
In “Error Correction: Why and How?”, Alice Laarman
offers several insights into EFL classroom correction
techniques. She divides the range of techniques into
two groups: passive (including recast and explicit cor-
rection) and active (including asking for clarification,
repetition, meta-linguistic feedback, and elicitation). She
points out that active correction, which allows a learner
to “take action and revise his hypothesis about the target
language,” is more effective than passive correction.

Laarman’s discussion has stimulated this article—my
report on correction techniques as observed being used
in EFL speaking classes conducted by Australian and
Vietnamese teachers. My purposes are to offer a review
of frequently used correction techniques, to discuss
how these techniques have been employed, and to draw
out several implications for oral correction.

Definitions

Before reviewing various error correction tech-
niques, it would be helpful to define terms such as
“error” and “correction.” Writers offer different defini-
tions of “error” to fit the purposes of their articles or
projects. Among available definitions, I find Corder’s and
Edge’s especially useful for teachers. According to
Corder, the result of not having the appropriate knowl-
edge or of having some false knowledge is an “error,”
while the lack of processing ability—the ability to per-
form up to one’s competence level—is a “mistake.” Edge
points out that mistakes “can be caused by the influence
of the first language, by misunderstanding a rule, by a
decision to communicate as best one can,by lack of con-
centration, and by a mixture of these and other factors”
(p.11). If learners make a mistake which can be self-cor-
rected, this is called a “slip.” If students are familiar with
a language item but cannot correct themselves, this is an
“error.” Edge classifies as “attempts” mistakes relating to
learners’ efforts to express something with which they
have not yet come into contact, and for situations in
which a teacher is not quite sure of a student’s intended
meaning or structure (p. 10).

Edge’s classifications, as discussed later, can help
teachers identify students’ learning stages and decide
on a right response. Therefore, in this article, the terms
“slip,”“error,” and “attempt” will be used when distinc-
tions need to be made, while “mistake” will be
employed generally to refer to all three.

The term “correction” is likewise used by different
researchers to mean different things. For example, in
their study of native-nonnative conversations,Chun et al
define it as “supplying the right item to respond to an
error.” Following Chaudron, however, I will use the
term to indicate “any reaction by the teacher which
transforms, disapprovingly refers to, or demands
improvement of a student’s behaviour or utterance”
(p. 66).

Correction Techniques

Oral Corrections

(Re)modeling a correct response is the most com-
monly used technique (Cathcart and Olsen; Chaudron).
Many teachers’ corrections of phonological errors are
simply brief modelings of correct pronunciation.
Another variation on modeling is to give an incorrect
form with question intonation.

A second common approach is asking for repetition
in response to a mistake. Saying “again” is a frequently
used technique (Fanselow, p. 588). Similarly, teachers
might say politely, “Would you please repeat that?”.
Another alternative that many teachers claim to be
effective is saying,“What?”.

A third technique is cueing (also called hinting).
Corder, as well as Holley and King, suggest that instead
of supplying a correct response, teachers should hint at
the correct form or supply it indirectly. For example, a
teacher might ask,“What is another word for ‘sick’?” in
order to elicit “ill.” Such hints are believed to provide a
positive stimulus, and this kind of prompting almost
always gives excellent results (Holley and King, p. 497).
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Another frequently found technique is explanation.
Edge argues that if explanation is used as part of teach-
ing, it can be used as part of correction (p. 41).
However, he stresses that it is more important to be able
to use the language than to be able to explain it. Overly
complicated grammatical explanations should be avoid-
ed, and students should be encouraged to explain in
their own ways.

Gestures

Finger-counting can be used whenever something is
missing, whether it is a sound, a syllable in a word, or a
word in a sentence. Edge suggests that fingers should be
counted from right to left so that it looks like left to right
from the students’point of view,easing their recognition
of the mistake (p. 31).

Furthermore, following a recent trend that places
greater emphasis on suprasegmentals, gestures can be
used for correcting mistakes with stress and intonation
(Edge). Teachers can tap fingers on a desk to show stress
in a word or in a sentence. Nodding heads or clapping
out the rhythm of a word or sentence to indicate prop-
er stress may also prove very helpful.

Schachter introduces six hand signals for use with
high-intermediate level learners (pp. 129-133):

• The first, a sports time-out signal, indicates an error of
tense, aspect, or voice.

• The second, a triangle made with the forefingers and
middle fingers of both hands, shows an agreement error.

• The third, two fingers as in the “peace”or “victory”sign,
show an error in pluralization.

• The fourth, a letter P with one hand making the stem
while the other hand makes the circle at the top, signals
a preposition use error. (From the teacher’s point of
view, the P will be reversed.)

• The fifth, a circle made with thumbs and forefingers,
indicates a word order error.

• The sixth, crossed forefingers, alerts students to an 
article error.

Written Corrections

Fanselow notes that providing correction in written
form makes it more explicit (p. 590). Teachers can sup-
ply correct responses or write the problem-causing part
of a sentence on the board or on small cards. This 
technique works especially well with intonation.

