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An Approach to Self-correction
in Student Writing

Christopher Hoskins

INTRODUCTION

A major problem for Japanese undergraduates in English writing skills classes is
that they do not apply previously gained knowledge and skills to adequately revise
their writing. As a result, an instructor has to react to great amounts of writing that is
riddled with basic errors that could be easily corrected by the students themselves. Ad-
ditionally, Japanese students tend to see editing and error correction as something the
instructor does for them, not as their own responsibility — the common experience of

students in the Japanese school system tends to reinforce this attitude.

Concerning error correction, Ur (2009) offers this rationale:

[...] when we correct a student’s error, our goal is to make him or her aware
of what was wrong and what the correct form should have been so that the
same error can be avoided in the future. The process is a conscious one: it in-
volves explicit thinking ‘about’ the language rather than just using it for com-

munication. (89)

While Ur’s rationale is seemingly clear enough, the question writing instructors
face is how to effectively inculcate in their students the habits and techniques neces-
sary to not only become better self-correctors, but to gain the awareness that engaging
in self-correction is in their interest if they truly want to become better writers. Em-
ploying these techniques autonomously requires an intrinsic motivation to become bet-
ter writers, not simply doing so because the instructor requires it of them. One ap-
proach to this problem is devising a systematic, practical process to raise students’
awareness concerning what sorts of mistakes they are making and the extent to which
they are continually repeating them. This type of process can make the teaching of
writing more efficient for the instructor as well as be a powerful tool for students to

use in their quest for mastery of writing in the second language (L2).
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In developing a systematic approach to error correction, there is a distinction to be
made between mistakes that are ‘errors’ and those that are ‘slips’. Spratt, et. al. (2005)
define errors as those mistakes that are the result of learners trying to express an idea
in a way that is beyond their level of competence in the L2, or the result of internaliza-
tion of a linguistic rule that is inaccurate. The same authors define ‘slips’ as those mis-
takes that are not beyond the learner’s level of competence, but occur because of care-
lessness, tiredness, being distracted, and lack of motivation (44). Ur (2009) offers
basically the same definitions, but adds that the distinction is not useful because “the
two are almost impossible to distinguish when they actually occur” (88). However, in
the case of a writing instructor working with a homogenous group of learners with the
same first language (L1), it is generally clear to the instructor what sorts mistakes are
more likely errors and what sorts are most likely slips. Confirmation of the extent of
students’ linguistic knowledge and capabilities is swift when time and again an instruc-
tor can physically point to a problem in a paragraph such as subject-verb disagreement
or the lack of an article, and time and again the student who has produced the writing

notices the mistake and corrects the problem quickly and effectively by her or himself.

The most attainable form of correction in student self-correction then lies with
identifying slips, primarily in grammar, word form, word order, spelling, formatting, and
other mechanical aspects. Errors must continue to be addressed with additional instruc-
tion, examples and exercises, but slips can and should be handled by students them-
selves, once their awareness is raised, instead of being left to the instructor to identify
and mark.

EDUCATIONAL CONTEXT: TYPE OF CLASS AND PARTICIPATING
STUDENTS

The process that is the focus of this paper is being used by the author in the En-
glish Writing Practice I, English Writing Practice II and Pre-seminar, or Prezem:i classes
in the Department of Arts and Letters at Kyoritsu Women’s University. The English
Writing Practice I and English Writing Practice II classes are generally for second year
students and are held in the Spring and Fall terms respectively. The first term of the
class is text-based and focuses on paragraph-level writing and the second focuses on
multi-paragraph writing, for the most part using a standard five-paragraph model. In
the first term, following the sequence laid out in the table of contents of the class text,
writing assignments use standard modes such as definition, examples, process, compari-
son and contrast, space order, time order, description, classification and others. With the

move to multi-paragraph writing in the second term, there is a focus on writing about
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various aspects of literature, including story arc, types and development of characters,
elements of setting, the use of symbols, motifs and themes, the relationship of the au-
thor to her or his work, and the place of a work of literature within a genre, social con-
text and/or time period. Additionally, focus is put on the use of sourced information, in-
text citation and creating a well formatted bibliography. The Prezem: class is primarily
for third year students who are preparing to write a graduation thesis, and has many of

the same foci listed above for the English Writing Practice IL

These classes are conducted in computer labs equipped with either Apple iMac or
Windows based desktop computers. All writing is done online using google documents.
As assignments are given, students create and share their assigned writing with the in-
structor as co-editor. Correction and feedback are given on the shared document by the
instructor outside of class, in addition to comments, explanations and corrections given
in class, along with examples of how to organize, format, improve cohesion or self-cor-

rect for technical problems.

