (10) and word form (15). Most noticeable is the increase in spelling mistakes 

in the second assignment with an increase of almost 60 percent, which could imply that the 

students did not spend as much time checking their texts for errors during the second 

assignment.   

 

Table 4. Statistical significance (p<.05) in changes in error levels (Class B) 

Class B (N=18) 

Error Category Mean/Std Dev T df Effect size ( r
2
) 

2. Genitive and apostrophes 0.36/0.44 +2.42 17 0.26 

8. Spelling -0.8/1.48 -3.56 17 0.43 

10. Word order -0.15/0.2 -2.47 17 0.26 

15. Word form -0.32/0.35 -3.44 17 0.41 

 

    When comparing the changes in error levels in Class A and B, we can see that Class A 

responded slightly better to the feedback. The class had a more even spread in the changes in 

error levels between assignment 1 and 2, with improvements in more categories than Class B. 

However, the error reduction for both classes was only statistically significant in two 

categories: subject-verb agreement and genitive and apostrophes. The categories which saw a 

statistically significant increase in error frequency all had feedback provided in the form of 

error codes. 

 

4.4 Error reduction in both classes 

In order to compare the error reduction between the two classes, the differences in error levels 

in each category were calculated and compiled in Table 5. Negative numbers show that there 

has been a reduction in the frequency of the errors, while positive numbers represent an 

increased level of errors in the relevant category. The statistics show that Class A had higher 
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levels of error reduction in 7 categories. Looking at the highest error reduction and the lowest 

increase in error frequencies, Class A showed better results in 12 out of 15 categories 

compared to Class B. The categories where Class B outperformed Class A were errors in 

capital letters (category 4), unnecessary words (12) and idiomatic expressions (14). However, 

the overall reduction in error frequencies were quite limited, with the most significant error 

reduction (genitives and apostrophes) being only 0.5 of an error per 100 words.  

 

Table 5: Changes in error levels in Class A and B 

Error Categories Change in errors/ 100 words 

 Class A Class B  

1. Subject-verb agreement -0.17 -0.08          

2. Genitive and apostrophes -0.51 -0.35 

3. The indefinite article (a/an) -0.03 +0.02 

4. Capital letters -0.06 -0.15 

5. Run-on sentences -0.02 +0.06 

6. Missing words +0.16 +0.28 

7. Wrong words +0.16 +0.28 

8. Spelling +0.02 +0.8 

9. Tense -0.04 +0 

10. Word order -0.09 +0.16 

11. Prepositions +0.07 +0.09 

12. Unnecessary words -0.03 -0.11 

13. Rewrite the sentence -0.19 -0.09 

14. Idiomatic expression +0.07 +0.03 

15. Word form +0.03 +0.32 

 

5. Discussion  

This section will discuss the findings in comparison to previous research and the research 

questions listed under the aim. First the frequencies of the most common errors will be 

discussed, followed by a discussion of the effectiveness of the feedback and metalinguistic 

comments in general. Finally, the limitations of the study will be discussed.  
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5.1 The most frequent errors  

As noted in 2.3.1, previous research in the field of error distribution has shown different 

results concerning the most frequent errors in upper secondary school. These results have 

varied both in the most common type of error and the changes in error levels, which showed 

both an increase and a decrease in errors. However, parts of both studies are supported by the 

findings of the present study.  

 

Table 6: A comparison in the most common errors reported in Swedish studies of secondary 

school students.  

Alagic (2010) Nygaard (2010) Present study 

1. Subject-verb agreement 1. Spelling 1. Spelling 

2. Capital letters 2. Wrong word 2. Rewrite sentence 

3. Tense   3. Verb tense 3. Wrong word 

4. Run-on sentences 4. Word form 4. Genitive and apostrophes 

5. Sentence fragments 5. Punctuation 5. Subject-verb agreement 

 

As shown in Table 6, the most common error in the present study was spelling mistakes, 

which was also the most common type of error in Nygaard’s (2010) study. As the participants 

of Nygaard’s study wrote on a computer, these findings imply that spelling is a common type 

of error regardless of whether the students write on a computer or by hand. The second most 

common error, the rewrite sentence category, was however not represented in any of the 

previous studies. As stated in 3.4, this category was included to take into account strange 

formulations which could occur when the students were uncertain about how to express 

themselves in English. Even if parts of these types of errors could be put in different error 

categories for the sake of categorization, this was not done, as it would be a simplification of 

the complex nature of the error. While it could be possible to explain some of these errors 

with metalinguistic comments, it is likely that this would be difficult and time-consuming 

work for the teacher. The inclusion of this category could thus be important for future studies, 

as correcting the grammar of a sentence only does not necessarily make it understandable to 