Teachers can underline the word with the loudest stress
and use a line to show whether the voice goes up or
down from there (Edge, p. 31). Another method is to
draw small circles for word stress and big circles for 
sentence stress.

When students are involved in pair or group activi-
ties, immediate interference is not desirable. However,
after an activity is finished, teachers can write common
mistakes on the board and do corrections themselves or
invite the class to do them together (Gainer). Gainer
proposes the idea of “drawing cloze-type blanks at the
trouble spots,” for instance, writing,“inflamma---” instead
of “inflammable,”or writing,“What – he – doing?”instead
of “What will he be doing?” (p. 46). This simple proce-
dure allows students to locate errors easily and can be
effective in eliciting corrections. It also works with
utterances containing more than one error.

Recording

Wechsler develops and tests interview analysis, a
wholistic technique in which spontaneous speech is
elicited, recorded, and transcribed at intervals. Students
then review their transcripts with the teacher and are
trained to correct the mistakes.

Correction Techniques as Observed 
in Practice

My observations of Australian teachers were done at
two language centres in Melbourne. Students’ levels
ranged from intermediate to advanced. My comments
on Vietnamese teachers are mostly a result of observing
my colleagues at the Hanoi University of Foreign Studies
teaching first- and second-year students majoring in
English. As observed, Vietnamese teachers’ corrections
were often limited to oral (re)modeling or writing a pho-
netic transcription on the board, while their Australian
counterparts employed a much broader range of tech-
niques. In fact, among the techniques described above,
only Schachter’s hand signals and the recording method
were not used by the Australian teachers.

Oral Corrections

Reflecting on the nature of “slips,” “errors,” and
“attempts,” it can be seen that explanation and modeling
of correct responses would work well with “attempts,”
while other techniques would be effective with “errors”
and “slips.” However, as discussed below, much 
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consideration should be given to making the most of all
these techniques.

In my observations, modeling was frequently used
but did not prove very effective. In fact,of the two mod-
eling techniques, only supplying the right response in
the case of phonological mistakes seemed to work at all.
By providing brief modeling of correct pronunciation,
most of the teachers managed to shake students out of
wrong production quickly. However, when modeling,
some Vietnamese teachers tended to place extra force
on the incorrectly pronounced parts in order to signal
the location of the problem; as a result, they made stress
mistakes which students imitated. For example, when a
student produced the /sn/ sound incorrectly, one
teacher attempted to correct him by pronouncing the
word “lesson” with the stress on /sn/—this student was
then successful in making the /sn/ sound but with the
wrong word stress.

Modeling with question intonation did not produce
the desired results in many cases. In fact, it often caused
miscommunication between teacher and students
because a rising tone can be used for two purposes: to
signal a mistake or to ask for confirmation. For example,
when asked,“To party?”,one student failed to correct his
mistake—he interpreted the question as a request for
confirmation and replied,“Yes, to party.”

In the case of asking for repetition, teachers some-
times could not help their students effectively because
their signals were ambiguous, and students’ ability to
recognize and locate mistakes was not always good.
Responses such as “Say again!”, “No,” and “Repeat!” did
not always help learners identify their mistakes, which
made correction practically impossible. As a result, some
students became confused and fell silent, only managing
to do the correction when the teacher’s signal became
more explicit. Saying “What?”also proved confusing and
led to much ambiguity. As observed, when this was said
to a student, she simply repeated the original sentence
because she thought that she was not entirely heard 
or understood.

The technique of cueing (or hinting) was used fre-
quently and stood a high chance of success. Two factors
contributed to its success. First, teachers knew their 
students’ learning levels and their ability to cope with 

mistakes. Second, they were wise and sensitive in 
choosing the right hints to help students arrive at the
right answer. For example, in response to a student 
saying,“He go to…,” the teacher said,“the past,”and the
result was positive. The student tried again,“He went to
the doctor.”

When cueing failed, it was often because the
teacher miscategorized the mistakes: they were
“attempts,”not “errors,”and so needed more explanation
on the part of the teacher. In one instance, the teacher
hinted,“a special kind of verb,” but students had never
learned that kind of verb. Consequently, they did not
succeed in responding to the hint. Teachers also failed
because they used the wrong hints. For example, one
teacher needed an adverb but asked,“How should you
be when you see a red light?”, which resulted in the stu-
dent giving an adjective.

The technique of explanation was also used, but not
very often. In fact, teachers only supplied explanations
when it seemed that most of the class had the same
problem, which usually indicated that the mistake was
an “attempt.” This technique worked well and produced
student satisfaction. A point of note is that some
Australian teachers offered short and simple explana-
tions, which was good in that it did not interfere much
with the day’s learning objectives. By contrast, some
Vietnamese instructors created a disturbing effect when
they halted a communicative activity in order to give a
long explanation of a point of grammar.

Gestures

Some facial expressions and gestures for signaling
mistakes did not accomplish what they were intended
to do. This happened because signals such as shaking
the head, staring, raising eyebrows, and shrugging shoul-
ders were not explicit enough for students to find their
own mistakes. However, other gestures representing
stress and intonation or explicitly hinting at the problem
(such as pointing backwards for the past) worked very
well. In some classes, teachers drew lines in the air
when dealing with intonation, and asked students to do
the same, which greatly enhanced their interest. Finger-
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clicking, counting, and clapping or waving hands were
also effectively used, and students enjoyed them for
their game-like quality. Schachter’s system of hand sig-
nals was not used, perhaps because it takes a long time
for students to become familiar with the system.