In the English Writing Practice classes, the online The Vocabulary Size Test devel-
oped by Paul Nation of Victoria University, Wellington, New Zealand is used to roughly
determine the amount of English vocabulary students have acquired. Among students
currently enrolled in the writing course mentioned above, English vocabulary size rang-
es from 4900 words to 7900 words. The most recent data on the range of TOEIC scores
for this group of students is currently unavailable, but scores would generally fall be-
tween 350 and 550. Vocabulary size correlates closely with the level of writing a stu-
dent can be expected to produce, and is therefore essential knowledge for designing
class activities. The level of general English knowledge students possess, such as that
which can be assumed from standardized test scores, is also useful when deciding how
to pitch activities in terms of level of difficulty and sophistication.

ACTIVITY PROCEDURE

In real terms, the systematic approach being discussed here consists of students
producing paragraph or short essay length writing on a Google document shared with
the instructor. After completing a writing assignment, students engage in individual
self-correction and cataloging of their own errors. While editing, students use a checklist
of common error types in the form of a Google spreadsheet created and shared by the
instructor, an Error/Slip Log for grammar and formatting errors that students use to
identify, categorize and quantify specific types of errors or slips they make (see Figure

1). As students find, categorize and quantify errors, they are encouraged to attempt to
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correct the errors to the best of their ability. To facilitate editing of formatting and
punctuation, students are provided with a brief, concise guide to refer to in order to see
explanations and examples that allow them to self-correct these aspects. To facilitate
control of grammar for the purpose of self-editing, students are provided with lists of
links to online grammar exercises that include explanations, examples and exercises

that help them to identify, understand and correct grammatical iniquities.

Following these steps, the writing is then reviewed and commented on by the in-
structor in order to vet the editing of students and call attention to errors that students
may have missed. Feedback is provided on the draft using a simple system of changing
text color to indicate where problems listed below occurred in the text or inserting a
caret to indicate where a missing word (s) should be. More specific comments and cor-
rections are inserted for those problems the instructor deems to be errors, ie. beyond
the capabilities of the students to recognize and correct. Following instructor feedback,
students update their Error/Slip Log, updating numbers in categories of errors to in-
clude any they may have missed, and then go about correcting any additional errors
discovered prior to a final review by the instructor. With reference to the problems
shown in the Error/Slip Log to be the most prevalent, students can return to the link
lists of exercises for additional self-study to address problems they themselves choose
as areas of focus.

With access to all students’ Error/Slip Logs, the instructor has a fairly easy way to
categorize and quantify the types and frequencies of mechanical errors that are noticed
by students individually and as a group. Though time consuming, the instructor can
note which recurring errors are not being noticed and cataloged by students, and uti-
lize that information to call students’ attention to problems they habitually miss, to
modify or augment lessons and materials and to address the most pressing writing
problems, and hopefully avoid spending time and energy on the those writing issues

which are can be dealt with by the students themselves.

MATERIALS AND IMPLEMENTATION

The listing of types of errors included in the Error/Slip Log is based on a similar
listing offered by Ferris (2009), who set out five broad categories of types of errors,
some of which included a number of subcategories. For example, Ferris offers Type 1:
Nouns, and within this type includes errors in noun endings and in article usage. As an-
other example, Ferris includes within the category, Type 2: Verbs, subject-verb agree-

ment, verb tense and verb form. Other types laid out by Ferris include Type 3: Punctu-
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ation and Sentence Structure, including sentence fragments, comma errors, run-on
sentences and semicolon errors, Type 4: Word Form Errors and Type 5: Preposition Er-
rors.

