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Abstract

This paper reports a study on the effectiveness of recast as corrective feedback in Chinas English
classroom interaction The database is drawn from a corpus which contains 30 periods of classroom
interaction The findingsindicated that recast was not afrequently used corrective feedback typein Chinas
English classes but when theteachers provided the students with recaststhey intendedto usethemfollow ng
the students grammatical errors and recaststended toinvite very few students uptake
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1 Introduction

The teachers who aretrained to use communicative language teaching method CLT believe that
|anguage errors are evidence of |earners creative attemptsto use target language Making errorsis an
inevitable stagein the process of |earners interl anguage development |f [earners are given ampleinput
they wll passthroughthisstage They do not need teachers direct corrective feedback Some teachers
even argue t hat error corrections should be avoided However one of the corrective feedback types —
recast is widely usedinsecondlanguage classroom This phenomenon has drawnthe attention of second
and foreign language teachers and researchers This paper wll based on 30 periods of classroom
teaching investigate howteachersin China userecastsintheir classes

2 Literature Review and Research Questions

2 1 Definition of Recast

Theterm* recast” was firstly used inthe studies of first language acquisition Nelson et al 1973
werethefirsttouseit torefer toresponses by adultsto childrens utterances After beingintroducedto
secondlanguage acquisition research theter nt' recast” has beenredefined Forinstance referringtothe
L1lliterature Long 1996 434 defines recast as“ utterance that reappraises a childs utterance by
changing one or more sentence components subject verb or object while still referringtoits central
meani ngs” This definitionis consistent with Lyster Rantas 1997 46 recast category of corrective
feedback “ theteacher srefor mulation of all or part of astudent sutterance mnustheerrors” Tosum
up in L2literature recast can be defined as utterancesthat repeat|earners incorrect utterances making
only the change necessary t o produce a correct one wit hout changi ng t he meani ng

2 2 Previous Studies of Recastsin ESLor FL Cassroom Interaction

Cbservational studies of the effects of recasts on L2 acquisition and perfor mance have been
conductedin L2 foreign language classroons {assroom studies provide insight intothe wayin which
recasts may be perceived and used by t he students
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Doughty 1994 observedteacher feedback in a begi nner level class for university students of French
as aforeignlanguage Hs analyses were based ontranscriptions of 6 hours of audi o and videot apes of t he
interactional activitiesin the classroom Doughty observed a variety of types of teacher feedback and
anal yzed learners responsetothat feedback He reportedthat the most frequently used feedback types
were clarification request repetition and recasts wth recasts representing nearly 60 of theteachers
feedback O the three most frequently used feedback types the one whichis most likely tolead to
| ear ner repetiti on was recasts

Lyster Ranta 1997 studiedthefeedback behavior of four teachersin Canadas Frenchi mmersion
cl asses as they taught science social studies mathematics andlanguage artslessonsto students who were
9 or 10 yearsold Theinstructional focus of the classes was on subject matter notlanguage form Lyster
and Ranta analyzed 18 3 hours of audiorecorded classroominteraction They reported that on average
for the four classes recasts were the single most frequent feedback types 55 In addition to
examningtheteachers feedback Lyster and Ranta classified the students uptake in response to that
feedback Uptake was defined as astudent s utterancethat i mmediately followed theteacher s feedback
and t hat constituted areactioninsome waytotheteacher sintentionto draw attentionto some aspect of
t he student sinitial utterance WWptake covered arange of responses from a si mple“ yes” acknow edgi ng
t hat t he students had heard theteacher sutteranceto arepetition of theteacher sfeedback utterance and
self repair in which the students produced a more accurate utterance even though the teachers
correction did not provide the necessary information Lyster and Ranta found that the most frequently
used feedback type —recastsledtotheleast uptake only 30 of teachers recastsledto uptakes They
consideredthat it wasin part because the teachers often continued with his her turn after recastingthe
students utterance not waitingfor student sresponse and not appearingto expect thestudentsto provide
areactionto the feedback QG her classroom observation studies e g Locht man 2000 Panova 1999
have off ered evidences to confir mthat the patterns observed by Lyster and Ranta are w despread and
typical in L2 classroomsituations

The frequency and distri bution of recasts may also makeit difficult for studentstorecognizethemas
corrective feedback That isto say the correction and modified i nput function of recasts may not be
noticed by students Long 1996 consideredthat recasts can be noticed as corrective feedback only when
they were used systematically Lyster 1998a based on the same data of Lyster Ranta 1997
reported that inthei mmersion classes the observedfrequency of recasts providedtoill for med utterance
was nearlyidentical tothe frequency of repetitionsin responseto well for med utterance Lyster 1998b
examned his Frenchi mmersion databaseto deter mnethe effects of differenttypes of feedback according
toerror types He reported that teachers preferred recasts for grammatical errors and phonol ogical
errors and recasts were notlikelytoleadtorepair of the grammatical errors Eliset al 2001 found a
different result from Lyster 1998b They argued that phonol ogical errors tended to foll ow recast
whereas grammatical and lexical errorstendedto followthe negotiation of form

