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Critical Assessment of Lyster & Ranta (1997): Corrective Feedback and Learner Uptake
Introduction
The article I have chosen to assess is Lyster and Ranta (1997), a highly cited empirical study that examines how different types of oral corrective feedback (CF) in classroom interaction are followed by immediate learner uptake (on-the-spot repair). It is a strong fit for this assignment and for MA TESOL generally. First, it is an original research article in a leading peer-reviewed journal (Studies in Second Language Acquisition). Second, it engages a clearly identifiable theoretical tradition—interactionist SLA and the Output Hypothesis—and makes predictions that can be operationalised in observable classroom behaviour. Third, the design is ecologically valid: the data come from natural lessons, not laboratory tasks. That authenticity makes it useful for pedagogy, but it also creates interpretive challenges (e.g., teacher choice is not random, and the outcome measure—“uptake”—is immediate rather than long-term).
 In this critique, I evaluate: (1) the theoretical grounding and the logic from theory to hypotheses; (2) the methodology, including instruments, coding, analysis, fit to the hypotheses, confounds, and viable alternatives; and (3) the results and their relevance to theory, including how well the empirical cycle (data → hypothesis → theory) is completed, what the limits are, and where this leaves classroom practice and future research.

Question 1: Scientific method / theoretical considerations
Theory and core claims
Lyster and Ranta’s study is grounded in an interactionist view of SLA in which negotiation of form during communication can support learning via two key mechanisms. The first is noticing—feedback makes an error salient and directs attention to linguistic form. The second is pushed output (Swain), where learners are encouraged to produce or modify their utterances. In this framework, the design of the feedback move matters: feedback that requires a learner to respond is predicted to engage these mechanisms more strongly than feedback that supplies the correct form for the learner.
The study’s mechanistic chain can be summarised as:
 Feedback → (noticing + pushed output) → immediate repair (uptake) → potential learning.
 Crucially, Lyster and Ranta focus on the proximal, behavioural part of this chain—whether the learner responds immediately (and successfully) after different feedback types. They are careful not to claim that uptake equals acquisition; rather, uptake is treated as a reasonable proxy for the mechanisms the theory proposes.
Predictions / hypotheses derived from theory
Although the paper is not framed in null-hypothesis terms, its predictions are clear and testable:
· H1 (Differential uptake): If feedback types differ in how strongly they trigger noticing and push output, then prompt-type feedback (e.g., elicitation, clarification request, metalinguistic clue) will be followed by higher rates of immediate uptake than feedback that simply supplies a reformulation (recasts).
· H2 (Mechanism alignment): Feedback moves that require a learner response (prompts) align more directly with the theory’s mechanism than recasts, which may be processed as continuation rather than as correction; therefore prompts should look more effective on the spot.
Operationalisation and conceptual clarity
The theoretical constructs are mapped to observable variables in a way that is both transparent and teachable:
· Independent variable: feedback type, coded into widely used categories (e.g., recast, explicit correction, clarification request, metalinguistic clue, elicitation, repetition).
· Dependent variable: uptake, defined as the learner’s immediate response to feedback, coded as repair (successful self-correction) or needs-repair (no or unsuccessful fix).
This mapping is a strength of the study: the constructs are operationalised clearly, and the same categories have been adopted across many subsequent papers. The main theoretical caveat is conceptual: uptake ≠ learning. Uptake is a proxy for mechanism, not a direct measure of retention—an important limit to keep in mind when interpreting the findings.
Brief theoretical evaluation 
The theory → hypothesis link is plausible and coherent, and the paper is explicit about treating uptake as immediate behaviour rather than acquisition. A mild limitation is that alternative theoretical readings are possible. For instance, a conversation-analytic account might explain differences in uptake via turn design and sequential positioning (e.g., some recasts are not hearable as correction because of timing/prosody), without necessarily invoking noticing/output mechanisms. The authors acknowledge interpretation issues around recasts, but this alternative vocabulary could have been discussed more explicitly. Overall, however, the theoretical grounding is solid: the predictions follow logically from the proposed mechanism, and the constructs are defined well enough to test those predictions in natural data.

