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ERROR　TREATMENT　IN　THE　ENGLISH
　　　　　　　　　　　　　　WRITING　CLASS

Kazushige　Cho

Introduction

　　In　Second　Language（L2）Writing，　there　has　been　a　heated　debate　as　to

which　error　treatment－direct　or　indirect　correction－is　more　effective　fbr

L2　s加dents’long－term　editing　ability．　It　seems　that　L2　writing　teachers　are

more　likely　to　choose　indirect　correction，　be　it　coded　or　not，　if　they　think

students　are　able　to　selfLcorrect　their　errors．　According　to　Ferris　and　Roberts

（2001），during　a　20－minute　in－class　revision，　L2　writers　can　selfLcorrect

approximately　60　percent　of　their　errors　given　l）y　indirect　correction．　Also，

Ferris，　Chaney，　Komura，　Roberts，　and　McKee（2000）point　out　that　most　L2

teachers　prefer　giving　indirect　correction　fbr　treatable　errors（i．e．，　verb，　noun

endings，　and　articles）and　direct　correction　fbr　untreatable　ones（i．e．，　word

choice　and　sentence　structure）．

　　However，　does　indirect　correction　always　outpe㎡form　direct？How　much

grammar　knowledge　is　needed　for　stUdents　to　manage　indirect　correction？In

what　cases　do　L2　students　appreciate　direct　correction　more？For　these

questions，　Fe㎡s（2002）argues　that　students雪English　levels　should　be　taken

into　consideration：

　　　For　students　at　lower　proficiency　levels，　it　may　not　be　effective　to　simply

　　　　locate　an　error（with　or　without　a　code　or　e）cl｝lanalion）and　ask　the　stUdent　to

　　　　figure　out　the　correct　form．　Instead，　s加dents　may　benefit　from　direct

　　　correction－the　teacher　provi（血1g　the　correct　f（）rms－and　the　oPPor山nity

　　　to　revise　or　recopy　the　text　with　corrections　inserted．　This　gives　students

　　　needed　input　fbr　acquisition，　the”negative　evidence”that　some　S正A

　　　researchers　argue　is　necessary　to　prevent　fossiliZation，　and　the　opPortUnity　to

　　　physically　practice　editi【1g　a　con°ection　of　the廿writi血9Φ．57）．

　　上ooking　back　on　the　first－semester　writing　class　at　Keiwa　College，　I　could

confirm　that　my　students　were　exclusively　given　direct　correction．　This　was

simply　based　on　my　intuition　that　they　would　appreciate　direct　correction，　as
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well　as　that　most　of　them　would　not　be　able　to　handle　indirect　correction．

