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Abstract

In the last ten years there has been a revival of support for error correction of second
language students’ written texts underpinned by disillusionment with the notion that
comprehensible input alone is sufficient for acquisition of all aspects of a second
language. Empirical studies in comprehensive and focused correction have aided this
revival and demonstrated that error correction can produce significant benefits. These
studies also indicate that comprehensive error correction of written work can be done
economically by simple underlining, and is effective if students write a substantial
amount and correct their errors. Further, correction can be integrated with content
comment. The studies also show that focused correction may be limited in scope but
powerful in effect.

Keywords: comprehensive error correction; focused error correction; direct, indirect,
coded and marginal correction; content feedback; metalinguistic feedback;
clarification requests.

Background

For most of the twentieth century error correction of second language students’

texts was assumed to be an important and beneficial practice. That assumption is

probably still held today by most students and many teachers, even more so in Asian

countries where English is taught as a foreign language (Ho, 2008; Lee, 2005).  But

among theorists of Speech and Language Acquisition (SLA) the value of error

correction began to be questioned in the 1980’s.  Earlier researchers such as Cohen

and Robbins (1976) and Hendrickson (1979), who investigated the practice in the

decade before, reported results that could be read as negative towards error correction
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but opined that the problem was in the implementation not in the practice per se. Then

in the 1980’s error correction was reassessed. In L1 education, grammar instruction

had already been undermined in many English speaking countries and was regarded

as having little value (Hudson, 2001, p.1).  As a major purpose of grammar

instruction was to give students a standard against which they could calibrate the

language they produced, its demise had an impact on error correction in L1 and later

L2 education.  Also, according to Hudson, the linguistic theory of Universal

Grammar, as most famously embodied in the work of Noam Chomsky, made

grammar and correction seem irrelevant  because “grammar competence develops

‘naturally’ according to an innate programme” and this was taken to imply that

correction was unnecessary (Hudson, 2001, p.1).  These views were imported into

SLA theory in the 1980’s largely through the work of Stephen Krashen who argued

that competence (in Chomsky’s sense) in a second language was acquired implicitly

and only by means of comprehensible input (Krashen, 1982, p. 10 et seq.).  Grammar

instruction and consequently correction could only be useful in learning about

language but had nothing to do with its acquisition.

Krashen’s theories on SLA were, and still are, influential and were widely

disseminated beyond the eastern seaboard of the United States where he taught. In

Bangkok for instance, a large element of one program for teaching Thai to foreigners

is conducted strictly according to Krashen’s principle  of “comprehensible input”

with students going through an extended silent period while they wait to begin to talk

spontaneously and “naturally” in Thai (A.U.A., n.d.).  In the United States, his

principles informed the training of California’s ESL teachers who were “taught to

view errors as a necessary part of the developmental process of learning a second

language” (Scarcella, 1996, p. 138).  By the mid-1990’s, however, Krashen’s theory

faced serious challenges both in the fields of pedagogy and research.  In French

immersion schools in Canada native English speakers had been receiving vast

amounts of input for more than 10 years but, though they developed native speaker-

like competence with respect to comprehension, their productive skills were found to

be deficient compared to native French speakers (Swain & Lapkin, 1995, p. 372).

Krashen’s comprehensible input hypothesis implied that after years of immersion in a

French linguistic environment where they are exposed to massive amounts of high
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quality input, students should be able both to speak and write the language at a near

native level.  Krashen reconsidered the matter and suggested what was required was

yet more input in the form of films, tapes and pleasure reading to remedy what he still

saw as a deficiency of input (1998, p.10).  Swain (2005), who reported the problem,

dissented and suggested it was a deficiency of output, not input, that was the cause.

Further, she advised that output errors, i.e. divergences from L2 target forms, should

be corrected.  In California, Krashen’s colleague Scarcella reassessed the impact of

his work and concluded that it had been harmful. She observed that ESL students in

California had received vast amounts of input but “this did not lead to the

development of basic features of English” (Scarcella, 1996, p. 136).  She added that

the lack of correction was a factor in students’ inability to process the academic

English they would encounter in tertiary study.  Similarly Dana Ferris, another

California based instructor, said the fact that she and other teachers were confronted

with students who plainly needed error correction when the dominant theory of the

time was against it, forced her to reassess, research and then publish a defense of

correction ( Ferris, 2002, p. x).

At about the same time as key theorists in ESL and French as a second language

contexts were critically reviewing Krashen’s application of L1 theories to L2

instruction, Professor Truscott, an instructor of English in Taiwan, published the first

paper in a series that would defend Krashen’s ideas on L2 instruction. He targeted, in

particular, the practice of error correction in written texts (Truscott, 1996). This paper

was followed by others on error correction (Truscott, 1999a, 2004, 2007, and 2009),

another critiquing oral correction (Truscott, 1999b), one paper rejecting the Noticing

Hypothesis (Truscott, 1998) and one specifying the errors teachers ought to correct if

they ignored his prohibition and persisted with error correction (Truscott, 2001).

Truscott’s papers, crafted with impressive forensic skill, put a powerful counter

argument to those who urged a move back to more explicit instruction including error

correction.  What is surprising about this is that these papers originated in an English

as a Foreign Language (EFL) context.  While Krashen’s assertion that L2 acquisition

proceeded only with provision of comprehensible input might, in theory, be

applicable to young learners in an English as a Second Language (ESL) context if

Primary Linguistic Data (PLD) is available in sufficient quantity, in an EFL context



Asian EFL Journal. Professional Teaching Articles. Vol. 50 February 2011

37

like Taiwan, where students speak Mandarin or Taiwanese at home and study English

for only three or four hours a week, the assertion that they could acquire English in

the same manner as they did their L1 was a bold one. This was particularly so when

ESL instructors in California and FSL instructors in  Canada, whose students did have

access to thousands of hours of comprehensible input, should find such exposure

insufficient to acquire target levels in the L2 even after years of study, and were

calling for a return to error correction and other explicit methods of teaching.

In the period since Truscott wrote his 1996 paper, ideas and research in error

correction have been the subject of much argument. Below I will review this debate,

the empirical evidence which has been used to bolster the arguments for and against

error correction, and the implications for pedagogy in L2 writing instruction.

Three Theoretical Frameworks

In this section I will consider the theoretical framework from which error

correction should be viewed. If error correction is effective, it should be able to be

located within a theoretical context. Having such a framework should help us to make

and test hypotheses and develop our understanding of it as a pedagogical practice.

Moreover, as with Krashen’s hypotheses, theory may well lead where practice will

later follow.

Krashen and Truscott – Implicit Learning

Error correction for many of those who favor it has largely been a matter of

common sense and pragmatism. Curiously Krashen, whose theories helped diminish

the importance of error correction, did provide it with a role, albeit a reduced one, in

the area of L2 writing.  In more recent years he seems to have hardened his stance

towards correction but in Second Language Acquisition and Second Language

Learning (1981) he implied a place for it in discussing the Monitor Hypothesis.

In Krashen’s theory, explicit L2 learning never results in acquisition as there is no

interface between the two (Krashen, 1982, p.11).  However, if there is a discrepancy

between the output of acquired language and metalinguistic rules held in memory, the

student may notice his L2 is not on target and self correct. During natural speech in

real time, the monitor has no time to operate. However, when writing, the learner has
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time to reflect and adjust the output. This self-correction is based on explicitly

acquired knowledge and there is no reason why the knowledge gained from

correction given by a teacher should not be included in this learning process.

Krashen argued that the “optimal” learner is one “who uses learning as a real

supplement to acquisition” (1982, p.20).  He illustrated this with the case of ‘P’, a

native speaker of Chinese whose acquired English, as evidenced in speech, was

marked by numerous errors, yet who was able by “conscious knowledge of the rules”

to write “virtually error-free English…” (Krashen, 1981, p.13).

Researchers who support error correction have not employed Krashen’s paradigm

as justification. On the other hand, researchers who argue against error correction

and believe that content feedback is the appropriate response to L2 student writing

seem to do so from within Krashen’s framework. They argue that instructors should

focus not on the form of the student output, but dialogue with students on the

meaning of their texts. Presumably, a student who reads the teacher’s comment will

consciously process the content while implicitly processing the formal aspects of the

instructor’s language by means of their innate language acquisition device. Thus the

teacher’s comment becomes potentially comprehensible input which assists

acquisition. This idea finds expression, for example, in Kepner’s study on feedback

given to American students learning Spanish in which the instructor’s comment was

thought to provide a “model” from which the students could learn (Kepner, 1991, p.

