
their pronunciation errors and try to ignore 
errors in other areas such as grammar or 
word choice. I believe if you correct every-
thing, you correct nothing; the reason be-
ing that students lose the objective of the 
task and they do not learn anything at all.”

Source of error
One cannot start “feedbacking” without 

first distinguishing the source of errors.  In 
Audio-lingualism teachers identified inter-
lingual errors, i.e., errors coming from the 
first language habits, (the case of negative 
transfer) as the only source of errors.  To-
day, however, such a supposition is not ac-
cepted. Thus, teachers should differentiate 
their approach to the treatment of errors 
depending on the source of the error. For 
interlingual errors, teachers might like to 
juxtapose the first language form and the 
target language form on the board. Then 
through explanation, make students aware 
of the differences. For intralingual errors, 
however, direct feedback might not be a 
good option. This is because through fur-
ther exposure to the target language, there 
is always a possibility for learners to dis-
cover the correct form. This way, they will 
better notice the faulty rule that produces 
the faulty example.

This realization helped these teachers 
take different approaches to each error 
source. Abbas explained: 

“While students are communicating, I 
write their errors down. Then I classify them 
into interlingual and intralingual errors. For 
each group, I follow a different strategy. For 
interlingual errors, I try to juxtapose the first 
language form and the target language 
form on the board. Then through explana-
tion, I try to make students aware of the 

differences. As for the second group, i.e., 
intralingual errors, I never correct them, 
since I believe that through further expo-
sure to the target language, learners will 
discover the correct form and they will self-
correct the faulty rule that produces the 
faulty form.”

Concluding remarks
The idea of “learner-tailored Feedback” is 
in step with the latest theoretical findings 
concerning instruction. For instance, Con-
nor, Morrison, and Katch (2004) showed 
that students achieved more growth when 
their instruction was matched to their 
needs—different children with different 
needs benefited from different opportuni-
ties. Similarly, it is prudent to suggest that 
teachers should realize that provision of 
feedback leads to language development if 
it is tailored to meet individual differences. 
Meanwhile, they should be cautioned that 
one-size-fits-all instruction would not be as 
effective as specialized instruction.
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it deductive approaches. In comparison, 
children rarely understand it if the teacher 
explains a target language rule. Mehrdad, 
another teacher participant, pointed out: 

“When young learners talk, I prefer to 
skip their errors. If I have to give feedback, 
I correct them in such a way that it would 
not hurt their feelings. As long as they pro-
ceed, I never correct. Instead, I write the er-
roneous forms and guide them through the 
correct form inductively. As young learners 
do not know technical jargon, they cannot 
understand it if I explain the rule. Again, I 
usually plan to immerse them in examples 
of the correct use of the erroneous form, 
and I leave the rest to 
the learners. It is my be-
lief that they would find 
the correct form from the 
patterns presented.”

Level of language 
mastery 

Expert teachers usu-
ally believe that depend-
ing on students’ levels of 
language mastery they 
should use different methods and differ-
ent degrees of error feedback. They dis-
tinguish their feedback techniques based 
on two distinct objectives: fluency and ac-
curacy. Most of them seem to agree that 
at lower levels of proficiency they should 
focus on fluency. When learners are able 
to convey their intended meaning fluently, 
they focus on accuracy. It is at this stage 
that providing feedback comes into play. 
Mahgol explained: 

“At lower levels, I focus on communi-
cation and learners’ communicative in-
tent rather than the form of their speech. 

At these levels, we should rarely correct 
learners’ errors for two reasons: first, cor-
recting de-motivates learners, and second, 
they are likely to encounter and discover 
the correct form at other higher levels. At 
higher levels, I correct learners directly by 
showing what the erroneous form is and 
then try to present them with the relevant 
linguistic information through explanation.”