But，　did　my　intuition　lead　to　the　improvement　of　students’editing　ability？

Now，　in　the　second　semester，　are　they　or　some　of　them　ready　to　utilize　some

indirect　correction？How　many　of　them　have　the　level　of　grammar

knowledge　and　strategies　they　need　to　benefit　from　indirect　correction？

What　are　their　preferences　toward　error　treatment？If　indirect　correction　is

adopted，　how　could　it　be　introduced　to　them？Keeping　this　in　mind，　my

research　questions　are　as　fbllows：

Research　Question

1．For　first－year　Keiwa　students，　which　error　correction　is　more　effective，

　　　direct　or　indirect　correction？

2．How’many　stUdents　would　be　able　to　manage　and　benefit　from　indirect

　　　correction？

3．What　do　students　think　about　error　treatment？Which　correction　do　they

　　　prefer？

Methods
The　grammar　errors　made　by　tWenty　two　s加dents　in伽o　classes（level　I，

Unit　A）were　closely　examined．　In　the　first　semester，　these　students　were

assigned　three　out－of」class　writing　tasks，　all　of　which　were　one－paragraph

essays．　In　each　assignment，　they　were　given　a　sample　essay　wd枕en　by　the

instructor　and　allowed　to　utilize　some　of　it　if　necessary．　All　of　the　topics

came　f士om　three　chapters　of　ACTIVE（Anderson，2003），　the　reading

textbook．　The　three　topics　were：

1．What　is　one　of　the　most　memorable　meals　in　your　life？

2．Imagine　you　are　going　to　study　overseas．　Which　country　would　you　like

　　　to　go　to　and　study　in？Write　about　your　plans（schoo1，　length　of　your

　　　㎞ip，　where　to　live，　etc．）．

3．Looking　back　on　your　income　and　expenses　in　the　first　semester，　what

　　　changes　would　you　make　for　next　semester？Do　you　need　to　lower　your

　　　expenses　or　increase　income？Write　about　your　plan　on　your　student

　　　budget．

　　Since　there　is　a　considerable　proficiency　gap　between　the　two　classes，

divided　by　the　placement　test　befbre　the　first　semester，　the　data　was
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compiled　for　each　class：Afbr　the　lower　class　and　B　fbr　the　higher　class．　All

the　sixty　six　first　drafts，　collected　and　corrected　directly　by　the　instructor，

were　analyzed　in　terms　of　their　error　rates（error丘equencies　divided　by　total

words）and　their　error　categories　below（Ferris，2002，　p．92，　figure　20）．

verb　errors
All　errors　in　verb　tense　or　fbm1，　including　relevant　su切ect－verb

≠№窒??高?獅煤@errOrS

Noun　ending　eπors
Plural　or　possessive　ending　incorrect，　omitted，　or　unnecessaτy；

奄獅モ撃浮р?刀@relevant　su切ect－ve貴）agreement　errors。

Article　errors 触icle　or　other　dete㎜iner　incoπect，　omi廿ed，　or㎜ecessa取

Wrong　word
AU緬c　lexical　em偲in　wσ㎡choi㏄or　w㎝漁1叫hlc㎞djng　plマposi廿㎝Imd　pmnom　eπ㎝3．

rpelling　em）盤only　included憤he（appar巳nO　nlisspelljng剛ted血an　actual　Enghsh　wo血

Sentence　structu［re
E㎜偲㎞職cl㎝鵤㎞曲蝋㎞・購瞬，。α㎜御h（溜），　w面（蜘，㎝個

浴i鵡㏄ph罵㎜e醐w（繭卿㎞醐；（油訂u舳（曲c㎜蹴co競面（m

　　The　first　three　are　categorized　as　treatable　errors，　while　the　last　two

untreatable　errors．　In　Fenis　and　Roberts’s（2001）s加dy（immigrant，　college－

level，　ESL　students　were　diagnosed　as　to　their　selfLediting　ability），　it　was

revealed　that　students　have　most　dif臼culty　self」correcting　sentence　stnlcture

errors（47％fbllowed　by　53％of　word　choice　errors），　suggesting　that

indirect　correction　may　not　be　use血l　fbr　such　errors．　That　is，　they　argue　that

the　more　sentence　stnlcture　errors　are　made，　the　more　direct　correction　is

needed．

　　In　addition，　a　grammar㎞owledge　questio㎜aire（see　Appendix　A）was

conducted　with　s加dents　enrolled　in　Unit　A，　level　II　in　the　middle　of　the

second　semester．　Most　of　the　students　were　the　same，　but　there　were　a　few

new　ones．　That　questionnaire　was　translated　into　Japanese　fbr　the　students’

convenience．　Also，　since　most　of　them　seemed　not　to　be　familiar　with　some

grammatical　terminology，　some　explanations　were　provided　beforehand．

Result（1）：1）irect　or　lndirect？

　　As　seen　in　table　l，the　first－year　Keiwa　students　have　many　more　sentence

structure　errors（i．e．，　untreatable　errors）than　the　college－level　ESL

participants　of　Fenis　and　Roberts’study．　Such　high　error　rates，44．4％（A）

and　43．7％（B），　suggest　that　the　first－year　Keiwa　stUdents　are　unlikely　to

self－correct　at　least　half　the　errors　they　make．　Also，　in　the　subcategories　of
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sentence　stmcture　errors，”omitted　words　or　phrases”accounts　fbr　25．4％（A）