310).  Often, this notion is not formally acknowledged but it seems to underlie studies

like those of Sheppard (1992) and Semke (1984) which compare the effects of error

correction with those of content comments with the researchers endorsing the latter.

Nonetheless, there is a serious weakness in these studies that derives from the fact

that the researchers did not have a precise theoretical conception of how content

comment was supposed to function. Also, their definition of content comment is not

clear as it appears to include clarification requests (Sheppard) and recasts (Semke)

which lead students to focus on their own output and which can be regarded

therefore, as indirect forms of error correction. This issue will be considered further

in discussion of Ashwell (2000) and Sheppard (1992).

When Truscott entered the debate in 1996 with his paper criticizing the practice of

grammar correction, he used theoretical arguments that derived from Krashen and
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evidence from the available research. Since the publication of that paper, those in

favor of correction have struggled to generate research to counter its conclusions and

after each of their attempts Truscott has responded with critiques claiming their work

fails to demonstrate that error correction has any benefit. In his original paper he

argued, as did Krashen, that the process of acquisition follows a staged, natural order

and is not amenable to intervention by a teacher through corrective input.

Truscott also adopts Krashen’s distinction between learning  language (by which

he intends conscious and explicit) and acquisition of language and sharpens the

contrast by renaming the former “pseudolearning” and describing it as “superficial

and possibly transient” (Truscott, 1996, p. 345).  He argues that grammar correction

belongs in the “pseudolearning” category. More skeptical, albeit vaguer here than

Krashen, Truscott appears to reject the Monitor Hypothesis as he asserts that learners

will follow their intuition, not “pseudolearning’’ in self-editing. In taking this line he

also rejects the arguments of DeKeyser (2003) who insists explicit knowledge can

become automatized and unconscious to the extent that it is indistinguishable from

acquired knowledge (p. 329).  In a later paper on oral correction Truscott goes still

further and speculates that explicit knowledge, if it becomes automatic, may form a

cognitive block preventing the possibility of real language acquisition (Truscott,

1999b, p. 125).

Truscott’s presumed rejection of the Monitor Hypothesis may derive from a

conceptual oversimplification of the process of writing.  Krashen’s original notion of

an interplay between explicit and implicit knowledge seems to better capture the way

L2 learners approach writing. For in doing so, they must negotiate a complex

interaction between implicit and explicit lexical knowledge, knowledge of grammar

rules and assumptions about what language form and register is suitable for a given

context. Truscott’s view that the dominance of the learners’ implicitly acquired L2

grammar cannot be influenced by conscious explicit language knowledge  thus seems

a little simplistic while Krashen’s earlier notion of a complex interaction between

different kinds of knowledge determining written output comes closer to reality.

Moreover the support that Truscott provides for his contention that students rely on

their own intuitions ignoring teachers’ correction is weakly based on an appeal to

teachers’ common experience and a highly selective reading of Cohen and Robbins’
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1976 report on interviews of three ESL students (p. 248). It is true that in the 1976

study Hung, one of the students, said that in conversation he ‘don’t care the grammar’

(p. 53).  But he approached writing differently. He said that he experimented in order

to see which forms were correct and then “directed his attention to those forms which

had not been marked by the teacher” (Ibid.). Another student, Ue-Lin, reported that

she reviewed her corrections and “sometimes kept a record of her errors” (p.55). The

third student, Eva, reported that if she took time and went over her writing she was

able to write English that was closer to standard (p. 58). None of them appear to

match Truscott’s characterization of how L2 students approach writing as they all

very deliberately made use of conscious, not intuitive, self critical techniques to

approximate target forms of the language by responding to corrective input from the

teacher.

Thus, Krashen’s theory as modified by Truscott is clearly inimical to error

correction. But as shown above, Trustcott’s restatement of the theory is weakly based

and misrepresents the L2 learner’s process of writing. Yet, Krashen himself appears

to endorse Truscott by citing his writings favorably (Krashen, 2004). Nonetheless, I

contend that the earlier form of Krashen’s theory (The Monitor) can still give limited

support to error correction of L2 written texts.

The Output Hypothesis

Merrill Swain, as a result of her observation of native English speaking school

children in French immersion programs in Canada, became convinced that output has

a crucial role to play in second language acquisition. She did not reject the input

hypothesis but argued it was not sufficient on its own. Thus she says: “…we wish to

make the case that sometimes, under some conditions, output facilitates second

language learning in ways that are different from, or enhance those of input” (Swain

& Lapkin, 1995, p. 371).

As noted earlier, what led Swain to reconsider the role of output was the

realization that years of comprehensible input appeared not to be sufficient to

complete the process of acquisition (Swain, 1985, p. 246).  She quotes one learner

who exemplifies the problem: “I understand everything anyone says to me, and I can
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hear in my head how I should sound when I talk, but it never comes out that way”

(Swain, 1985, p. 248).

She hypothesizes that output has a noticing or triggering function, a hypothesis

testing function and a metalinguistic function (Swain, 2005, p. 474).  Error correction

should be most operative to the hypothesis testing function for she suggests that

learners experiment as they produce language, seeking confirmation for their

hypotheses. She goes on to argue that if the learner’s hypothesis is wrong in a

particular instance then negative feedback in the form of explicit correction,

confirmation checks and clarification checks can make the discrepancy with target

forms clear (Swain, 1985, p. 246). Here she is referring specifically to oral correction

but it is reasonable to assume the same principles would apply to correction of written

output.

In fact, written correction, though it may lack immediacy, has its own advantages.

In large classes, individual students are not likely to be able to obtain much oral error

corrective input, if any, from the teacher. But a student’s written output can be

comprehensively corrected on a regular basis. Further, oral corrections can be lost in

the immediacy of real time communicative activities while with correction of written

work, the student has time to consider and reflect on the feedback received thus

modifying subsequent output to more closely approximate native L2 forms. We can

see an instance of this process in the three student drafts  presented in Appendix 1 to

Ashwell’s study of Japanese learners of L2 English (Ashwell, 2000, p. 248ff).

Below, examination of the first sentences of the three drafts shows that the student is

testing various alternatives in the process of redrafting, moving ever closer to target

L2 forms (The corrections are Ashwell’s).

1. The typical father in Japan is very busy and they are swamped with their

work. And they don’t help with house hold^.

2. The typical father in Japan is very busy and they are swamped with their

work. and they don’t help with ^households.

3. The typical father in Japan is very busy and he is swamped with his work

and he doesn’t help with a houseworks.1

Thus Swain’s hypothesis restores a place for error correction without

fundamentally rejecting the primacy of input in L2 acquisition.
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Explicit Language Learning

While Swain’s approach remains closely allied to Krashen’s, providing an

extension to his input hypothesis, DeKeyser’s observations on the processes involved

in adult second language acquisition are radically different. He argues that access to

the cognitive processes that allow children to acquire a second language implicitly is

lost sometime during the teenage years (cf. The Critical Period Hypothesis) and in

order to achieve a high level of competence in a second language at or after this

period, adults make use of conscious analytical skills with explicit focus on form

(DeKeyser, 2000, p. 520).  Among the research elicited to support this argument are

the well-known study by Johnson and Newport (1989) and his own replication of that

study (DeKeyser, 2000). He reproduced the earlier study using a uniform ethnic

group - Hungarians - whose non Indo-European language is typologically distant

from English while modifying other aspects of Johnson and Newport to address a

variety of criticisms of their study.  These included the length of the questionnaire

used to evaluate L2 learners’ grammaticality judgments and length of immersion in

the L2 environment which was doubled from the original study to a minimum of 10

years. Thus improved, DeKeyser’s study nonetheless arrives at an even more

definitive result than Johnson and Newport’s. These studies confirm the validity of

the Critical Period Hypothesis by demonstrating that long term immigrants to the

United States who had arrived before the age of 16 acquired English to a near native

level of competence by means of non-explicit, non-conscious learning mechanisms

while those immigrants in the sample who had arrived after this age consistently

failed to reach native speaker levels of competence as measured through

grammaticality judgments. Only 3 of the 42 adult subjects in DeKeyser (2000)

managed to approach near native levels of competence and these cases were shown to

have a high aptitude for language as evidenced by highly conscious analytical

language learning skills. DeKeyser argued that the younger group was able to access

implicit mechanisms, i.e. innate universal abilities that are available to pre-critical

period learners to acquire the second language but that the adults had lost much of

this natural ability. Only the relative few who were skilled in using analytical and

explicit learning techniques were able to nearly match the younger group in
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achievement. His conclusion is that explicit instruction to adult L2 learners is

fundamentally flawed if it denies the use of the only mechanism available to them to

master the basic structures of a second language (DeKeyser, 2000, p. 520).