the reader. The third and fourth most common errors, wrong words and punctuation, were 

relatively similar to the findings of Nygaard, with both categories in the top five most 

common errors and close to the each other’s position in the frequency ranking. Even though 

the fifth most common error, subject-verb agreement, did occur in the present study, it was 

not as frequent as in Alagic’s study. While the error frequencies of the present and Alagic’s 
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study are quite different, there are many other error types which are present in both studies 

such as capital letters, run-on sentences, the indefinite article, tense and the genitive. Even 

though errors in capitalization were common in both studies, Alagic’s study mostly contained 

errors in the personal pronoun ‘I’ and proper nouns such as the names of countries, while the 

present study mostly displayed errors in titles. 

There were also some errors that were not very common, such as errors in idiomatic 

expressions and the indefinite article. One reason for this could be that these grammar 

constructions were not common in the type of text used in this study. These types of errors 

could be more thoroughly examined either by using assignments that encourage the students 

to use these constructions or by comparing them in relation to when the constructions are used 

correctly. 

 

5.2 The effectiveness of the feedback 

As presented in section 4.1.3, the results of the feedback showed a general reduction of errors 

in a majority of the error categories in both classes. However, the reduction was not very 

salient, with only two of these categories being statistically significant – subject-verb 

agreement (category 1), and genitive and apostrophes (2). It is worth noting that both of these 

categories were addressed with metalinguistic comments and, as a result, gave more explicit 

explanations on how to correct the errors. Looking at the categories with metalinguistic 

comments (categories 1-5 and 9) in particular, Class A improved in all of these categories 

while Class B only improved in 3 of 6 categories. Moreover, the categories which showed the 

greatest increase in errors, such as missing word (6), spelling (8), word order (10), 

prepositions (11) and word form (15), were all treated with feedback in the form of error 

codes. These results support the findings of previous research which claim that explicit 

feedback is generally more effective than implicit feedback. While metalinguistic comments 

were more effective than error codes, further research is necessary to measure its 

effectiveness more accurately.  

As the main disadvantage of metalinguistic comments is the effort and time that is 

required when writing each individual comment, the present study tried to create a 

standardized framework with general explanations to facilitate the application of this feedback 

form in the daily work of English teachers. Even though the framework is not extensive 

enough to be applied to all types of errors, it could be expanded to include more categories 
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specializing in different grammatical constructions that the students need to improve. While it   

might be difficult to use the framework on some individual errors, it could provide feedback 

on common difficulties of the majority of the students. However, as the results of the 

feedback only showed significant improvement in two of six categories, it may be better to 

use a more focused form of feedback in future studies. 

Although the majority of the error categories showed a decrease across the two 

assignments, it was also interesting to see that some of the errors were more frequent in the 

second assignment. This is of particular interest as we can see a similar development in 

Alagic’s study, which showed an overall increase in the error categories. One possible 

explanation why different types of errors respond differently to feedback could be found in 

the processability theory developed by Manfred Pienemann (1998). The theory states that 

second language learners restructure their language following a specific pattern in order to 

conform to the language they are trying to acquire. This means that the effectiveness of the 

feedback can also be affected by the target grammatical feature and the current language level 

of the students (Pienemann, 1998). 

When looking at motivation as a variable for language learning, we can see that the 

more motivated class, Class A, outperformed Class B in a majority of the error categories. 

However, as the error reduction only proved statistically significant in two categories, it is 

difficult to say to what extent this has had an effect on the results. Using a more effective 

form of feedback could provide a clearer picture of the impact of motivation on language 

learning. 

The relatively small effect of the feedback is also worth discussing, as it reflects the 

critique of written corrective feedback by Truscott (1996) as described in 2.1. If the 

metalinguistic comments do not provide enough statistically significant error reduction, do 

they justify the time and effort required to make these comments? It is important to consider 

that this form of feedback is still relatively unexplored and that the standardized framework 

used in this study has not yet been through the necessary testing and adjustments as have 

more established forms of feedback. Even though the study cannot claim to fully measure the 

effectiveness of metalinguistic comments, it does indicate the need for further evaluation of 

different forms of written corrective feedback. 
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5.3 Limitations of the study  

As this survey only looked at two upper secondary school classes of Swedish students, further 

research on a larger scale is necessary to ensure the validity of the results. The fact that the 

students were informed about the purpose of the survey before correcting their texts can have 

had an effect on their revision. The survey can also not claim to fully measure the 

effectiveness of metalinguistic comments as no control group was included in the study. 