2 3 Comnents onthe Previous Studies and Research Questions

The review of t he previousstudies of recastsin classroominteractionind catedthat recasts were used
frequently both in L2 and foreign language classes But the previous studies also illustrated the
controversial effects of recastsin different teaching contexts For example Doughty 1994 clai medthat
recasts invited comparatively more |earner repetitions than other feedback types but Lyster Rant a
1997 Locht man 2000 and Panova 1999 argued that recastsled to the fewest uptakes Lyster
1998a 1998b foundthat recasts were morelikelyto follow grammatical and phonol ogical errors EIlis
et al 2001 reported a conversed result The present study wll based on a database of China English
teaching touch uponthese controversial issues It attemptsto answer the foll owing questions 1 How
frequently do Englishteachersin China userecastsinclassroomteaching 2 How doteachers userecasts
inter ns of language errors 3 How doesteachers use of recastsleadthe studentsto produce uptakes

3 Research Method

In my previous study Zhao 2005 | have investigated how teachersin different Chinas English
cl asses used corrective feedback in ter ns of students language errors Recast was one of the corrective
feedback types but it was not the focusinthe previous paper |n order to answer the above mentioned
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t wo questions the same databasein Zhao 2005 was once again used bythe present study The database
was a cor pus which contained 30 English classes 18 3 hours wththreelevels pri mary school classroom
teaching PSCT junior mddleschool classroomteaching JMBCT and senior mddl e school classroom
teaching SMSCT

4 Results and Discussion

Atotal of 222 students language errorsthat received teachers corrective feedback wereidentified
Among them 68 or 30 of thetotal corrective feedback were recasts see Table 1  This finding was
quite different fromthe previous studies which clai med that more than 55 of the teachers feedback
types wererecasts Theresult mght showthat recast was not the most frequently used feedback typein
Chinas English classroominteraction Didtheteachersuserecastssystematicallyinter nsof thelanguage
errors Table 1listedthe results

Table 1 Distribution of feedback types across error types

G ammatical errors Lexical errors Phonol ogi cal errors Total

n 122 n 71 n 29 n 222
Recasts 49 40 15 21 4 14 68 30
Non recasts 73 60 56 79 25 86 154 70

Table lillustrated that theteachers did not prefer to userecaststo correct thethree types of errors
the percentages are 40 21 and 14 respectivel y But in contrast to lexical 21 and
phonol ogical errors 14 the teachers used more recaststo follow grammati cal errors 40 The
database was drawn from three levels of classes if students language proficiency was taken into
consideration theresults mght be the other way around Table 2 listed the teachers use of recastsin
ter ns of students language errors and | anguage profici ency

Table 2 Distribution of feedback types across error typesinthreelevels of classes

Grammatical errors Lexical errors Phonol ogi cal errors Total n 222
Recasts Nonrecasts Recasts Nonrecasts Recasts Nonrecasts Recasts Nonrecasts total

PSCT 11 33 22 67 2 9 20 91 2 33 4 67 15 25 46 75 61

JMBCT 20 36 36 64 4 25 12 75 2 11 16 89 26 29 64 71 90

SMBCT 18 55 15 45 9 28 24 72 0 0 5 100 27 38 44 62 71

Table 2 revealed t hat recasts were not used asfrequently as non recastsinthethreelevels of classes
25 inPSCT 29 inJMBSCT 38 in SMBCT The results mght indicate that recasts were not the
most frequently used feedback typesin different levels of Chinas English classes as they were in the
previousreviewed L2 classes Asrelatedtolanguage errors theteachersin threelevel ed classes did not
prefer to use recaststo correct [exical errors 9 25 and 28 respectively and phonol ogical errors
33 16 and O respectively However the teachers choice of corrective feedback types foll ow ng
grammatical errors variedin accordance withthestudents proficiency compared with PSCT 33 and
JMVBCT 36 the teachersin SMBCT used more recasts 55 than nonrecaststo correct students
grammatical errors Table 2 alsoi mplied that whentheteachers providedthe students with recasts they
usually used themto foll ow grammatical errors see Table 3