and　18．6％（B）and”unnecessary　words　or　phrases”accounts　for　l　l．6％（A）

and　12．9％（B），　compared　to”　fragment”（4．2％and　6％）－a　relatively

treatable　error　category．

Table　l　Percentage　of　errors

Vbrbs Nouns Articles
W6rd
モ?盾奄モ

Sentence

唐博MC加re

Total　error

@　rate

F（N；67） 29 15．6 7 22．3 26．1 9．6

A（N＝10） 12．7 2．3 13．6 27．1 44．4 12．3

B（N＝12） 11．1 2．9 10．6 31．7 43．7 8．8

The　data　ofF　were　adapted　from　Ferris　and　Roberts，2001，p．171，table　2．

In　addition，　in　terms　of　word　choice，　another　untreatable　error，　students　also

had　higher　error　rates：27．1％（A）and　31．7％（B）．　Thus，　it　seems　that　the

丘rst－year　Keiwa　students　need　more　direct　correction．

Result（2）：Individua1　Error　Analysis

　　As　shown　in　Table　2，　there　seem　to　be　a　certain　number　of　students　who

can　manage　indirect　correction．　However，　the　students　were　allowed　to

utilize　some　phrases　that　they　did　not　produce　themselves　both　in　the　sample

essay　and　in　the　reading　material．　In　fact，　in　620ut　of　66　essays，　students

utilized　the　topic　sentence　which　appeared　in　the　sample　essay．　It　should　be

kept　in　mind　that　their　total　error　rates－12．3％（A）and　8．8％（B）－do　not

always　reflect　the　real　error　rate　that　would　occur　if　the　stUdents　produced　all

the　sentences　themselves．　Therefbre，　only　four　students，　whose　error　rates

were　less　than　five　percent，　can　be　given　indirect　correction．

Tab且e　2　　Error　rate　of　individual　students

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

A 8．6 18．9 7．7 12．4 1L6 14．9 16．1 15．9 10．7 6

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

B 7．5 9．1 10．4 12．7 6．9 2 4．3 10．5 7．7 3．2 4．8 8．9

Error　rate　was　calculated　by　dividing　tota1　errors　marked　by　tota1　words．　The　average　number　of

total　words　was　98（A）and　132（B），　respectively．
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Result（3）：Students’Preference

1）7アθ（ゾGra〃2〃2ar　Problem　Identif7ed

　　For　questions　l　and　2，　Table　3　shows　that　the　students　in　both　classes　are

aware　that　they　have　dif丘culty　in”verb”（43．6％and　45．2％）and”word

choice”（50％and　67．9％）．　Even　though，　as　seen　in　Table　l，　llvefb鱒errors　are

not　as　problematic　as”word　choice”and”sentence　stmcture”errors，　it　seems

reasonable　that　this　category，　consisting　of”verb　tense，””verb　form，”and

”subject－verb　agreement，”can　be　targeted　first　by　introducing　some

grammar　mini－lessons　in　class．　In　fact，　such　grammar　mini－lessons　not　only

match　the　students’needs　but　also　seem　to　help　reduce　their　error　rate．　The

s加dy　of　Ferris　et　al．（2000）shows　that　error　rate　in　verbs（tense　and　fb㎜）is

the　most　likely　to　be　reduced，　compared　to　the　fbur　other　type　error

categories．　With　regard　to”word　choice，”　the　figures　in　Table　3－50％（A）

and　67．9％（B）一一seem　to　be　associated　with　those　in　Table　l－27．1％（A）

and　31．7％（B），　the　second　problematic　area．　However，　considering　that

”word　choice”is　categorized　as　an”untreatable　error，”it　seems　difficult　to

narrow　the　fbcus　of　systematic　grammar　lessons．　As　a　result，　it　may　not　be

possible　to　expect　such　grammar　lessons　to　have　much　e脆ct，　Regarding

”articles，”Bclass　students　seem　to　be　considerably　frustrated　with　their

correct　usage，　which　clearly　matches　the　widely　known　contrastive　analysis

that　Japanese　English　learners　tend　to　have　difficulty　in　using　English

articles　correctly．　Regarding　sentence　structure，　despite　their　significant

error　rate：44．4％（A）and　43．7％（B），　the　stUdents　in　both　classes　do　not

seem　to　be　aware　of　the　extent　of　the　problem　in　their　writing－34．6％（A）

and　l4．2％（B）．　This　may　be　because　sentence　structure　issues（e．g．，

”fragment”or”comma　splices”）are　not　usually　mentioned　until　college

writing　classes．　It　seems　that　students　should　be　notified　of　this　sitUation　in

order　to　raise　their　awareness　to　their　errors．
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Table　3　Grammar　knowledge　questionnaire　responses（N＝13，14）