Task goal 
One teaching unit may be organized 

around different types of tasks. Whilst 
some aim to involve students in communi-
cation, others may aim at presenting learn-

ers with mere practice. 
Moreover, some tasks 
are devoted to develop-
ing pronunciation and 
some to improving gram-
mar and vocabulary. One 
of the common pitfalls of 
teacher feedback is to 
give feedback o all errors 
irrespective of the objec-
tive of the task (compre-
hensive feedback). This 

unsystematic approach not only disrupts 
communication, it is also useless in terms 
of creating form-awareness. Sadegh stat-
ed: 

“In observing classes, I have found that 
feedback is very unsystematic. That is, 
each and every mistake is corrected on the 
spot. I believe that error feedback should 
be systematic. I believe that teacher feed-
back should be in line with the objectives 
of the task in hand. That is, if we teach 
grammar, we should correct grammatical 
mistakes. If the purpose of the task is to 
improve learners’ pronunciation, I focus on 

showing what the erroneous form is and 
then try to present them with the relevant 
linguistic information through explanation.”
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Connor, Morrison, and 
Katch (2004) showed 

that students achieved 
more growth when their 
instruction was matched 
to their needs—different 

children with different 
needs benefited from 

different opportunities
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nication and fluency is vital for them. As a 
case in point, Kourosh, a teacher partici-
pant, distinguished his feedback based on 
the very learner variable. He stressed that 
his being lenient or strict towards learners’ 
errors depends on learners’ expectations 
of the course. Similar to teaching, feed-
back should respond to learners’ needs. 
He explained:

“If they are learning English for university 
purposes, I tend to be strict on all errors as 
accuracy issues in academic contexts are 
of great use. In contrast, if their purpose is 
to use English in social contexts, I place 
higher priority on the fluency issues, that 
is comprehensibility of their utterances. 
When my audiences are novice teachers, 

I comprehensively correct all errors be-
cause it helps them be sensitive about their 
own errors when speaking to the learners 
as a language teacher.”

Students’ age group
It is commonplace to hear from English 

teachers that direct feedback, i.e., present-
ing the correct form, is effective for adults. 
Quite the opposit, children respond better 
to indirect feedback i.e., circling, underlin-
ing the erroneous form. There is a grow-
ing body of evidence to show that children 
grasp better the target language form 
through implicit, inductive approaches. 
Conversely, adults come to grips with the 
target language form better through explic-
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a refined set of categories. Fifteen teach-
ers who taught EFL to mainly adult learn-
ers in five language institutions. Six of the 
participants had earned their Master’s 
degrees in Teaching English as a Foreign 
Language (TEFL), three had received their 
Bachelor’s degrees in English translation; 
and still six held Bachelor’s degrees in dif-
ferent fields of science.

What follows is an elaboration of the five 
categories extracted from these fifteen 
experienced (with more than eight years 
of teaching experience) EFL instructors’ 
views. This might help language teachers 
developing procedural plans and designing 
unifying patterns in responding to students’ 
errors. 

Students’ specific need
It is important to accept that the process 

of error feedback provision is decided on 
based upon a number of factors one of 
which is students’ specific needs in learn-
ing English as a foreign language. In one 
class, there may be different groups of 
students who learn English for different 
purposes. There may be some who learn 
English because they need it for academic 
purposes. Alternatively, there may be some 
who learn English for social purposes such 
as travelling. Whereas the first group might 
want their errors to be rectified because 
accuracy is a main concern for them, the 
second group may not want their flow of 
speech to be interrupted because commu-
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Introduction
From an integration of theory and practice,  
stand point it can be hypothesized that 
two elements are central to the progress 
in English as Foreign/Second Language 
(EFL/ESL) settings. One is involvement in 
communication or communicative tasks 
in which students can generate and test 
hypotheses about the target language 
(e.g. Rosa & Leow, 2004). And the other is 
providing error feedback (EF) which is as-
sumed to help students evaluate, reflect 
and change their linguistic performance 
(e.g. Jensen, et al., 2010). 
The general opinion is that 
EF makes it possible for 
language learners to notice 
the gap between the forms 
they produce and the target 
language forms. In cases 
where teachers opt for the 
former at the cost of the lat-
ter, learners may achieve 
inadequate mastery nec-
essary to tackle their accuracy problems. 
Conversely, when they go for the latter and 
disregard the former, learners show inad-
equate fluency in communicating the de-
sired meaning.