Furthermore, as described in 2.1, not using focused feedback also limited the depths of the 

metalinguistic explanations as it meant that less time could be given to each category. Even 

though the study takes motivation in consideration, there are still a lot of other variables that 

influence feedback and a much broader study would need to be carried out to take these into 

account. However, this study provides a picture of the most common mistakes made by 

Swedish students of English and shows the potential for metalinguistic comments to be used 

to decrease the frequency of such mistakes.  

 

5. Conclusion 

This study has examined the most frequent errors among Swedish students of English and 

whether metalinguistic comments can be used to improve their written production. 

Furthermore, the results were seen in relation to the motivation of the students as one variable 

which affects language learning. Even though there were improvements in a majority of the 

error categories in both classes and a noticeable difference between students with different 

levels of motivation, it is difficult to draw any definite conclusions about the effectiveness of 

this form of feedback. However, these results illustrate the importance of measuring the 

effectiveness of different forms of feedback, which is something that language teachers put a 

lot of time and effort into making. While metalinguistic comments are relatively difficult to 

apply in practice, they are a promising approach, as they both provide explicit guidance and 

require the students to reflect on their errors, thus combining the positive sides of both direct 

and indirect corrective feedback. As implied by Ellis (2012), this form of feedback is popular 

among students, but we still need to look for new ways to use it in our teaching. Creating a 

framework of metalinguistic comments could provide a solution to the problem and hopefully 

this study can be a step in that direction. Further research could expand the framework to 

include other categories such as prepositions or word order, although the feedback should be 

more focused to become more effective. As mentioned in the previous section, the inclusion 
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of a control group would also be necessary to truly measure the effectiveness of 

metalinguistic comments as a form of written corrective feedback.  
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For more information on how to correct your English check out A University Grammar of English with a 

Swedish Perspective by Maria Estling Vannestål or The English Handbook by Mats Fredriksson.  
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Appendix 2: Motivation questionnaire  

 
Feedback to Paul 

 

Scale on 1-5 where 1=not at all and 5= Very much 

1. Do you like English? 

 1__      2__      3__      4__      5__ 

 

 

2. Do you want to take Eng7? (Yes/No) 

If yes is it because: 

 You need it? 

 You like it? 

 You need it and like it? 

 

 

3. Did you enjoy our lessons about Shakespeare? 

1__      2__      3__      4__      5__ 

 

4. Were my instructions clear? 

1__      2__    3__    4__    5__ 

 

5. What could have been done better? 

 

 

 

 

6. Do you have any other comments on my teaching? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This form is anonymous! 
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Appendix 3: Assignment about Shakespeare 

 

A Comparison between Twelfth Night and She’s the Man 
Assignment 
Compare and contrast the text Twelfth Night to the movie She’s the Man.  Write a 5-
paragraph essay comparing: characters, setting and theme. You must include a thesis 
statement in your introductory paragraph and use examples from both the movie and the 
text to support your arguments. Also you must include 3 other literary terms than those 
mentioned above! 
 
You are allowed to bring the following material when writing your essay: 

 Notes from this lesson 

 The text about Twelfth Night 

 The list of Literary Terms 

 
An example of the essay could be as follows: 
 
Introduction 
What will this essay be about? 
 
Paragraph 1 
Compare the characters  
Paragraph 2 
Compare the settings 
Paragraph 3 
Compare the themes 
 
Conclusion 
Summarize your conclusions 
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Appendix 4. Gender assignments for Class A and B  
 

Class A’s assignment 

 

Gender Equality Essay 

 

We have read articles, watched videos and have had classroom discussions 

about Gender Equality. Now it is time for you to write a 5-paragraph essay 

discussing your reflections and ideas about gender equality. What does gender 

equality mean to you? You may write about gender in the home, at school, work 

or in sports. What can be done to make gender equality better in those areas?  

 

Class B’s assignment 

 

Five-paragraph essay 
 

 

You are applying for a scholarship to study at an Australian college for a year. 

As part of your application you are required to write about gender equality in 

your country. The essay question is: 

 

”What should be done to improve equality between men and women in your 

country?” 

 

Try to explain your idea of gender equality, describe the situation today and 

discuss how equality can be achieved. 
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Appendix 5. Error distribution tables 

 

Table 7: Class A assignment 1 (Numbers in Brackets show all errors in Capitalization in 

titles) 
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Table 8: Class A assignment 2 
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Table 9: Class B assignment 1 (Numbers in brackets show all errors in capitalization in titles) 
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Table 10: Class B assignment 2 
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Appendix 6: Changes in grades between assignment 1 and 2 

 

Changes in grades Class A  Class B  

Lower   31.25% (5) 16.6% (3)  

Same   50% (8) 68.75% (11) 

Higher   18.75% (3) 22.22% (4) 
 