Question Percent（A） Percent（B）

1／2：Type　ofgrammar　problems　identified

verb 43．6％ 45．2％

Noun　endings 23．1％ 32．1％

Articles 34．6％ ●　　　64．3％

Word　choice 50％ 67．9％

Sentence　structure 34．6％ 142％

3：Seriousness　of　grammar　problems　in　writing

Sedous 4L7％ 33．3％

Not　serious 8．3％ 0％

Other　issues　more　important 16．7％ 26．7％

Not　sure 33．3％ 40％

4：Eπor　fbedback　prefbrences

Don’t　correct 0％ 0％

Correct　most　serious 7．7％ 143％

Circle　errors 0％ 0％

Circle＆1abel　error　type 30．8％ 643％

Correct　all　errors 6L5％ 21．4％

5：Individualized　error　analysis　needed

Y6s 92．3％ 85．7％

1＆2were　combined　into　one．　Verb　problems　are　comprised　of　verb　tenses，　verb　fbrms，　and

subject－verb　agreement　problems．　This　questionnaire　was　conducted　in　the　middle　of　the　second

semester．

Seriousness　qズGlrα〃1〃iar　Pr°oわ1θ〃zs　in”ア蕗’ηg

　　Next，　fbr　question　3，　a　significant　number　of　students－41．7％（A）and

33．3％（B）－are　aware　that　grammar　problems　can　affect　their　writing

adversely．　However，　it　should　be　equally　noted　that　almost　an　equivalent

number　of　students－33．3％（A）and　40％（B）are　not　sure　how　seriously

their　grammar　errors　affect　their　writing．　The　students’relatively　low

grammatical　accuracy　seems　to　suggest　that　it　is　a　necessary　step　to　let　them

㎞ow　their　real　editing　skills　and　emphasize　that層’student　writer，s　lexical，

morphological，　and　syntactic　accuracy　is　important　because　a　lack　of

accuracy　may　both　interfere　with　the　comprehensibility　of　their　message（or

ideas）and　mark　them　as　inadequate　users　of　the　language”（Ferris，2002，　p．

9）．

　　In　addition，26．7％of　B　class　students　think　that　criteria　other　than

”accuracy”should　be　more　highly　evaluated　in　their　writing．　This　is　mainly
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because　they　are　consistently　encouraged　to　put　more　emphasis　on”content”

rather　than”accuracy”in　my　class．　In　fact，　the　writing　nlbric　of　Unit　A，　level

I，states　that”content”accounts　fbr　50％，　compared　to　30％fbr”accuracy．”

Erアoア・Feedback　Prefere〃ces

　　Befbre　this　questionnaire　was　conducted，　it　was　highly　expected　that　most

of　the　stUdents　would　prefer　all　of　their　grammar　errors　being　corrected　by

the　instructor．　However，　and　surprisingly，　as　shown　in　Table　3，　this

assumption　was　not　proven．　Although　61．5％of　A　class　students　want　all

errors　to　be　corrected，　only　21．4％of　B　class　students　do．　It　was　well　beyond

my　expectation　that　64．3％of　B　class　students　would　prefer　their　errors

being　circled　and　labeled　with　specific　errof　types．　Equally　important　is　that

none　ofthe　students　prefer　that　the　instructor　only　circles　their　errors；that　is，