The remedy suggested by Communica-
tive Language Teaching (CLT) advocates 
is focus on form, i.e., teaching rules in con-
text, rather than on forms, i.e., teaching 
rules in isolation (see, Long, 1991). Clearly, 
this entails an integrated approach to lan-
guage instruction, shifting attention to lan-
guage structures within a meaning-focused 
activity or task. One method to achieve an 

integrated approach is to provide feedback 
in the course of communication.

Thinking of their value to learners, EFL/
ESL teachers apply different methods of 
providing feedback. One method that has 
received considerable attention recently is 
recasting. A recast correctly reformulates 
a student’s incorrect utterance while main-
taining the central meaning of it (Lightbown 
and Spada, 2006).  Experts who do not 
support recasts tend to adhere to prompts 
instead (e.g. Loewen, 2007). In prompting, 
the teacher does not offer the correct form 

but rather attempts to get 
the student to self-correct. 
It is interesting to note that 
this technique is effective 
only if learners have some 
latent knowledge of the 
form. If the form is entirely 
new, no amount of prompt-
ing will suffice.

Apart from the type of 
technique used to give 

feedback to language learners, there seem 
to be critical considerations to make the 
whole thing more meaningful in an EFL/
ESL context.

Research method
In the present study, an experienced 

male teacher volunteered to be inter-
viewed on his views with regard to error 
feedback. The analysis and coding of this 
first interview shaped the subsequent 
questions which were asked from the other 
participants. the generation of questions 
and the answers by the participants led to 
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Teacher Feedback:
 NO to One-Size-Fits-All 

Approach

چكيده
اين مطالعة كاوشى، مالحظاتى را درخصوص فرايند «بازخورد معلمان»، آن گونه كه مى نمايد، در جهت مفيد و سازنده بودن آن 
مطرح مى كند. در ابتدا، با پانزده مدرس با سابقة زبان انگليسى در پنج مؤسسة آموزش زبان مصاحبة شفاهى (با استفاده از سؤاالت 
تشريحى) صورت گرفت. سپس محتواى مصاحبه ها براساس يك روش كيفى، ضبط و به نوشتار تبديل شد و در ادامه نقاط مشترك 
ــتخراج شد. اين گروه ها تحت عناوين  ــترك مجموعة داده ها گروه هاى نظام مندى اس آن ها كدگذارى گرديد. پس از آن، از وجوه مش
«نيازهاى ويژه زبان آموزان»، «گروه سنى زبان آموزان»، «سطح دانش زبانى»، «اهداف تمرين» و «منبع خطا» شناسايى گرديدند. در 
ــوان نتيجه گرفت كه آگاهى از اين نكات در فرايند توليد بازخورد با درنظرگرفتن تفاوت هاى فردى و گروهى زبان آموزان  ــا، مى ت انته

ضرورى است.

كليدواژه ها:  بازخورد معلمان، نيازهاى ويژه زبان آموزان، تفاوت هاى فردى، گروه سنى زبان آموزان

Abstract
This exploratory study brings to the fore important considerations regarding how 

Teacher Feedback, as it stands, would be constructive. It is argued that “theory-first” 
nature of the past studies has barely helped yielding any practical results. Following a 
“data-first” methodology then, a set of fifteen experienced EFL instructors at five language 
institutes were selected and orally interviewed (using open-ended questions). First, the 
data were recorded, transcribed and then were coded for their common features. Later, 
a systematic array of categories taken from data clusters was cyclically extracted. These 
were identified as “Students’ Specific Needs”, “Students’ Age Group”, “Level of Language 
Mastery”, “Task Goal” and “Source of Error” with “Teacher Specialized Feedback” as the 
core (central) category. It is concluded that to suit individual and group differences when 
providing feedback, an awareness of these categories is necessary.

Key Words:  teacher feedback, students’ needs, individual differences, students’ age
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