In creating the Error/Slip Log spreadsheet, this author adapted and reorganized
Ferris’s listing in order to bring sharper focus on those errors seen to be most preva-
lent in the work of participating students. When the design of the log was in an early
stage of development, and the amount of categories of errors included in the log was
not set, ranging from 13 to as many as 20 categories. Currently, the 13 to 20 categories
previously used in the log template spreadsheet have been collapsed into 10 broader
categories, and include the following types of errors and slips in the first column on the
left of the log with translations in Japanese.

- sentence/clause structure error (including fragments, run-ons, missing subjects,

verbs, etc.)

- subject/verb agreement error

- active/passive error

- word form error (including problems with verb tense, part of speech, prefixes

and/or suffixes, etc.)

- preposition error

- article error

- punctuation error

- spelling error

- capitalization error

- formatting error (including problems with the header, title, indents, line spacing,

spacing between words, etc.)

| » 4 £ [ E ¥ G H l I 3

2 EW Grammar/Formatting Error Log
3 Type of error EE | O | O] R @ | @ | @R | B | Total
' 1 sentence/clause structure eror (ST #iEL D RIE) 0.0
= 2|subjectiverb agresment error (—AHE - ZAH - S AHORLELY) 0.0
[] 3 |active/passive error (EH{EEISE - S ENEEHE O RTELY) 0.0
¢+ 4 word form error (SERSORTEL - WM —HH - B38 - G &) 0.0
s 5 preposition error (B EOMEL) 0.0
* _ Blaricle error (BEOEL) 0.0
© _ 7* punctuation error (SRS DREL) 0.0
n_ 8*|spelling error [ A~JLOREEL) 0.0
2 9" capitalization error (KXICF - DEFOMEL) 0.0
formatting error - indent, tite, spacing (BR——1>F> k. 94 kL.,

10° A~NZ) 0.0
" | ErrorTotall 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 00 0.0
i Soaco | Procms § | Caused
* Assignment Title| runcru | ruspace | gz | panczagn | Fawpace | g | Paagrazh | P

Figure 1 Grammar/Formatting Error Log Template



68

To the right of the column for “Type of error,” the spreadsheet includes columns
for each of the writing assignments given during the term into which students input
the number of each type of error. The right-most column includes a formula that totals
the number of specific types of errors or slips, and a row across the bottom of the col-
umns also includes a formula that totals the numbers of errors and slips per assign-
ment. Properly used, the spreadsheet can show both student and instructor changes in
the types and frequency of errors over the course of one term’s writing assignments,
and improvement over time (or lack thereof) can easily be noted.

While not comprehensive, the list above includes the most commonly occurring er-
rors among the population of students whose experience is the focus of this article. The
number of categories is limited in order to avoid over burdening students, and to place
their focus on two types of problems, those that are immediately within their power to
correct, ie. slips, and those that represent the most important and most common global
errors in their own writing. The above list is not comprehensive and not meant to be
left as is. Through the course of the term students are encouraged to revise the form
as they gain control of the mechanics of their writing, and are free to delete rows for
those categories of errors that they no longer make, merge rows that can be practically
merged, or add rows for other types of errors which are not included but could be, de-
pending on what problems a student wants to focus on going forward. While very few
students actually take this initiative, it is important to leave open the option for stu-
dents to take greater control of their learning process though making informed judg-
ments about which mix of problems they think they should focus on.

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF THE ACTIVITY

In initial trials of this self-correction activity, it was confirmed that due to gaps in
students’ knowledge of grammar, punctuation, and standard ways of expression, many
errors went unnoticed during the self-correction process. To some extent, this may be
unavoidable, and shows the limits of effectiveness of student-centered self-correction.
However, the benefits of students engaging in reflection, revision and working out
problems by themselves outweigh the time and effort required to follow up on the ‘cor-
rections’ made by students.