This does not mean that for DeKeyser, comprehensible input is not at all

appropriate for older learners. A large amount of high quality input is still required

for post critical period L2 learners. However, it cannot be claimed that this is

sufficient to achieve a high level of L2 competence in adult learners.  Implicit

mechanisms are still perhaps the only means of acquiring some structures where rules

are difficult to formulate.  If DeKeyser is right, then explicit instruction is entirely

appropriate and necessary for older learners. This would presumably not only permit

error correction in the course of L2 instruction, but it would endorse correction with

metalinguistic explanation.2 Such an approach is exemplified in Sheen’s (2007)

research into acquisition of one aspect of article use where metalinguistic comment

was seen to enhance the performance of one of the experimental groups in a study of

error correction to be discussed in detail in a later section of this paper.

Putting aside Truscott’s version of Krashen’s theories, the three theoretical

frameworks outlined above are, in essence, not contradictory. In fact, a learner

operating with Krashen’s Monitor Hypothesis in mind might not appear to be very

different from one using the analytical skills recommended by DeKeyser.  The

modifications to a theory of implicit learning made by Swain and later DeKeyser, can

be seen as responses to evidence of the inadequacy of immersion programs to achieve

the results of young learners fully immersed in an L2 linguistic environment and the

fact that adults do not have the same access to the language acquisition device as

children. While DeKeyser’s conclusion is unequivocal, Swain is not as definitive

about the benefits of explicit learning mechanisms. Her use of recasts and

clarification requests without metalinguistic comment implies that she still supports

implicit learning techniques. All three permit, or in the case of the latter two, endorse

error correction but see its role differently and require different means of application.

Part of the variation in the application of explicit instruction would be determined by

the learners’ age and access to PLD and conscious learning mechanisms.  It is not

difficult to see the first two theories as appropriate to an ESL situation with young

learners. However, as already suggested in the introduction, it is very difficult to
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argue that Krashen’s or even Swain’s recommendations would be appropriate for

older L2 students, particularly those in an EFL context.

The Studies

A comparison

Theoretical support for error correction does not prove it is effective in practice.

Such proof would require empirical studies which make comparisons between

experimental and control groups. To illustrate the different ways this can be done we

will consider two studies that typify those done before 2001: Sheppard (1992) which

focused on measurable change in students’ ability to write accurately and Ashwell

(2000) which examined modifications in one essay as students worked through its

three drafts.

Sheppard (1992) had two comparable groups of intermediate students who

received 35 hours of instruction which included grammar and literature study. Both

groups wrote seven compositions and received either coded error correction or

requests for clarification on each one. This was followed by a conference with the

teacher where the feedback received on their essays could be further discussed with

students. The essays were subsequently rewritten. First drafts of essays 1 and 7 were

compared to measure overall progress. Sheppard was thus able to gauge students’

improvement over 10 weeks depending on what kind of feedback they received. In

the end, with respect to one variable, so-called “sentence boundaries”, Group B,

which had received clarification requests, performed significantly better than Group

A which had received coded correction. This, it was argued, showed the superiority of

holistic feedback over attention to form on L2 students’ writing assignments.

Ashwell (2000) examined 50 Japanese students who had practice in sentence

combining and instruction on “features of connected text”. They also wrote diaries

and completed four 500-word assignments. On the third assignment Ashwell divided

the students into four groups giving them different kinds of feedback on two drafts of

their essays.  Two groups received first content and then form feedback or vice versa

while one group received both kinds of feedback on both drafts. The control group

redrafted without feedback.  He found content comment failed to improve the quality

of the content  as the experimental groups which had received content comment did
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no better than the control which received none. However, subsequent drafts of the

experimental groups who had received error correction were more accurate and this

trend was maintained through to the final draft. Meanwhile, the accuracy of the

control did not improve though they did redraft.  Thus error correction (underlining in

this study) improved form accuracy but content quality ‘was much less affected by

feedback’ (Ashwell, 2000, p. 243).  In an apparent reversal of Sheppard’s result

Ashwell found comprehensive error correction superior for improving subsequent

drafts of the same text.

Table 1: Comparison of Sheppard(1992) and Ashwell (2000)

Study Sheppard  1992 Ashwell  2000
Context ESL New York

N =26   Duration: 7 essays over 10
weeks

EFL Japan
N=50   Duration: 3 drafts of 1 essay over 3
weeks

Treatment Group A Group B 3 Experimental
Groups

Control

Error correction
+

Conference
+

Redraft

Content comment
+

Conference
+ Redraft

1. Content comment
then form correction
on 2 different  drafts

2 redrafts without
receiving any
feedback

2. Form correction
then content
comment on
2different drafts
3. A mix of form and
content feedback on
both drafts

It should be noted that there is a definitional problem in both studies in

differentiating the two kinds of feedback that were provided to the students. In his

paper, Sheppard (1992) is inconsistent in how he describes group (B) which did not

receive coded correction. In the introduction, he writes that his study contrasted “two

forms of corrective feedback” (p. 104). But in the discussion he contradicts himself

saying that one group ‘didn’t get corrective feedback’ (p. 108).  Then in the abstract

he writes that one group received feedback on “content”. It is this last term that

Truscott seizes on, arguing that as a content group they received “feedback only on

meaning” (Truscott, 2000, p. 259).  Because Group B outperformed Group A with

respect to accuracy in sentence boundaries, Truscott thus seeks to use the study to

argue that teachers should abandon form correction and respond only to the content of

a text. But it is simplistic to conclude that because Sheppard writes comments on

students’ texts that include the word “meaning” that they therefore address meaning



Asian EFL Journal. Professional Teaching Articles. Vol. 50 February 2011

46

or content. To illustrate, if I, a monolingual Anglophone, am spoken to in French, I

might reply: “I don’t know what you mean. Could you say it in English?” This

response does not address the content of his statement but his manner of expression of

that content. This is what we find when we examine what Sheppard has done in this

study. He does not respond to what the student means but the fact that the student

fails to express that meaning effectively. Thus he says the students in Group B

received “requests for clarification” such as: “Could you say it in other words?”

(Sheppard, 1992, p. 105). To compare terminology, before Sheppard 1992,

“comprehension checks and clarification checks” and “explicit correction” had been

categorized by Swain and others as forms of negative feedback that told learners to

revise their output because it had not been understood (Swain 1985, p. 245). The

implication is that clarification and comprehension checks are less explicit forms of

correction. Sheppard’s description, moreover, echoes that of Swain when he describes

the effect of his comments which “force” the writers “back to the initial stages of

composing…” where “they are shaping and restructuring their meaning” (Sheppard

1992, p. 108). What Swain describes as “pushing” and Sheppard as “forcing” is

intended to help the learner notice a problem in the form of language output so that

she or he will modify it in such a way that the meaning will be more successfully

communicated.

If Sheppard had provided genuine content comments to students he should have

addressed the meaning not simply the failure to communicate it effectively.   He

could have responded with commentary addressing their ideas, for instance by asking

for illustrative examples, by suggesting rearrangement of ideas or by expressing his

emotional reaction to what the student had written.  We find nothing at this level in

Sheppard (1992). This is not a criticism of Sheppard’s correction technique in itself; it

is merely an attempt to arrive at some definitional clarity.  Clarification requests can

indeed be pedagogically astute responses to student writing. Such requests are non-

judgmental for they do not suggest the student has erred.  They can provide

motivation for the learner to clarify expression, to improve communicative efficacy.

They also imply the instructor has some interest in what the student writes. But they

are not content comment in themselves. I would suggest therefore, that we can

reasonably conclude that Sheppard’s reference to two forms of “corrective feedback”
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in the introduction to this study was an accurate way to describe his treatment.  If a

text belonged to a Group A student, a language problem was marked with a code and

if it belonged to a Group B student, it was annotated with a request for clarification.

Thus, in this way the study compared coded correction with indirect correction.