Question 2: Methodology
Design and setting
The study uses a naturalistic classroom observation design with systematic interactional coding. Ordinary French-immersion lessons were audio-recorded, and the analysis unit was an error treatment episode: a learner error, a teacher feedback move, and the learner’s immediate response. This design is sensible given the research focus: if we want to know which feedback moves elicit on-the-spot repair in real classroom talk, observing actual lessons is appropriate and avoids lab artefacts.
Participants and sampling
The data come from learners in content-based French-immersion classes taught by experienced teachers. All eligible error treatment episodes arising during recordings were candidates for coding. This provides good ecological validity. However, it also raises generalisability questions: immersion settings differ from adult EFL or online classes, and teacher talk is stylised by curriculum and context. The sampling is best characterised as purposive (classes selected) with incidental episodes within those classes.
Instruments, measures, and coding
The coding scheme is one of the paper’s enduring contributions. Feedback types are clearly defined (e.g., recast vs elicitation vs metalinguistic clue), and uptake is coded as repair/needs-repair. Inter-rater reliability was established on a subset, supporting consistency. Construct validity is good for immediate, interactional behaviour: if we care about “what happens right after feedback,” this scheme captures it. The downside is that the outcome is binary, which compresses the quality of repair (e.g., shallow repetition vs meaningful restructuring are treated the same). A graded uptake index would give a richer picture.
Procedure
The procedure is straightforward: record lessons, segment error–feedback–response episodes, apply the coding scheme, and compare rates of uptake across feedback types. This mirrors how teachers and learners experience correction in real time, which is a pedagogical strength.
Analysis
The paper offers primarily descriptive and categorical comparisons (frequencies/proportions of uptake by feedback type). This was standard at the time, but by today’s standards, one might expect effect sizes, confidence intervals, and possibly mixed-effects models to account for nesting (episodes within teachers/classes) and covariates (error type, proficiency, turn position). While the analysis answers the core question, modern modelling would better isolate the independent effect of feedback type.
Fit to the hypotheses
For H1 (“feedback types differ in uptake”), the design is well matched: it directly compares on-the-spot repair following each feedback type. For H2 (“prompts align better with the mechanism than recasts”), the method is also reasonable, because the strongest observable prediction of a mechanism that requires production is precisely immediate repair after a move that makes the learner produce language. In short, for proximal outcomes, the fit is good.
Threats to validity and confounds
The main threats arise from the naturalistic nature of the data:
1. Non-random teacher choice. Teachers may recast especially difficult errors or recast in fast-flowing moments, while they prompt when they expect a feasible learner response. This selection could depress recast-uptake and inflate prompt-uptake independently of the mechanism.
2. Error/task heterogeneity. Error type, salience, and turn position (mid-turn vs turn-final) influence the odds of repair regardless of feedback type.
3. Binary outcome. “Repair vs needs-repair” hides differences in quality and depth of processing.
4. No delayed testing. The method assesses immediate performance only; it cannot tell us if there is retention or transfer.
Viable alternative methodologies (and why they are better)
· Within-class randomisation of feedback by item/episode. Pre-plan target forms and randomly assign prompt vs recast for each eligible error within the same teacher/class. This preserves ecological validity but neutralises teacher and class effects, strengthening internal validity.
· Add delayed post-tests. Track specific forms corrected during lessons and test them 1–2 weeks later (production + recognition). This connects uptake → retention, which is the missing link for acquisition claims.
· Mixed-methods supplement. Combine the coding with stimulated recall (teacher/learner) and a conversation-analytic slice to inspect whether learners perceived recasts as corrections and what they noticed. This clarifies mechanism, not just outcome.
· Model-based analysis of the original design. Use a generalised linear mixed model with uptake as the outcome, feedback type as fixed effect, random intercepts for teacher/class/learner/item, and covariates (error type, turn position, proficiency). This quantifies effect sizes and separates feedback effects from confounds.
· Task-controlled classroom experiment. Counterbalance prompt-heavy vs recast-heavy conditions across comparable tasks/lessons to examine whether the effect generalises across genres (e.g., information-gap vs debate).
Methodology verdict
Overall, the methodology is well suited to the research question about immediate repair and is transparent and replicable. Its weaknesses are exactly those we would expect from naturalistic data: selection bias, heterogeneous episodes, and no delayed testing. These features do not invalidate the findings; they limit the claims to proximal behaviour and caution against strong causal or long-term learning conclusions.