Table 3 Distribution of recastsinthreelevels of classes

G ammatical errors Lexical errors Phonol ogi cal errors total
PSCT 11 74 2 13 2 13 15 22
JNVBCT 20 76 4 16 2 8 26 38
SNVBCT 18 67 9 33 0 0 27 40
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Table 3 showed that whentheteachersinthreelevels of classes providedthe students wth recasts
they preferred to use recasts to follow grammatical errors percentages are 74 76 and 67
respectively  The teachers did not prefer to use recasts to correct |exical errors because recasting of
lexical errors in contrast to recasting of grammatical errors risked being perceived by students as
alternative equally correct forms As Marcus 1993 argued that recasts did not indicate whether the
corrective refor mul ati on wassi mply astylistic variant or synonym or whether thestudents utterance was
unacceptabl e because ESL teachers frequently provided the students with synony ns as they strivedto
provide rich and variedinput Recasting of some words risks bei ng ambi guously perceived by students as
acceptable alternatives Aware of such potential ambiguityinthe case of exical errors theteachers may
have tended to providesignalsto prompt studentsrather than providethem with correct for ns

As far as uptakes are concerned 68 tokens of recastsinvited only 11 uptakes 16 Tabl e 4 lists
t he number of uptakes foll owing the recaststhat are used by the teachers

Table 4 Numbers of uptakes foll ow ngrecasts

PSCT JMSCT SNVECT Tot al
Recast 15 26 27 68
Upt ake 1 7 6 23 4 15 11 16

Table 4 revealed that theteachers recastsinvited fewstudents uptakesinthethreelevels of classes
7 in PSCI 23 in JMBCT and 15 in SMSCT The percentage of students uptakes foll owi ng
teachers recastsin Chinas English classesis|ower than that of the previousstudies 30 or above
After carefully examning the uptakes produced by the students the author found that the students
produced uptakes only whenthey were given waitingti mesfollowingtheteachers recaststotheir errors
But the fact that most of the teachers recasts did not receive students uptakes did not mean that the
corrective function of recasts was not noticed by students accordingto Chta 2001 although students
did not produce uptakes overtly they mght producethemcovertly for example they murmuredintheir
mnd which was very difficult to test It seemed that some new methods were needed to test the
ef fectiveness of recastsin classes

Sofar the present study hasinvestigated how recasts are used in Chinas English classroominteraction
Accordingto Tsui 1995 recast can be very effective because it avoi ds providing explicit negative eval uation
and exposes studentstothe correct form Soneti nesstudents arethen ableto pick upthe correct form The
results of t he present study showed t hat recasts used by the teachers of Chinas English classesinvited very few
uptakes After carefully examning the recasts which invited students uptakes we obtained the followng
suggestions toi mprove the effectiveness of recastsin classroominteraction

1 To use some discourse markers or exaggerated gesturesto attract students attention Recasts are
I mplicit in nature Someti mes it is difficult for students to notice the role of recasts as corrective
feedback Ateacher can use discourse markers such as‘ oh” “ aha” to make students notice hisfoll ow ng
utterance For example

Student | wants —I want read a book

Teacher oh you want toread a book you must be a very good girl come here please read your
book all right

2 To give students more waiting ti me Recast is the repetition of students ill utterance wth

corrections It usually folows atopic shift Someti mesthe students may notice their errorsindicated by
the teacher srecasts but they do not have chancesto make uptakessi mply because t he teacher does not
givethemtimeto do so If ateacher waits one or two seconds after giving the students recasts the
students wll benefit fromthe waitingti me

3 Togivestudents more opportunitiesto practicethe correct form That astudent can pick upthe
correct for m does not meanthat the student has acquiredthe correct form becauseit is possiblethatthe
production of the correct formis short |ived and not beeninternalized A teacher can give the students
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opportunitiesto practicethe correct form For example

Student because he can speak Gr many
Teacher aha he canspeak Ger man How about the girl
Student she can speak Ger man too

Inthe above example the student makes an error“ speak Grmany” the teacher uses” aha” to
attract t he student s attention and recast the error and then give the student a chance to practice the
correct form The student producesthe correct form

5 Conclusion and Suggestions for Further Studies

The data showed that recasts were not the most frequently used corrective feedback typesin the 30
periods of Chinas English classes But when the teachers provided the students with recasts they
preferred to use recasts followng grammatical errors The recasts used by the teachers seemed t o have
invited fewstudents uptakes The present study arguesthat the reasons may be 1 theteachers do not
givethe students waitingti meto producerecasts 2 thestudents may have not noticedtherole of recasts
as corrective feedback Accordingtothe previousstudies e g Doughty 1999 Doughty Varela 1998
noticing therole of recasts as corrective feedback has a positive eff ect onlearning and uptake meansthe
notici ng of recasts However uptake does not mean that | earning has necessarily taken place Beforethe
findi ngs of the present study are appliedto classroomteaching more carefully designed experi ments are
needed to test the short term and long ter m effects of recasts on the development of students
interlanguage |n addition besides being as correctivefeedbackin classroominteraction recasts are also
used astheinterlocutors responsesthat sustaintheinteraction andthosethat provide a means of focusing
onthelanguage usedintheinteraction Further researchis neededto explorethe exact condition under
which recasts arelikely to be effectivein L2 acquisition
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