they　thi面t　necessary　to　know　why　their　grammar　errors　are　circled．

　　Contrary　to　such　students’preference，　Ferris　and　Roberts（2001）fbund

that　there　is　no　significant　difference　in　students’selfLediting　ability　whether

indirect　correction　is　made　by　labeling　or　not．　Robb，　Ross，　and　Shortreed

（1986）also　conducted　a　similar　study　on　both　kinds　of　effectiveness　and，

based　on　the　same　finding，　they　argued　that　labeling　is　such　a　time－

consuming　method　fbr　busy，　writing　teachers　that　only　circling　is　more

realistic．　However，　Ferris　and　Roberts（2001）claim　that，　regardless　of　its

unverified　effectiveness，　labeling　can四give　adequate　input　to　produce　the

reflection　and　cognitive　engagement　that　helps　students　to　acquire　linguistic

stmcture　and　reduce　errors　over　time”（as　cited　in　Ferris，2004，　p．21）．　Also，

they　suggest　that　if　the　labeling　system　is　clear　to　students　and　in－class　mini－

lessons　are　introduced　to　tackle　specific　type　of　errors，　their　errors　can　be

reduced　more　than　by　just　circling．　Considering　this　suggestion，　as　well　as

my　students’feedback　preferences，　it　seems　possible，　at　this　point，　that

labeling　indirect　correction　should　be　taken　into　consideration，　especially　fbr

the　higher　level　students．　Moreover，　retuming　to　the　discussion　of　students’

selfLediting　ability，　only　treatable　errors，　such　as　verb，　noun　endings，　and

articles，　can　be　labeled．

Indiv’dualized・Error・Anaり～sis

　　Table　3　clearly　suggests　that　the　first－year　Keiwa　students　need
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individualized　error　analysis（92％and　85．7％）．　Thus，　the　fbllowing

feedback　sheet，　paired　with　a　handout　with　an　explanation　of　error　types，

was　prepared．　Table　4　is　fbr　one　of　the　students　in　B　class．　As　you　can　see　in

the　table，　his／her　error　rates（7．5％）are　relatively　better　than　the　average

（8。8％）．Also，　his／her　error　percentages　are　quite　distinctive．　That　is，　the

percentage　of　article　errors（25％）is　more　than　twice　as　high　as　the　class

average（10．6％）。　Besides　that，　the　error　percentage　is　much　higher　than　that

of　word　choice　errors（21．9％）．　In　addition，　the　error　rate　has　decreased

considerably　in　three　essays．

Tab畳e　41ndividualiZed　Error　Analysis

Name：
1st

?唐唐≠

2nd

?唐唐≠

3「d

?唐唐≠

eπor　rate

浮垂?窒モ?獅

Bclass

≠魔?uage

Vbrb　errors 1 0 1 6．3％ ll．1％

Noun　ending　errors 3 0 1 125％ 2．9％

Article　errors 3 5 0 25％ 10．6％

V》brd　choice　errors 3 3 1 21．9％ 31．7％

Sentence　structure　en℃rs 6 1 4 34．4％ 43．7％

τbtal　errors　marked 16 9 7 32 350

Total　words 157 133 134 424 4787

Error　rate 10．2％ 6．8％ 5．2％ 75％ 8．8％

Conclusion

　　Looking　back　to　Table　1，it　seems　safe　to　say　that　direct　correction　is　more

suitable　fbr　first－year　Keiwa　students　because　their　error　percentages　of

untreatable　errors（”word　choice”and”sentence　structUre”）are　high．　This

indicated　that　their　self－editing　with　indirect　correction　is　not　likely　to

succeed．　Also，　Table　2　showed　that　there　are　only　limited　numbers　of

students　who　are　expected　to　utilize　indirect　correction．｝lowever，　according

to　Table　3，　most　of　the　B　class　students（64．5％）preferred　indirect　correction

with　labeled　error　type　while　most　of　the　A　class　students（61．5％）pre　ferred

direct　correction．　Thus，　it　seems　that　indirect　correction　can　be　introduced

only　to　B　class　stUdents．　Or　error　treatment　can　be　managed　on　an　individual

basis　by　asking　them　which　error　treatment　they　prefer．

　　Another　issue　to　consider　is　what　type　of　indirect　correction　should　be

adopted．　Contrary　to　my　expectation，　stUdents　preferred　labeled　feedback
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（Table　3）．　Although　some　studies　show　that，　be　it　labeled　or　not，　there　is　no