So Sheppard’s (1992) work does not provide support for Truscott’s argument

against the practice of error correction, and this becomes clearer when we consider

his 1992 study in the light of his earlier work (Dicker and Sheppard, 1985). In the

1985 study the experimental group wrote drafts in a Modified Garrison Sequence

where error correction is reserved for the last draft. The control received traditional

comprehensive feedback on so-called “surface” errors. Thus, both received error

correction. In the 1992 study I argue, we have a direct correction group and an

indirect correction group. The table below shows both studies with the t-values

indicating how each group improved or regressed compared to its own pretest score.

The criteria are indicated in the table. (“Sentence boundaries” appears to refer to what

are often called run-on sentences.)

Table 2: Comparison of Dicker and Sheppard (1985) with Sheppard (1992)

Sheppard’s 2
studies on Error
Correction

1985 Study – 36 ESL students over
5 weeks involving 4-6 drafts of work

1992 Study – 26 ESL students over
10 weeks involving 14 drafts of
work for each group.

Experimental
Group
(Garrison Sequence
including error
correction)

Control
Group
(Traditional
Correction)

Group A
(Coded error
correction
+conference with
rewrite.)

Group B
(Requests for
Clarification +
conference with
rewrite.)

% gain in correct
verb forms:
before/after -1.01 -.09 3.77* 4.78**

% gain in correct
sentence boundary
markers:
before/after

1.83* 1.96* 0.54 3.38*

% gain in ratio of
subordinations to
total number of
sentences:
before/after

-4.10** -1.06 -2.34* -0.54

[*p -.05; **p - .001 -the numbers represent t-values. Negative values indicate a
regression.]

What strikes one about these results is their essential congruity. This is not

surprising if we view them as four groups that have all received some form of error

correction. The difference is that the length of the 1985 study was only half that of the
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1992.  The 1985 study shows no improvement in either group with respect to

accuracy in verb forms after 5 weeks of treatment but after 10 weeks the subjects of

the 1992 study show significant improvement. This accords with Ferris (2006) who

also found a main effect of error correction was in the use of verbs. As far as run-on

sentences are concerned, there is a general improvement – mostly significant when

correction is given. The lack of significant improvement for Group A in the 1992

study may be because of a ceiling effect. Run-on sentences account for a small

percentage of errors – only 3% in Ferris’s (2002) study, and they tend to cluster in

just a few students.

The lack of a significant observable  improvement for group A may result from the

small sample size (13 students in each group), lack of random assignment, low

frequency of error and the fact that less scope for improvement was available for

Group A.3 On complexity, measured by ratio of subordinations to the number of

sentences, there is an initial decline evident in the 5-week study but with longer

treatment that decline appears to diminish, which argues against Truscott’s contention

that error correction will result in loss of complexity. If that were the case, we would

expect to see a more significant loss with longer error treatment instead of less.

Ashwell’s study was much more carefully planned and fully reported than

Sheppard’s (1992) study and his content comments are, on the whole, responses to

larger issues of organization and meaning.  However there is still a problem with

differentiating some content comments from his form comments. His annotation to a

student that “You don’t say very much about how you think your father compares

with a ‘typical Japanese father’” is, I would agree, an unambiguous comment on

content. But when a student writes: “Japanese lady are very hard” and Ashwell

underlines ‘hard” and asks: “What do you mean?” he indicates a problem of lexical

choice.4 This, I argue, is included in the term error correction, though at the word

level, rather than content comment at the level of discourse. If a student selects a

word whose denotation or connotation is inappropriate in the context this clearly

constitutes a lexical error. Ashwell states that his content feedback was “aimed

principally at multiple-sentence level issues” but admits that there was “some cross-

over with form feedback at the clause or sentence level” (Sheppard, 1992, p. 234).

Having considered the issue he concludes that “generally, the distinction” (between
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the two kinds of feedback) “was maintained throughout” (Ibid.). This is not

unreasonable. However, if the whole raison d’être  of a study is to compare two

different types of response to student writing it would seem to be essential to ensure a

clear boundary be established between the two even if such separation were not

possible in a normal teaching situation.

While there is a problem with the controls in the Sheppard and Ashwell studies

they do nevertheless illuminate the process of correction. Taken together they suggest

that error correction will have a dramatic effect on redrafts but that effect does not as

easily translate into long term improvement in the student’s ability to write

accurately. The effect will be more attenuated as we see in Sheppard (1992).

Ashwell’s study also shows that content comment has little impact on complexity of

content. Nonetheless, it may have an important role in showing students that the

instructor is also paying attention to what they mean as well as to how they express it.

Other pre-2001 studies

The other pre-2001 studies, like Sheppard and Ashwell, generally have two

groups of participants, one of which gets error correction and one of which receives

some other kind of response from the instructor.  Often the language used, and this is

the case with Sheppard too, appears to suggest error correction is a response to a less

important aspect of the text. Commonly, the writer will refer to correction as being

focused on “surface error”. Generally, what would be “deep error” is left unspecified.

It is probable that the distinction coincides with that made by Zamel (1985) when she

argued that L2 instructors were too concerned with “surface-level features” and

tended to ignore “larger issues of rhetoric and content” (p. 81-2). She had a point and

it is noticeable that writers favoring error correction tend now to ensure that students

also receive content comment (Chandler 2003; Ferris 2006).

The amount that students wrote in these studies is not large and what is normally

the finding is that the error correction group has performed more poorly than the

comparison group with respect to an aspect such as fluency or ideational content but

has failed to do any better on accuracy. The implication is that error correction offers

no advantage but the alternative treatment does. Thus Semke (1984) found that

students who were rewarded with higher marks for longer texts were able to write
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significantly more than the error correction group but with no loss of accuracy.

Kepner (1991) found students who received comment on content had significantly

more high level propositions in their work than a correction group but with similar

accuracy. Sheppard (1992) was interpreted similarly.  Frantzen (1995) had two

groups, one of which had more grammar input, but got mixed results that were

inconclusive overall. Finally, in a study by Polio, Fleck and Leder (1998) the

comparison group received no feedback of any kind yet improved in accuracy as

much as the correction group who also received extra grammar lessons.

If error correction works, why do these studies not show it?  It is unlikely that

comprehensive error correction will have a discernable effect if students do not write

a large amount. A paper by Truscott and Hsu provides a case which may illustrate this

point. Their 2008 paper appended three samples of one student’s work. These

included the first draft of a narrative that was corrected by the author and returned to

the student for redrafting and the first draft of a subsequent essay.  Truscott’s point

was that though the student had received error correction on the first paper he still

made the same number of mistakes on the subsequent one. But the three samples can

make a different point, namely that students need to write a considerable amount for

comprehensive error correction to have an effect.

Table 3: Truscott and Hsu (2008) Comparison of 2 First Drafts Truscott

Errors: Narrative 1 Total errors: 13  (152 words) Errors: Narrative 2 Total errors: 13 (143 words)

Omissions: ‘a’  x 2,  ‘about’

Wrong word: ‘for’  ‘about’, ‘hoped’ 

‘wished’

Wrong form: ‘a’  ‘an’, ‘significance’ 

‘significant’,  ‘chose’  ‘choose’, ‘jointed’

 ‘joined’

Tense: ‘is’  ‘was’ x 3.

Plurals: ‘gift’  ‘gifts’

Omissions: ‘for’ x 2, ‘to go’, ‘in’,  ‘of’,

‘looking’

Wrong word: ‘a’  ‘some’, ‘found’ 

‘arrested’, ‘caught’  ‘put’

Wrong form: ‘rung’  ‘rang’ ‘stealing’ 

‘to steal’

Tense: ‘is’  ‘were’

Spelling: ‘favorit’

Table 3 above shows the errors in the first draft of essay 1 and of essay 2.  Perusal

of the two columns shows the student made quite different errors in essay 2. There is

one partial overlap where the present tense of the verb “to be” was used where past
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tense was required.5 It was partial because there was a possible  further complicating

error in the misuse of a determiner (“pair of”) in the second essay. But apart from that

one case there is no overlap in errors between the two essays. A new topic generated

new vocabulary and new errors.

In 450 words (2 drafts of the first essay and one of the second) even if the student

did learn from the first essay’s corrected mistakes, he had insufficient opportunity to

demonstrate benefit from it in the second essay. And certainly we would not expect a

student to remember every correction anyway. Where the error correction is not

focused but comprehensive, it is likely that students will have to receive a

considerable amount of correction on a large volume of writing before the effects of

comprehensive error correction can be discerned. It also might be expected that

students need to encounter correction of the same error more than once before the

difficulty is overcome. Most of the pre-2001 studies in question have students write

only one to two thousand words which is not likely to be sufficient to have much

effect on accuracy. Semke’s correction group, for example, appears to have written

only a total of 300 words in the first draft and 300 in the second. Studies which do

show an effect, Chandler (2003) for example, have students write much more.