Written Corrections

In my observations, the most often used written cor-
rection technique was Gainer’s cloze method, and it was
generally effective in eliciting corrections from students.
This success can be accounted for by several factors.
First, the approach gave students time to think. Second,
all students could participate in the correction process
and experience the sense of experiment. Third, this
technique acknowledged students’ levels and guided
them toward better forms (Gainer, p. 46).

One teacher used this technique too often, howev-
er, which eventually reduced students’ interest and dis-
couraged them from actively participating in the correc-
tion process  In another advanced class, the teacher
wrote a number of problems on the board and organ-
ized a correction activity. Students enjoyed this, as they
had more time to think about their mistakes, and every-
one could try to solve the problems. In addition, the cor-
rection process did not hinder fluency. In this same
class, the teacher often encouraged peer correction,
which created enthusiastic participation among his stu-
dents. I believe the success of the technique in this case
lay in the fact that students had already been made famil-
iar with this method, and the teacher had likely played a
prominent role in training them.

Implications for the Classroom

Which Mistakes Should Be Corrected?

One of my most striking observations was that
teachers were partial and selective in making correc-
tions, which accords with the classroom research find-
ings of Hendrickson.

Teachers’ choices of which mistakes to correct
depended on two crucial factors. First, they considered
the importance of their corrective act. As observed,
teachers often dealt with mistakes which affected intel-
ligibility, were made by a large percentage of students,
were made frequently, or had stigmatizing or irritating
effects. More importantly, they focused on mistakes
which were relevant to the pedagogic focus, that is, to
the day’s lesson objectives. For example,a teacher might 

not attend to pronunciation accuracy mistakes when the
current phase of the lesson focused on fluency. In 
addition, teachers responded to mistakes at a high level
of generality. Johanson finds that mistakes involving
broad grammatical rules are more deserving of correc-
tion than those dealing with a grammatical exception or
a lexical item.

A second dimension which is also essential is con-
sideration of audience. A teacher’s handling of correc-
tion techniques is influenced, consciously or uncon-
sciously, by her perceptions of students’ characteristics,
individual differences, academic record, mistakes previ-
ously observed, treatment types previously used, and
other factors. For example, one teacher deliberately
called on a student who often mispronounced the -ed
verb ending to change two regular verbs into the past
tense, and the student’s response was positive.

How Should Mistakes Be Corrected?

Cueing, as discussed and observed, is the most fre-
quently used and most effective correction technique.
In this way, learners have a chance to discover for them-
selves by making inferences, formulating concepts, and
altering hypotheses. To ensure success, teachers need to
make sure that a mistake is not an “attempt,”decide who
in the class can infer the right answer, and assist that 
student in getting the answer.

Regarding modeling techniques, giving a correct
response is a good remedy for phonological mistakes.
However, modeling an incorrect response with a 
question intonation should not be used too often. The
main reason, as mentioned above, is that it is not precise
enough in indicating where the problem lies and 
may lead students to respond as if a confirmation has
been requested.

Explanation is sometimes useful, however, when
this device is applied, the teacher must think about the
length of the explanation and whether it will interfere
with the overall lesson. Otherwise, the learning process
will actually be interrupted, which is especially devas-
tating in the case of communicative lessons.

Besides oral correction techniques, teachers can
apply others, such as cloze and drawing techniques.
These are especially useful for first-year students who
have problems listening to the teacher.

With respect to facial expressions and gestures, as
indicated above, teachers should be cautious when
applying these devices, especially when signaling.
They have to consider if the gestures help to give 
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explicit information about where and what the mistake
is. Schachter’s hand signal system could be a good tool,
if the teacher and students are persevering enough to
make the effort to learn it well. For lessons with
suprasegmental components, clapping or waving hands,
counting or clicking fingers, and head-nodding are 
stimulating and easy to use.

My last point of consideration is correction through
audio recording and videotaping. This technique was
not used during my observations, perhaps because 
it requires much preparation. It holds the potential to
be very useful, however, in that students can work
together with teachers to understand why and how
errors are made.

Conclusion

Correction, as revealed above, can be as interesting
as any other learning activity. It can be effective in help-
ing students recall knowledge, improve production, and
learn new material. For the best possible results, teach-
ers must think about more than just active correction,
which Laarman shows to be effective. In addition, they
must consider a correction’s importance, students’ char-
acteristics, type of mistake, and other factors discussed
in this article. They also need to go through a subtle
process of deciding which techniques should be
applied, and of choosing how best to help students
while not interfering with the overall learning process.
Thus,when teachers apply active correction techniques,
they need to take into account the pros and cons of
these techniques, so as to avoid pitfalls in their specific
contexts. My hope is that this article will assist teachers
in thinking through and applying correction techniques
in more enjoyable and successful ways. n
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