After the most recently completed term in which the error/slip logs were used,
participating students were surveyed to find out what they thought about the experi-
ence (see Appendix 1). The survey was brief and contained the following questions, re-
sponse options and scoring for responses:
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1. How helpful was using the Error / Slip Log to categorize your mistakes for im-
proving your ability to write in English correctly?
Responses - very helpful (3), helpful (2), somewhat helpful (1), not helpful (0)

2. Do you think the Error / Slip Log should continue to be used in English Writing
Practice classes?
Responses - Yes (1), No (0)

3. How easy was it the Error / Slip Log to use?
Responses - very easy (3), easy (2), somewhat difficult (1), difficult (0)

4. Should the Error / Slip Log be redesigned?
Responses - Yes (0), No (1)

5. If you answered Yes to the question above, how should the Error / Slip Log be
changed?
Responses - space provided for written comments

Results of the survey show that students are generally supportive of the idea of us-
ing the logs to identify, catalog and record the amounts and types of errors and slips
they make. The assignment of scores to response options attribute the highest numbers
to the most positive responses (see Appendix 1). A higher total of added scores indi-
cates a more positive assessment of the utility of the log. The maximum total possible
within one student’s responses is a total score of eight. Averages were then calculated
for each question in order to get a sense of how students generally respond to individu-
al questions. The average total for all questions added together is 5.1 of 8.0 available
points, or 63.75%, indicating students generally hold a more positive view of the log as a
tool than negative, though the positive view is not particularly strong. Looking at re-
sponses for specific questions gives a more detailed view at how students evaluate the
log as a tool. The average score for question 1 is 24 out of 3.0 points available, or 72%
positive, placing students’ collective response midway between helpful and very helpful.
The average score for question 2 is 1.0 of 1.0 points available, or 100% positive, with all
respondents indicating that they think the log should continue to be used in the English
Writing Practice classes. The average score for question 3 is 1.8 out of 3.0, or 54% posi-
tive, with responses falling squarely between easy to use and somewhat difficult to use.
The average score for question 4 is 0.9 out of 1.0 available points, with 90% of students
answering no when asked whether or not the log should be redesigned. Question 5 asks
students to suggest any changes they thought should be made in the design of the log
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and/or the process of its use. Very few students chose to make comments. Those com-
ments are listed below:
- It was easy to use. Attendance and submission of HW were easy to check.
(translated)
- Ask my teacher about how to change the sentences.

- It was very easy to use. (translated)

One important factor that could have impacted impressions of ease of use is the de-
gree to which the instructor interacts with and advises students on how to more effec-
tively use the log. During the term in question, the instructor offered initial explanation
of how to use the log early on in the term, but did little to follow up on advising and en-
couraging students in its use throughout the course of the term. As the term pro-
gressed, more motivated students continued to use the log as intended, but use of the
log by less motivated students gradually tapered off, showing the necessity for active
monitoring of student use of the log by the instructor.

CONCLUSION

The goals behind development of this process are to raise awareness of students of
their own errors and how to self-correct them, to compel students to behave as if they
are responsible for that self-correction (to the extent they can do it), to add a reflective
element to the writing process and to extend ‘ownership’ of the learning process to the
learners.

Were these goals met? The answer is yes for those students who took the process
seriously and made consistent use of the Error/Slip Log. For students who took time
and care in their self-correction, over time there appeared to be a higher awareness of
the types and frequency of various common errors. Anecdotal evidence and instructor
impressions of progress over time point to serious users producing writing that is
grammatically and syntactically more accurate and less error ridden. Additionally, stu-
dents consistently going through the process of self-correcting prior to instructor cor-
rection seemed to have gained some confidence in their ability to self monitor. For stu-
dents who were haphazard in their use of the instrument, results were more spotty in
that there wasn't any obvious immediate or consistent improvement. The level of at-
tainment for this effort, like all efforts in any class depend largely on the amount of ef-
fort exerted by the students engaged in the learning activity.

Evaluation of results of the continued use of the approach described above will fa-
cilitate not only improvement in its design and implementation, but also lead to a more

nuanced understanding of the overall matrix of capabilities, including both strengths
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and weakness, among the population of participating students. It is anticipated that a
greater degree of acceptance and more facile use of the process by students will occur
in future terms with a more robustly hands-on approach to helping students apply the
vehicle in writing assignments, which will improve consistency in and motivation to use
the vehicle, as well as better address problems of misuse.