Other than Sheppard (1992), in which students did produce a considerable amount

of written work, the only pre-2001 study where students wrote an adequate quantity

was Polio, Fleck and Leder (1998) which found no value in feedback on L2 student

writing. Thus, it is a study requiring attention. Sixty-five mostly Asian ESL students

in Michigan University were randomly distributed into experimental and control

groups. Having  all failed to satisfy the university’s minimum English language

requirement on the placement exam and  failing to achieve the minimum Test of

English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) scores, they were required to undertake a

remedial English course while continuing their university studies.  The control group

wrote four journal entries a week for seven weeks and received no feedback at all.

The experimental group wrote two journal entries per week plus one redraft after

receiving error correction on both entries. The experimental group also had a weekly

lesson in grammar and editing. On the post test both groups had significantly

improved in accuracy measured as error-free T-units per total T-units. But neither

group outperformed the other. As the control received no feedback of any kind it has
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to be assumed their improvement resulted from the sheer volume of writing practice

itself with the probable confound of exposure to English in their classes and in their

living environment. The experimental group did no better than the control, so in this

case, it appears no measurable benefit was derived from correction or explicit

grammar instruction vis-a-vis the accuracy of students’ written assignments.

The results reported by Polio, Fleck and Leder (1998) are similar to those of a

1971 study done by Mason involving 25 students at the University of Hawaii.  Mason

also compared two groups of 24 foreign freshmen who had not met the university’s

English requirements and would normally have been required to take remedial

English courses. In this case the requirement was waived for the experimental group

and this permitted them to take additional courses in their major area of study. The

control, however, were required to take a traditional sequence of EFL courses meant

to assist them to cope with studying in an English environment. The two groups had

achieved equivalent results in the English section of the university entrance test but

further testing, done before treatment began, found the experimental group was

significantly better in listening and writing.  To eliminate these differences, the

researcher drew matched pairs to form two smaller groups of six subjects each, a

refinement that would enable him to better measure the effects of the treatment. After

one semester, post-tests showed no significant differences between the two matched

groups leading Mason to conclude that the experimental group had not suffered from

their exemption from remedial English courses. Moreover, when the post-test results

of the original larger groups were compared, the initially significant differences in

writing and listening abilities were no longer evident.

Mason does not provide any figures on how either group improved compared to

its pre-test scores but it is clear from his discussion and his statement that the ‘mean

gains’ of the groups were compared, that both groups did improve (p. 21).  Probably

the large positive effect of initial immersion of these students in an English language

environment largely obscured the impact that EFL courses may have had on the

control and this would account for fact that the matched groups were equal on pre and

post tests. This may also have been the case with the Polio, Fleck and Leder (1998)

study where the experimental group received grammar lessons and correction but did

no better than the control which did not. It is not surprising that immersion in an L2
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university environment, where the student cannot avoid receiving vast amounts of

high level L2 input, has a very powerful initial effect in boosting L2 skills. Yet the

Critical Period Hypothesis clearly implies that this effect will ultimately be

insufficient to lift these mature students to native-like competence without the

adoption of analytical and explicit techniques of language learning. This is supported

by Scarcella’s observations on the failure of American ESL students to achieve

satisfactory competence despite receiving vast amounts of PLD (1996).

Post 2001 Comparison Studies

Studies in error correction by researchers whose alternative to the null hypothesis

predicts correction to be beneficial have had problems in the provision of genuine

control groups. Three post-2001 studies that have been able to do this provide

positive evidence for error correction. There appear to have been no studies in this

period that find against error correction as Truscott has noted (2007, p. 255).  The

first is a study in comprehensive error correction and the others are examinations of

focused error correction.

Chandler (2003) had 32 high intermediate ESL conservatory students divided into

two groups. Both groups received indirect correction. All errors in their first drafts

were underlined and the papers returned to the students. The experimental group then

corrected their errors and returned the papers to the teacher who checked their

corrections, amending them if necessary. The control was advised not to attend to

their errors until the experiment was finished. Later, after the experiment was

complete, both groups did final drafts. The crucial difference in treatment was that the

control did not correct their errors while the experimental group did. Both groups

wrote the same amount over the duration of the experiment.  The treatment involved

five autobiographical essays, totaling an estimated 6,000 words for each group. The

error rate for the experimental group dropped from 7.8/ 100 words to 5.1,

significantly better than the control which did not improve, and with an effect size of

1.08 which was very large as Truscott conceded (2007, p. 269).  Chandler repeated

the treatment the following year and again found a comparable reduction in error with

her new students.
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Truscott expressed skepticism and reinterpreted her data (2004). In his rebuttal he

posits two effects, both harmful, to explain Chandler’s results. First he argues that the

control, who wrote a lot but declined in accuracy, must have been “harmed by

correction” (p. 339). Otherwise, he argues, the work they did would have improved

them. Here he ignores the fact that the decline was not significant and assumes that

students must unfailingly improve in accuracy if they practice writing. The nature of

the harm he suggests was done to the control group is vaguely sketched as “additional

uncontrolled factors” (Ibid.). We can only guess as to what this might mean.

Logically this unspecified harm must have affected both groups as both received

correction. So having accounted for the lack of improvement in the control he must

now find another factor to explain why, despite the initial harm done by correction to

both groups, the experimental group nonetheless showed clear improvement. He

suggests harm was also done in “the form of avoidance” (p. 338). Here he relies on a

suggestion made in Sheppard (1992) that error correction provokes avoidance, i.e. in

subsequent writing tasks, students somehow try to avoid using structures that were

marked for correction in previous writing. Here, he ignores Robb, Ross and Shortreed

(1986) whose error correction groups all showed rising measures of complexity, and

explains away Chandler’s second 2003 study where the holistic measure indicated no

loss of complexity despite error correction. So Truscott speculates that in order to

avoid the work of correcting their mistakes, Chandler’s experimental group learned

which structures they were likely to err in using to the  extent that they avoided using

them and so began to “simplify their writing” (p. 339). This is obviously implausible

as it attributes a degree of analytical, recognition and recall skill which, if possessed

by student ESL writers would be of great benefit in improving their writing ability,

not diminishing it. Further, this harmful avoidance behavior was so effective that it

not only counteracted the initial negative effect of correction on the experimental

group, but created the “appearance” of  improvement with respect to their own

writing (p = .001) and with respect to the control (p = .005). Thus he asks his reader

to ignore Occam’s razor and entertain the paradox that the group that demonstrated

measurable and significant improvement were in fact, doubly harmed.  By contrast,

Chandler’s interpretation of her own results is neither fanciful nor strained. Two

comparable groups received similar treatment. There is one difference – one group
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did not process its errors while the other did, and this latter group improved. She is

entitled to argue that the group which significantly improved did so because it

processed its corrections.

More recently, researchers have moved away from broad correction of every error

(what I have termed “comprehensive” error correction) and turned their attention to

focused correction of error, in particular mistakes in the use of definite and indefinite

articles. One study by Younghee Sheen (2007) involved ESL students in America

who were placed in three groups, two of which received treatment while the third,

which constituted the control, participated only in the pre, post and delayed testing.

The treatment consisted of students reading and then writing from memory short

fables such as “The Fox and the Crow” and then receiving corrective feedback on

their texts before reading and writing a new fable. This was done three times with one

experimental group receiving direct feedback while the other received metalinguistic

comment as well as the feedback. The language feature targeted was the use of

indefinite and definite articles to denote first and anaphoric reference in the narratives

e.g. “I saw a movie last night. The movie made me sad.”

Pretest Posttest 1 Posttest 2

G
roup M

eans

50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85
Direct only
Metalinguistic
Control

Figure 1: Group Means on Writing Test -Younghee Sheen, 2007

The pre, post and delayed tests included a speeded dictation test, a writing test and

an error correction test.  A further test measured the ability to analyze language.
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Results on the post tests favored the experimental groups over the control and the

results from the delayed post tests indicated that significant longer term benefits were

retained by the experimental group which received metalinguistic feedback but not by

the experimental group which received only direct feedback.  Here there seems to be

clear evidence that error correction that is focused on specific grammatical features

can benefit experimental groups. Moreover, the superior performance of the group

which received metalinguistic feedback on the delayed post-test which was given 3 to

4 weeks after the post-test is persuasive evidence that explicit knowledge can provide

longer term benefits.  There was also found to be a fairly high correlation between the

score on the test measuring language analysis ability and improvement in

performance, a finding which echoes DeKeyser’s contention that success in post-

critical period L2 learning correlates with language aptitude. (The students were aged

20 or over.)