Question 3: Results and relevance to theory
Results
The core pattern is uncomplicated and robust across the dataset: feedback types differ in how often they are followed by immediate learner uptake (repair). Prompt-type feedback—notably elicitation, clarification requests, and metalinguistic clues—elicits higher rates of on-the-spot repair than recasts. Explicit correction also yields repair relatively often (though it may briefly disrupt conversational flow). A large proportion of recasts do not produce visible repair, which the authors plausibly link to how learners interpret recasts (often as continuation rather than correction).
Do the results support the theory? Linking data → hypothesis → theory
Do the results support the theory?
 Data: prompts yield more immediate repair than recasts. H1 (differential uptake): supported. H2 (mechanism fit): partly supported—moves that require production align with noticing/pushed output and show higher uptake. Because the outcome is uptake, claims are proximal; retention was not tested.
Where the empirical cycle is strong vs thin
· Strong: There is a clear mapping from feedback type to immediate observable outcome in real classrooms; the coding is transparent; and the results answer the stated question about on-the-spot repair.
· Thin: Causality is limited by non-random teacher choice and uncontrolled episode characteristics (error type, turn position, proficiency); and the binary uptake measure compresses the quality of repair. Without a delayed measure, the data → hypothesis → theory chain ends at the behavioural proxy stage.
Relevance to practice
For teachers, the study offers a practical takeaway: if your objective is immediate self-correction, design feedback that requires learner production—in other words, prompts. This does not mean recasts “do not work”; rather, it means that as interactional behaviour, prompts are more reliably followed by on-the-spot repair in the context studied. Because recasts vary in how hearable they are as correction (timing/prosody/embedding), their immediate effect is less predictable unless they are made more salient.
Limitations 
1. Definitions and coding granularity. The binary outcome (“repair vs needs-repair”) under-describes quality; also, what counts as “uptake” is behaviourally defined, not cognitively measured.
2. Task/genre heterogeneity and teacher choice. Episodes come from different moments and tasks; teachers may align feedback type to difficulty or flow, biasing apparent effectiveness.
3. No delayed testing. Without follow-up, the study cannot speak to retention—so the claims must remain proximal.
4. Generalisability. The strongest claims apply to immersion classrooms; adult EFL, online contexts, or different interactional norms may behave differently.
Currency and later evidence 

 Meta-analyses (Lyster & Saito, 2010; Li, 2010) show oral CF is effective overall, with differences by type and measurement timing. Recent overviews (Nassaji & Kartchava, 2017/2021) add when recasts work (salience, timing, learner level). This supports using 1997 as a mechanism-level anchor while noting that retention needs delayed measures.

Conclusion
Lyster and Ranta (1997) is a methodologically clear and theoretically grounded study that answers a narrow but important question: Which feedback moves are most likely to produce immediate learner repair in authentic classroom interaction? By coding error–feedback–response sequences, the authors show that prompt-type feedback—which requires a learner response—outperforms recasts for on-the-spot repair. This pattern is consistent with an interactionist/output mechanism that emphasises noticing and pushed output.
The study’s strengths are its ecological validity, transparent operationalisation of constructs, and replicable coding scheme. Its limitations are those typical of naturalistic designs: non-random teacher choice, heterogeneous episodes, binary outcomes, and no delayed testing. These do not invalidate the results but limit the claim to proximal behaviour, not long-term acquisition.
For my own practice and prospective thesis, I would reuse the feedback coding scheme and the focus on immediate behaviour, but I would add (i) within-class randomisation of feedback type at item level to address selection bias; (ii) graded repair quality and delayed post-tests to connect uptake to retention; and (iii) a mixed-methods component (stimulated recall + fine-grained CA) to probe how learners interpret different feedback moves. Read this way—as a careful analysis of what happens in the moment—Lyster and Ranta (1997) still provides a compelling, practice-relevant result and a strong platform for more causally robust designs.
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