difference　in　the　self」editing　success　rate，　it　seems　that　the　students’needs

should　be　taken　into　account．　Therefbre，　given　the　fact　that　the　students

make　quite　a　number　of　untreatable　errors（see　Table　l），　indirect　correction

with　labeling　will　be　used　only　fbr　treatable　errors－verb，　noun　endings，　and

article　errors．　Direct　correction　will　still　be　used　fbr　untreatable　errors－

word　choice　and　sentence　structure．

　　As　fbr　the　limitations　of　this　study，　since　this　study　was　conducted　by　the

instnlctor　alone，　the　inter－rater　reliability　of　Table　l　may　be　questionable．

And　most　importantly，　it　has　yet　to　be　discussed　whether　error　treatment

should　be　comprehensive，　identifying　all　errors，　or　selective，　identifying

important　errors　only．　It　should　be　noted　that　comprehensive　correction

given　in　the　first　semester　might　not　have　been　possible　if　students’essays

had　been　much　longer．　In　fact，　in　the　second　semester，　students　are　given　the

five－paragraph　essay　assignment，　in　which　students　usually　write

approximately　350　words　per　essay．　In　this　case，　it　does　not　seem　to　be

manageable　fbr　a　L2　teacher　to　adopt　the　comprehensive　correction　method，

be　it　direct　or　indirect．

　　Finally，　in　this　study，　error　treatment　in　L2　writing　has　been　fbcused　on

fbr　the　purpose　of　improving　students’self－editing　skills．　However，　it　should

be　kept　in　mind　that　error　treatment　is　just　one　of　the　issues　in　L2　writing；

that　is，　other　issues，　such　as四content”or”organization闘should　not　be

neglected．
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Appen血
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Grammar　knowledge　questionnaire　（7望dap彪d／70m　Fem奮　and　RobertS，2001，、ρ．181－182）

1．Has　an　English　teacher　ever　told　you　that　you　have　problems　with　any　grammar　nlles？

　　　Please　circle　any　specific　problems　that　a　teacher　has　told　you　about．

　　　None　　　　Nouns－plural　endings　A血cles　　　　Verb　tenses

　　　VeIb　forms　S呵ect－verb　agroement　Word　choices　Sentence　stmc加re

2．In　your　own　opinion，　what　problems　do　you　have　with　using　English　g㎜ar　in　your

　　　writhlg？C廿cle　a皿problems　that　you　think　you　have．

　　　None　　　　　　Nouns－plural　endings　　Articles　　　　　　Verl）tenses

　　　Ve1b　forms　Su切ect－ve！’b　agreement　Wo1d　choices　Sentence　structure

　　　Don「t　Know

3．Please　ch℃le　ONE　statement　which　BEST　describes　how　you　feel　about　your　English

　　　9㎜a「・

　　　（a）My　English　grammar　problems　are　very　serious　and　really　hurt　my　writing

　　　（b）Although　1　don，t　know　much　abOut　English　grammar，　it’s　not　a　serious　problem　for　me．

　　　（c）English　g－is　not　really　a　serious　issue　fbr　me．　Other　writing　issues　are　more

　　　unportant．

　　　（d）1，m　not　really　sure　whether　English　grammar　is　a　problem　for　my　writing．

4．hyour　op血ioq　what　is　the　best　way　for　me　to　give　feedback　about　your　grammar　errors

　　　in　your　writing？Please　c廿cle　ONE　statement　only：

　　　　（a）Don，t　correct　my　grammar．　Let　me　try　to　correct　my　errors　myself

　　　　Φ）Only　correct　dle　most　serious　emors．

　　　　（c）Circ藍e　my　errors，　but　don「t　correct　them　fbr　me．

　　　　（d）Ch℃le　my　errors　and　tell　me　what　type　of　error　it　is（verb　tense，　word　choice，　etc．）．

　　　　（e）Correct　all　ofmy　errors　for　me．

5．Would　you　1ike　to　have　your　own　error　analysis？

　　　　（a）Yes

　　　　（b）No