Pretest Posttest 1 Posttest 2

G
roup M

eans

0.55

0.60

0.65

0.70

0.75

0.80

0.85

0.90

0.95
Focused
Unfocused
Control

Figure 2: Means for narrative writing Scores– three groups – Ellis et al., 2008

This experiment was followed up with a study by Ellis et al. (2008) in Japan on

the same feature of language – indefinite/definite article use. Again a control was

contrasted with two experimental groups one of which received focused treatment

(only article errors were corrected) and one of which received unfocused treatment

(other errors were also corrected).  The experimental groups were significantly better
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with respect to the target variable than the control on the delayed post-test but the

group that received focused correction did not outperform the group receiving

unfocused correction. However, the trend in the experimental groups (note the rising

trend line for the focused group between the 2 posttests) suggests that focused

feedback ‘may be more effective in the long run’ (p. 367).

The importance of these results is that they provide evidence that focused

correction can result in clear benefits when measured against a control thus rebutting

Truscott’s longstanding criticism. However, all the papers of this sort have focused on

just one limited aspect of English grammar, namely, one aspect of article use. It has

yet to be demonstrated that the technique can be used with other language problems.

If its scope can be widened, focused correction may prove to be a very effective way

to increase the range and precision of error correction.

In summary, comprehensive correction of students’ texts is supported when

students write large amounts. However, more focused correction or focused

correction supported by metalinguistic comment may allow students to acquire some

grammatical features of a second language in a more limited period of time and

without requiring them to write large amounts of text.

Pedagogical Implications

What does the research evidence imply for the instructor in second language writing

presuming he or she proceeds on the assumption that error correction is conducive to

learning?

Which students should receive correction?

Van Patten argued 20 years ago that the evidence was ‘against any beneficial

effect of a focus on form in the early stages of learning’ (1988, p. 255). This seems

sensible when we examine texts like that below produced by one of Hendrickson’s

students in 1979.  We can see that comprehensive correction of such a piece of

writing might produce an excessive amount of red ink. Not surprisingly most of the

research into corrective feedback has been done with intermediate and advanced

students.
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In the sommer Mr Smith and her wife leave the camping.  They fishing in the lake.
She lost her watch in the lake.  She is sick.  Mr Smith fishing one big fish.   They
walking at home. She craining.  He said: ‘No problem, I buy new watch.

Figure 3: Sample of one of Hendrickson’s student’s texts (1979)

However, the recent studies of Sheen (2007) and Ellis et al. (2008) using focused

correction targeting article use may offer a means to help weaker students if it can be

extended to other functional aspects of language such as understanding and acquiring

the tense system on verbs. For example, students could be given a sample narrative

with the title: “How I met my best friend and how we keep in contact now.”  It could

be constructed to contain examples of verbs in the simple past and present tense. It

would be read as a model by the learners who could then be asked to write their own

stories on how they met their best friends. The teacher would correct the errors

focusing only on verbs and tense. The students would then write their corrections

above the errors. If a more competent student had no problem with verbs another

aspect of the writing might be highlighted or the student could be given

comprehensive correction. Two examples are given in Appendix1, one where focused

correction with metalinguistic comment was given to a weaker student and the other

where comprehensive correction was considered appropriate for a student with

greater proficiency. Thus feedback can be differentiated for students as Han

recommends (2008).

How should instructors indicate students’ errors?

Whether teachers should give direct correction (writing the correct form on the

student’s work), coded correction or indirect correction (highlighting the error by

circling or underlining) has long been a topic of discussion.  Lalande (1982)

undertook a study with American students learning German to discover whether

coded correction was superior to direct correction.  He thought making students work

harder to decode his correction might be more beneficial than his writing the

correction directly on their work. He found no advantage for coded correction except

perhaps with respect to spelling errors. However, this is another study where students
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did not write much (perhaps 750 words on the first draft and 750 on the second) so it

is not surprising its results were inconclusive. Chandler (2003), in her second study,

compared four different kinds of feedback by rotating her students through all four

types and tentatively concluded that direct correction and underlining appeared to be

more effective than coded or marginal description and may be preferable to students

as well.

Robb, Ross and Shortreed in their very careful study compared indirect, direct,

coded and marginal correction (a number in the margin indicating the number of

mistakes in a line) of Japanese EFL students’ writing. At the end of a year of this kind

of treatment they concluded that, “improvement was independent of type of

feedback” (Robb, Ross and Shortreed, 1986, p. 91).  One can see a slow but steady

improvement in the students’ accuracy with all four types of correction. (A decline in

the scores of these students on the fourth test was attributed to a two-week holiday

interruption after the third test.) Statistical analysis showed no significant differences

in the effects of the four kinds of correction over the period of the study.

Pretest Essay1 Essay2 Essay3 Essay4

R
atio Error-free T-units to Total T-units

0.30

0.32

0.34

0.36

0.38

0.40

0.42

0.44

0.46

0.48

0.50
Correction
Coded
Uncoded
Numbering

Figure 4: Improvement in Accuracy in Robb, Ross and Shortreed, 1986.

On balance, there is no conclusive evidence that any one form of correction is

superior to any other for comprehensive correction. Though different reasons are

given by researchers for preferring one or the other, the results do not clearly favor
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one over the others. However, from the perspective of the practitioner, the amount of

time taken up by correction may be a deciding factor in the decision to use one or

another method. Chandler found that underlining required .8 minutes per 100 words

while other methods took .9 or a full minute per 100 words (2003, p. 289).

If students merely have errors highlighted or underlined, instructors may worry

that students will not understand how to correct them. This is a potential problem.

When one examines the three drafts of a student’s essay in Ashwell (2000) it can be

seen that in some cases the student fails to correct the error by the third draft and

sometimes solves the problem by paraphrasing or deleting problematic passages.

However, Ferris’s 2006 study found the success rate for error correction on the

second draft was 75% for highlighting (which is equivalent to underlining) which is

only 13% less than for direct correction.

With focused correction the case may be different. Students’ texts are often short

in this kind of treatment and one experiment (Sheen, 2007) has found a clear

advantage when a metalinguistic explanation accompanies correction. Generally,

researchers write the correct form above the student’s error but teachers could choose

just to highlight errors, perhaps with a statement of the rule, and ask the students to

write the correct form on their texts.

Rate of return for words written- Cost benefit considerations

The gains from error correction are difficult to measure. Figure 4 above shows

slow and steady improvement in accuracy in the Japanese students who received error

correction (Robb, Ross & Shortreed, 1986)6. But more than error correction was

involved in the treatment.  The roughly 10% improvement in the ratio of T-units to

total T-units is comparable to the results obtained by Polio, Fleck and Leder (1998)

where the students were in an ESL learning situation. In that study the correction

group and the control group that merely practiced writing with no feedback at all,

both made gains of about 10% on the same measure. Thus, with 35 hours of intensive

EFL tuition over a year the Japanese students showed a similar improvement to that

made by ESL students fully immersed in an American university over seven weeks. It

seems a not unreasonable result for a very form-focused EFL class. What is clear is

that the students wrote a lot – a weekly essay that was corrected and then redrafted
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and five occasional essays that were used to test their progress. Assuming the weekly

essay was about 200 words they would have written about 4,000 words on first drafts

and another 4,000 on redrafts. This was on top of focused grammar work and

sentence combining exercises.

In the first part of Chandler’s (2003) study she had students write 5

autobiographical essays totaling 25 typed pages. This means that students wrote a

total of 6,250 words on first drafts. The result was a 20% reduction in the error rate.

In the second part of the paper Chandler notes that the following year’s class was

asked to increase the amount they wrote by 60% but there was no further reduction in

the error rate which suggests that over a certain amount there is a diminishing rate of

return for increased amounts written.

Ferris (2006) had students write 3,000 words on first drafts and another 6,000 on

second and third drafts after receiving content comment and error correction. Results

showed a statistically significant reduction in total errors at the .01 level and

reduction of errors in the use of verbs at the .001 level. In Ferris’s study,

improvements in lexical choice approached significance (p = .07) but the

improvement in errors on nouns, articles and sentence level problems was clearly not

significant.

