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 Errors and slips 
Mistakes can be categorised into two types: errors and slips. In pairs or small groups, discuss these 
questions: 

 

1) Which one can be considered ‘developmental’, ie learners make mistakes because their 
learning of the item is as yet incomplete. 

2) Which type can learners usually correct by themselves? 
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 Errors and slips – suggested answers 
Mistakes can be categorized into two types: errors and slips. In pairs or small groups, discuss these 
questions: 

 

1) Which one can be considered ‘developmental’, ie learners make mistakes because their learning of 
the item is as yet incomplete. (error) 

 

2) Which type can learners usually correct by themselves? (slip) 
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 Our typical mistakes 
 
Follow the instructions below, working individually for the first task. 
 

• Think of three typical mistakes your learners make. Write them in the box below.   

 

Typical mistakes: 

•  
 

•  
 

•  

 
 

• Move around the room.  Tell each other the three typical mistakes you have identified.  Find 3 
other teachers whose learners have similar mistakes to yours and make a group. 

 

• In your group, discuss these mistakes – do you think they are errors or slips?   

 

• Now form new groups with colleagues who identified different mistakes to yours.   Tell each 
other about the typical mistakes your learners make. 
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 Mistake categories 
 
Work in groups and use this grid to categorise different types of mistakes that learners can make.  
Then give an example of each mistake.  An example is done for you. 
 

Category Type of mistake Example 

Grammar Mixing up the past simple and 
present perfect 

I have gone to the cinema 
yesterday. 

Register   

Lexis   

Pronunciation   

Misunderstanding what they 
hear 

  

Spelling   

Other   
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 Mistake categories - suggested answers 
 
Work in groups and use this grid to categorize your mistakes.  Give an example of each mistake.  An 
example is done for you. 
 

Category Type of mistake Example 

Grammar Mixing up the past simple and 
present perfect 

I have gone to the cinema 
yesterday. 

Register Using overly formal language in 
an informal social context. Vice 
versa is sometimes possible, 
too.  
 

Please allow me to fetch you a 
drink. (Can I get you a drink?) 

Lexis Confusion over words which 
have similar meanings, but are 
used in different ways. 
 

I’ll be with you in a minute, I’m 
just wearing my coat.  (I’m just 
putting my coat on). 

Pronunciation Pronouncing English sounds 
like sounds in the mother 
tongue, not distinguishing 
between short and long vowel 
sounds etc. 
 

A: What’s in your picture? 
B: A dog, a cow and a ship  
(the speaker means ‘sheep’). 

Misunderstanding what they 
hear 

Often caused by difficulties in 
distinguishing sounds, weak 
forms, words, or word 
boundaries in connected 
speech. 
 

Eg Speaker says :’ It’s pouring 
outside’’, learner hears ‘It’s 
boring outside’. 
 

Spelling For example, words which have 
similar sounds but are spelt 
differently. 

Stuff, enuff, luv 
Stuff, enough, love 

Other Participants’ ideas.  
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 Why do we make mistakes? 
 
Look again at the grid you completed in the previous activity.  What do you think caused these types 
of mistakes? 

Now look at these causes in the following table and choose a meaning for each from the box. 

 
Meanings 
Feeling nervous about 
something 

Not paying attention Feeling tired Converting from the 
mother tongue 

Assuming a rule applies 
in all cases and over-
using it 

A stage in learning in which learners mix 
elements of their own language structure, rules, 
or pronunciation with the target-language when 
they use English.  This is constantly changing as 
learners progress in the TL. 

Applying the rules of 
the mother tongue to 
the target language 

 
 
Causes Meaning Example 

Interlanguage   

Mother-tongue interference   

Carelessness   

Translation   

Overgeneralisation/over-application of 
a rule 

  

Tiredness   

Anxiety   

Other (add your own ideas)   

 

Now look back to your ‘typical mistakes’.  Discuss the possible causes of these and write an example 
into the table. 
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 Why do we make mistakes? - Suggested answers 
 
Look again at the grid you completed in the previous activity.  What do you think caused these types 
of mistakes? 

Now look at these causes in the following table and choose a meaning for each from the box. 

Meanings 
Feeling nervous about 
something 

Not paying attention Feeling tired Converting from the 
mother tongue 

Assuming a rule applies 
in all cases and over-
using it 

A stage in learning in which learners mix 
elements of their own language structure, rules, 
or pronunciation with the target-language when 
they use English.  This is constantly changing as 
learners progress in the TL. 

Applying the rules of 
the mother tongue to 
the target language 

 
Causes Meaning Example 

Inter-language A stage in learning in which learners mix 
elements of their own language 
structure, rules, or pronunciation with 
the target-language when they use 
English.  This is constantly changing as 
learners progress in the TL. 

I no come. 

The learner has not yet ‘acquired’ the 
auxiliary ‘Do +not’. 

Mother-
tongue 
interference 

Applying the rules of the mother tongue 
to the target language.   

I have gone to the cinema yesterday. (I 
went) In some languages, eg Italian, the 
perfect aspect is correct. Use or ask for 
an example from the participants’’ mother 
tongue to illustrate this point  

Carelessness Not paying attention. I’ll be with you in a minute, I’m just 
wearing my coat.  (I’m just putting my coat 
on). NB – this could also be due to 
tiredness or Interlanguage. 

Translation Converting from the mother tongue. This 
cause is very close to the Mother-
tongue-interference category above. 

e.g. saying ‘ please’ when you give 
someone something  \this is possible in a  
number of European languages, but not 
really in English) 

Over-
generalization
/over-
application 

Assuming a rule applies in all cases and 
over-using it.   

How many childs have you got? 

I teached them yesterday.  

Tiredness Feeling tired.   When learners are tired they tend to miss 
out words or use simpler forms.  They can 
correct these if prompted. 

Anxiety Feeling nervous about something An anxious speaker might produce 
disjointed sentences with lots of 
hesitations, or speak in monosyllables. 
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 Correction codes 
Look at this correction codes for correcting written work.  Can you guess what the codes mean? 

 
WW  

WO  

SP  

V  

P  

X  

?  

T  

  

 

1. Do you use a system like this in your own teaching?   Why/why not? 
 
 
 
2. What are/would be the pros and cons of using a system like this for correcting your students’ 

writing? 
 

 



 
Module 3 – Learner mistakes

 

 
 
An English global product 
 

© The British Council, 2008 
 

The United Kingdom’s international organisation for educational opportunities and cultural relations.  We are registered in England as a charity. 

 Correction codes – answer sheet 
Look at this correction codes for correcting written work.  Can you guess what the codes mean? 

 
WW Wrong word 

WO Mistake in word order 

SP Spelling mistake 

V Verb used wrongly or wrong verb 

P Wrong punctuation 

X Extra word 

? Meaning unclear, re-write 

T Wrong tense 

 Something missing 

 

1) Do you use a system like this in your own teaching?   Why/why not? 
Answers will vary, depending on whether or not the learners in the teachers’ classes do any writing at 
all in English, the level of their writing skills, what type of writing they do, class size and so on.  You 
may wish to discuss the different levels of challenge involved for learners between: 
  

a) underlining an error and indicating this with a symbol in the margin, and 
b)  including a symbol in the margin and not underlining the error.   

 
2) What are/would be the pros and cons of using a system like this for correcting your students’ 

writing? 
Advantages might include the notion that feedback is tailored to individual needs, and that learners 
assume responsibility for their own corrections in this way. Disadvantages might include the fact that 
a system like this would involve learner training, and that some learners may not find this system 
user-friendly, including, for example, those learners who have difficulty writing in L1.  
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