Additionally, a more systematic collection and analysis of data quantifying change
in the extent of mastery of students over mechanical aspects listed in the Error/Slip
Log will help to bolster the rationale for its continued use. Most anticipated is the plea-
sure of seeing students take greater command of and responsibility for their develop-

ment as writers in their chosen L2.
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Appendix 1 Opinion Survey: Error / Slip Log

Opinion Survey: Error / Slip Log Name

Directions: After reading the question, circle the response which most closely expresses your opinion.

1) How helpful was using the Error / Slip Log to categorize your mistakes for improving your
ability to write in English correctly?

Very helpful - helpful - somewhat helpful - not helpful

2) Do you think the Error / Slip Log should continue to be used in used in English Writing Prac-
tice classes?

3) How easy was the Error / Slip Log to use?
Very easy —— easy —— somewhat difficult —— very difficult

4) Should the Error / Slip Log be redesigned?

5) If you answered Yes to the question above, how should the Error / Slip Log be changed?
(Please feel free to write your answer in either English or Japanese.)
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Appendix 2 Opinion Survey Result: Error / Slip Log

_I A B [} D E F <] H
1 Error / Slip Log Survey Data at Q2 Q3 Q4 Total Q5 Comments on redesign
2 1|name deleted - - - - - na response
3 2 |name deleted - - - - - NG response
4 3 |name deleted - - - - - no response
5 4 |name deleted 20 1.0 1.0 1.0 4.0 |nocomment
B 5|name deleted 20 1.0 1.0 1.0 40 |no
T 6 |name deleted 3.0 1.0 30 1.0 70 |no
8 7 |name deleted 2.0 1.0 2.0 1.0 50 [no
3 It was easy to use. Attendance and submission of HW were
8|name deleted 3.0 1.0 20 1.0 8.0 |easy to check. (franslated)
10 9|name deleted - - - - - NG response
1" 10| name deleted 3.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 50 |nocomment
12 11 | name deleted - - - = - No response
13 12 |name deleted 20 1.0 30 1.0 60 |no
14 13|name deleted 3.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 50 |no
15 | 14 |name deleted 20 1.0 2.0 0.0 5.0 |Ask my teacher about how to change the
18 15|name deleted 20 10 1.0 0.0 40 |it was very easy to use. (franslated)
ki 16 |name deleted 20 1.0 3.0 1.0 6.0 |nocomment
18 17 |[name deleted 3.0 1.0 2.0 1.0 6.0 |no comment
19 18 | name deleted - - - - - No response
20 18| name deleted 20 1.0 20 1.0 50 |no
il 20 |name deleted 20 1.0 1.0 1.0 40 |no
22 21|name deleted - - - - - no response
3 2.4 1.0 1.8 0.9 8.1
24
25 Response coding Response totals
Q1) How helpful was using the
% El:lur!BIi)L(_)gtDot_amgoiizeyt_x_.lr . i _
mistakes for improving your ability Maximum total rating = 8.0 / Average total rating = 5.1
to write in English carrectly? (63.75% positive)
r Very helpful = 3 Q1 =24 of 3.0 (T28% positive)
28 helpful = 2 2 = 1.0 0f 1.0 (100% positive)
2 somewhat helpful = 1 03 = 1.8 of 3.0 (54% positive)
20 not helpful = 0 Q4 = 0.9 of 1.0 (90% positive)
31
Q2) Do you think the Error / Slip
32 Log should continue to be used in
English Writing Practice classes?
33 Yes =1
34 No=0
35
% Q3) How easy was it the Error / Slip
Log to use?
ar Very easy = 3
a8 easy = 2
] somewhat difficult = 1
40 difficult = 0
4
- Q4) Should the Error / Slip Log be
redesigned?
43 Yes =0
a4 No =1
45
Q5) If you answered Yes to the
48

question above, how should the
Error / Slip Log be changed?