Thus the evidence suggests that comprehensive correction of whole texts can

achieve significant results provided the students write in the region of 5,000 words a

semester on first drafts but also that certain types of error are resistant to eradication.

Improvements accompany large amounts of writing and consequently large amounts

of correction.  Is this modest benefit worth the effort? Could it not be attained by

gradual improvement from more exposure to English through reading? The testimony

of Scarcella (1996) suggests not. The thrust of her paper is that college level students

in California who received massive input in L2 English and engaged in many

communicative activities were seriously disadvantaged because their English was not

near the standard required in a post-secondary educational context. She believed

correction was one means for students to move closer to target forms required for

tertiary education. Many of the students in an EFL situation also expect to use

English for higher education where they have to be able to read and produce accurate
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and complex texts. So, for students who hope to use English in tertiary education and

professional activities, the price of the extra effort is probably worth paying.

Combining content comment with correction

There is some evidence as to how content comment and form correction should be

incorporated.  Zamel (1985) analyzed teachers’ responses to ESL students’ texts and

found them “confusing, arbitrary, and inaccessible” (p. 79). She further complained

that form correction and content comment were often given in a contradictory way.

One way instructors have reacted to her critique has been by reserving a first draft of

student writing for content feedback and then giving error correction on a second

draft, a practice Ferris followed in the study reported in her 2006 paper. Fathman and

Whalley (1990) and Ashwell (2000) investigated whether this was necessary by

looking at how re-drafts fared depending on whether students had received form or

content feedback first or a mix of the two. They measured accuracy improvement by

the decline in the number of errors from first draft to second and content quality by

using a holistic scoring guide. Fathman and Whalley’s conclusion was that “Grammar

and content feedback can be provided separately or at the same time without

overburdening the student” (p. 187). Ashwell (2000) concurred. So, the evidence

seems to indicate that teachers may well undertake both error correction and content

feedback on one draft provided the latter does not become perfunctory.  In a recent

lecture by Zhao Hong Han (2008), following Van Patten (1988), it was argued that if

teachers only respond to errors, students will think that instructors are not interested

in what they have to say, only in how they say it.  The ultimate result may be silence.

Therefore, content comment may be important even if its effects are hard to measure.

Must students write multiple drafts for error correction to be effective?

With focused correction, redrafting seems not to be required. Researchers have

merely asked students to examine their corrected texts (Ellis et al. 2008; Sheen 2007)

and still achieved significant improvements on subsequent writing tasks. With

comprehensive correction, a commonly held belief among instructors is that students

need to redraft to profit from the feedback that has been provided. In her first study

Chandler (2003) provided compelling evidence that students need to process their
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errors for correction but not that they needed to redraft.  It appears that the

experimental group in that study had to write their corrections above those words and

phrases that the instructor had underlined to indicate a problem and she later amended

any corrections that were unsatisfactory. The control did not correct their errors and

their accuracy failed to improve. The accuracy of the experimental group improved

significantly on new tasks.  Other researchers required full redrafting (Ferris, 2006;

Robb et al., 1986; Sheppard 1992) but did not collect evidence showing redrafting

was superior to merely having students correct their papers. We can conclude that

while instructors may have good reasons to require redrafting of complete texts it is

possible to improve L2 students’ accuracy merely by having them amend their

original drafts.

Conclusion

For a considerable period of time the value of error correction of L2 students’

texts has been highly contested and its practice often neglected. As Scarcella (1996)

recounts, the writings of Stephen Krashen were a contributing factor to this for he

argued the practice was irrelevant to language acquisition. Professor Truscott went

further insisting it was harmful and for a time, he largely dominated the debate.

Gradually, however, testimony from teachers (Chandler, 2003, and Ferris, 2006)

concerned more with pedagogy and evidence from researchers in the field (Sheen,

2007, Ellis et al., 2008, and others) have come to demonstrate that error correction is

effective and its outcomes measurable. These efforts need to be consolidated both by

replication and by widening the scope of focus. Chandler (2003) has made a

persuasive case for comprehensive correction and bolstered her conclusions by

repeating her treatment with a new intake of students. Sheen (2007), Ellis et al.

(2008) and others have reported results which support focused correction albeit on

only one aspect of the English article system. Replication of Chandler’s results in a

new context and expansion of Sheen (2007) and Ellis et al.’s (2008) work in other

areas of grammar and syntax would make the case for error correction more

compelling and could show instructors how correction might be better implemented.

End notes
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1. Some errors on the first draft are not highlighted. Time for teacher correction was

limited to 12 minutes so not all errors were found in one marking.

2. DeKeyser’s support for error correction is implied in his 1993 paper and made

explicit in his introduction to Practice in a Second Language (2007) where he states

the  literature shows feedback (including explicit error correction) has a “substantial

positive effect” (p. 9). He notes that what remains at issue is exactly “when and how

to give feedback” (p. 9).

3. It is true that the posttest mean for group A was measured against B’s, and a t-test

showed B was significantly better on the last essay on sentence boundaries. But the

arguments given here, especially the lack of random assignment still hold. Further, a

key issue was whether A and B were equivalent on “sentence  boundaries” on the pre-

test and B was significantly better on the posttest or whether B was significantly

better on a posttest weighted against the score on the same variable in the pretest. A

simple t-test showing difference of means only on the posttest is not enough to show

this.

4. The corresponding idea in Japanese is probably rendered by “tsuyoi” which could

be translated as “patient” “strong” or “hard”. The Japanese student mistranslated the

word “tsuyoi” which sometimes may be equivalent to “hard” in English but here

should be rendered idiomatically as either “patient” or “strong”.

5. Bruton (2009) analyzed these same essays and considered the reduction in errors of

tense was evidence of improvement on use of past tense. However, the particular

tense error was in using present tense for something which was still probably true at

time of writing but which should have been rendered in past tense in English: “In the

bookstore they thought the storekeeper is cute…”. This error did recur in the second

essay on a similar occasion. (“…John picked up a pants which is his favorit style”.)

So there was no real improvement.

6. The Robb, Ross and Shortreed (1986) study, according to Truscott, showed the

“futility” of error correction (Truscott, 1996). It is a surprising claim because all four

treatment groups improved, though we do not know to what extent correction alone

was responsible for the improvement. He seeks to justify his claim with two

arguments. The first states that the fact that the four methods of correction had similar

effects despite the differences between them suggests that correction had no real
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effect at all. This is not a compelling argument for it may be that the different

methods are all equally effective.  What is lost in salience in more indirect correction

may be made up for by having the students work harder to process their errors. Of

course it is implausible to argue they must be exactly equal and examination of Figure

4 above does show a reasonable amount of variation in the effect of the four methods.

His second and stronger argument is that because the fourth method of correction

(numbers in the margin indicating the number of errors in a line) was so obscure, we

can assume it provided negligible help to students in finding their errors. If so, this

would allow the fourth group to be regarded as a control. Seeing they fared no worse

than the other three groups they demonstrate that error correction is futile. His key

assumption is that the fourth group would not be able to find their errors. However

this assumption is not supported by the researchers. Tom Robb affirms that for ethical

reasons they could not have a control receiving no feedback and he noted that the

students in that group “were able to find many of their errors” (Personal

communication, 7th June, 2009). Steven Ross supported Robb’s account and stated

that the fourth group was “certainly not a ‘do nothing’ control” (Personal

communication, 7th June, 2009). If the authors are right, Truscott’s argument is not.

References

Ashwell, T. (2000). Patterns of teacher response to student writing in a multi-draft

composition classroom: Is content feedback followed by form feedback the best

method? Journal of Second Language Writing, 9(3), 227–257.

A.U.A. (n.d.). AUA Thai Language Program, Retrieved June 20, 2010 from

http://www.auathai.com/

Bruton, A. (2009). Designing research into the effects of grammar correction in L2

writing:     Not so straightforward. Journal of Second Language Writing, 18, 136-

140.

Chandler, J. (2003). The efficacy of various kinds of error feedback for improvement

in the accuracy and fluency of L2 student writing. Journal of Second Language

Writing, 12, 267–296.



Asian EFL Journal. Professional Teaching Articles. Vol. 50 February 2011

66

Cohen, D. & Robbins, M. (1976). Toward assessing interlanguage performance: The

relationship between selected errors, learners’ characteristics, and learners’

explanations. Language Learning, 26(1), 45-63.

DeKeyser, R.M. (1993). The effect of error correction on L2 Grammar Knowledge

and Oral Proficiency. Modern Language Journal, 7 (4), 502-503.

DeKeyser, R.M. (2000). The robustness of critical period effects in second language

acquisition. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 22, 499-553.

DeKeyser, R.M. (2003). Implicit and explicit learning. In Doughty, C.J. & Long,

M.H. (Eds.), The handbook of second language acquisition. Malden: Blackwell

Publishing.

DeKeyser, R.M. (2007). Introduction: situating the concept of practice. In DeKeyser,

R. M. (Ed.), Practice in a second language: Perspectives from applied linguistics

and cognitive psychology. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge.

Dicker, S. & Sheppard, K. (1985). The effect of multiple drafts on structural accuracy

in writing. TESOL Quarterly, 19(1), 168-170.

Ellis, R., Sheen, Y., Murakami, M., & Takashima, H. (2008). The effects of focused

and unfocused written corrective feedback in an English as a foreign language

context. System, 36, 353-371.

Fathman, A, & Whalley, E. (1990). Teacher response to student writing: Focus on

Form versus content. In B. Kroll (Ed.), Second language writing: Research

insights for the classroom (pp. 178-190). Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press.

Ferris, D. R. (2002). Treatment of error in second language student writing. Ann

Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.

Ferris, D. R. (2006). Does error feedback help student writers? New evidence on the

short- and long-term effects of written error correction. In K. Hyland & F. Hyland

(Eds.), Feedback in second language writing: Contexts and issues. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.

Frantzen, D. (1995). The effects of grammar supplementation on written accuracy in

an intermediate Spanish content course. Modern Language Journal, 79, 329–344.

Han, Z. H. (2008). Error correction in Second Language Teaching. Towards a differential

approach. A Queensborough Community College Seminar. Retrieved March 30, 2010



Asian EFL Journal. Professional Teaching Articles. Vol. 50 February 2011

67

from,

http://www.qcc.cuny.edu/Tigermedia/detailView.aspx?mediaID=853&CategoryID=

9

Hendrickson, J. M. (1979). Error analysis and error correction in language teaching.

Singapore: SEAMEO Regional Language Centre.

Ho, C. M. L., (2008). Toward exploring errors in grammar: A systematic approach

for language teachers. TESL Canada Journal, 252(2), 85-102.

Hudson, R. (2001). Grammar teaching and writing skills: the research evidence.

Syntax in the Schools, 17, 1-6.

Johnson, J. S., & Newport, E. L. (1989). Critical period effects in second language

learning: The influence of maturational state on the acquisition of English as a

second language. Cognitive Psychology, 21, 60-99

Kepner, C. G. (1991). An experiment in the relationship of types of written feedback to

the development of second-language writing skills. Modern Language Journal, 75,

305–313.

Krashen. S. (1981). Second language acquisition and second language learning. New

York: Pergamon Press.

Krashen, S. (1982). Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition, Retrieved

June 20, 2010 from: http://www.sdkrashen.com/Principles_and_Practice/index.html

Krashen, S. (1998). Comprehensible output. System, 26, 175-182.

Krashen, S. (2004, November). Applying the Comprehension Hypothesis: Some

Suggestions. Paper presented at 13th International Symposium and Book Fair on

Language Teaching (English Teachers Association of the Republic of China),

Taipei, Taiwan.

Lalande, J. F. (1982). Reducing composition errors: An experiment. Modern

Language  Journal, 66, 140–149.

Lee, I. (2005). Error correction in the L2 writing classroom: What do students think?

TESL Canada Journal, 22(2), 1-16.

Mason, C. (1971). The relevance of intensive training in English as a foreign

language for university students. Language Learning, 21(2), 197-204.



Asian EFL Journal. Professional Teaching Articles. Vol. 50 February 2011

68

Polio, C., Fleck, N., & Leder, N. (1998). “If only I had more time:” ESL learners’

changes in linguistic accuracy on essay revisions. Journal of Second Language

Writing, 7 (1), 43–68.

Robb, T., Ross, S., & Shortreed, I. (1986). Salience of feedback on error and its effect

on EFL writing quality. TESOL Quarterly, 20, 83–93.

Scarcella, R. (1996). Secondary education in California and second language

research: Instructing ESL students in the 1990s. The CATESOL Journal, 9(1),

129-151.

Semke, H. (1984). Effects of the red pen. Foreign Language Annals, 17, 195–202.

Sheen, Y. (2007). The effect of focused written corrective feedback and language

aptitude on ESL learners’ acquisition of articles. TESOL Quarterly 41(2), 255-

283.

Sheppard, K. (1992). Two feedback types: do they make a difference? RELC Journal,

23, 103–110.

Swain, M. (1985). Communicative competence: Some roles of comprehensible input

and comprehensible output in its development. In Gass, S. M. & Madden, C. G.

(Eds.), Input in second language acquisition, Boston: Heinle & Heinle.

Swain, M. (2005). The output hypothesis: Theory and research. In Eli Hinkel (Ed.),

Handbook of research in second language teaching and learning. Mahwah, NJ:

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Swain, M. & Lapkin, S. (1995). Problems in output and the cognitive processes they

generate: A step towards second language learning. Applied Linguistics, 16(3), 371-

391.

Truscott, J. (1996). The case against grammar correction in L2 writing classes.

Language Learning, 46(2), 327–369.

Truscott, J. (1998). Noticing in second language acquisition: a critical review. Second

Language Research, 14(2), 103-135.

Truscott, J. (1999a). The case for “the case against grammar correction in L2 writing

classes”: A response to Ferris. Journal of Second Language Writing, 8(2), 111–

122.

Truscott, J. (1999b). What’s wrong with oral grammar correction. Canadian Modern

Language Review, 55(4), 437-456.



Asian EFL Journal. Professional Teaching Articles. Vol. 50 February 2011

69

Truscott, J. (2001). Selecting errors for selective error correction. Concentric: Studies

in English Literature and Linguistics, 27(2), 93-108.

Truscott, J. (2004). Evidence and conjecture on the effects of correction: a response to

Chandler. Journal of Second Language Writing, 13, 337–343.

Truscott, J. (2007). The effect of error correction on learners’ ability to write

accurately. Journal of Second Language Writing, 16, 255–272.

Truscott, J. (2009). Dialogue: Arguments and appearances: A response to Chandler.

Journal of Second Language Writing, 18, 59-60.

Truscott, J. & Yi-Ping Hsu, A. (2008). Error correction, revision and learning.

Journal of Second Language Writing, 17, 292–305.

VanPatten, B. (1988). How juries get hung: Problems with the evidence for a focus

on form in teaching. Language Learning, 38, 243-260.

Zamel, V. (1985). Responding to student writing. TESOL Quarterly, 19(1), 79–97.



Asian EFL Journal. Professional Teaching Articles. Vol. 50 February 2011

70

Appendix 1

Examples of focused correction and comprehensive correction for Thai

freshmen in Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok (Extracts)

1. Correction focused on tense with meta-linguistic comment. The student
writes his or his corrections above the mistake. Alternatively a teacher could
write in the correct forms and ask students simply to examine them.

I studied in Phuket witayalai school. This’s the best school in my city and in my opinion. In my
class, We had 40 peoples. Everyone knows each other very well because this school teach the
student to love school and their friends. I had 11 best friends…

We lived together in the class. When we studied, we sat together.  .. The common activity that we
did every finish class is play football.  It was very fun and very tried… Some weekends we
will  travel around the city like cinema, beach. The sea was the most place that we went to…we
usually ate seafood. It’s very delicious…

Now, everybody in my group study in various universities. It’s hard to meet but we call to each
other last month. 3 my best friends call to me.  we went to cinema and then went to have dinner.

2. For a more skilled student in the same class comprehensive indirect
correction (here underlining) and content comment to be followed by
redrafting seems more appropriate.

“Gug, gug’, the noise of a pen falling onto the ground startled me …again. And I always picked
it up and gave it back to its owner. Yes, the pen was not mine. It belonged to a girl who sat in
front of me. At that time, I never imagined this girl would become a friend who I coul d not
forget…But thanks to this clumsiness of her, it lead us toward the wonderful
friendship….

You are writing about your memories. So it is better to use past tense here even if some of
these things are still true now.

The falling pencil is an interesting way to introduce your friend.  It catches the reader’s attention and
tells us a little about her character.


