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 Learners, teachers and mistakes 
Work alone to complete the questionnaire below by circling the answer which is closest to your 
opinion.  When you have finished, compare your answers with your group and discuss reasons for 
any differences. 

1) How do you feel when your learners make mistakes in speaking work? 

(a) I expect mistakes – they are a natural part of learning 

(b) I want to correct all mistakes. 

(c) My teaching must have been faulty. 

(d) Annoyed, because it means they haven’t been paying attention. 

(e) None of these (be ready to explain)  

 

2) When do you correct speaking work? 

(a) As soon as I hear a mistake. 

(b) At the end of the activity. 

(c) Only if communication breaks down. 

(d) If a learner is not making himself/herself understood. 

(e) None of these (be ready to explain)  

 

3) What do you do when a learner makes a mistake in speaking work ? 

(a) Tell him/her and ask them to correct it themselves. 

(b) Tell him/her and give the correct version. 

(c) Use a gesture to indicate and invite learner to try again. 

(d) Indicate an error has been made and ask class to correct. 

 (e) None of these (be ready to explain)  

 

4) How do you correct written work? 

(a) Underline mistakes in red and ask learner to do corrections. 

(b) Underline mistakes and write correct versions. 

(c) Use correction symbols and ask learner to try to correct themselves. 

(d) Write notes and questions to guide learners to making corrections for themselves. 

(e) None of these (be ready to explain)  
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 Learners, teachers and mistakes – suggestions for trainers 
Complete the questionnaire below, by circling the answer which most closely represents your opinion. 
Work on your own to do this, then compare your answers with your group and discuss reasons for 
any differences. 

1) How do you feel when your learners make mistakes? 

(a) I expect mistakes – they are a natural part of learning 

(b) I want to correct all mistakes. 

(c) My teaching must have been faulty. 

(d) Annoyed, because it means they haven’t been paying attention. 

(e) None of these (be ready to explain)  
There are different reasons for mistakes (see previous sessions 1.11 and 3.3, so it is important 
to understand why mistakes are being made. A learner who makes mistakes because he/she is 
experimenting with new forms or new vocabulary is making a different kind if mistake from 
someone who is repeating a drill or someone who makes a mistake because they are tired. 
Mistakes are a natural part of learning a language.  They provide information on the stage 
learners are at.  Correcting all mistakes in a fluency activity is impractical misses the aim of the 
activity itself, and would be demotivating for many learners. If the focus of the activity is on 
accuracy, there may be stronger grounds for correction.  
 

2) When do you correct speaking work? 

(a) As soon as I hear a mistake. 

(b) At the end of the activity. 

(c) Only if communication breaks down. 

(d) If a learner is struggling. 

(e) None of these (be ready to explain)  
If the activity focus is fluency, interruptions will distract from task and may damage confidence.  
Interrupt if mistakes are creating incomprehension.  Monitor and note common mistakes to deal 
with at end.  If the activity focus is accuracy, then correction is appropriate. 
 

3) What do you do when a learner makes a mistake? 

(a) Tell him/her and ask them to correct it themselves. 

(b) Tell him/her and give the correct version. 

(c) Use a gesture to indicate and invite learner to try again. 

(d) Indicate an error has been made and ask class to correct. 

(e) None of these (be ready to explain)  
Focus on fluency: selective correction usually at the end of an activity 
Focus on accuracy: correction may b more immediate 
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The psychological state of the learner him/herself; the time of day etc may also influence when 
and how much the teacher wants to correct 
 

4) How do you correct written work? 

(a) Underline mistakes in red and ask learner to do corrections. 

(b) Underline mistakes and write correct versions. 

(c) Use correction symbols and ask learner to try to correct themselves. 

(d) Write notes and questions to guide learners to making corrections for themselves. 
(e) None of these (be ready to explain)  

 
This recycles content discussed in Module 3.3. As with speaking, over-correction can be 
demotivating for learners, and as with speaking, the nature and extent of correction may depend 
on the focus of the task, the level of the learner, and sop on.  If the written work is a copying 
exercise or guided in some way, it may be appropriate to point out mistakes.  Correcting them 
for the student may sometimes be of doubtful education al benefit, though. If the written work is 
not a grammar practice exercise, it may be more appropriate to correct mistakes which affect 
meaning.  Correction symbols and guiding notes/questions may be useful in helping learners at 
higher levels develop writing skills.  A focus on learner training (e.g. encouraging learners to 
plan, draft, edit, and proofread) may also be a sound approach to helping learners take 
responsibility for the language in their own written work. 
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 Correction techniques 
Look at the correction techniques in the box, then select the ones which you think are most 
appropriate in each situation.  You may use more than one technique for the same situation. 

Pressing together index finger and 
thumb Pointing forwards Pointing backwards 

Making a cutting motion with index and 
third finger Timelines Hand circling 

Feedback cards with target 
language/relevant vocabulary/reminders Modelling Making a T-shape with 

fingers 
Counting/wiggling the fingers on one 
hand Peer correction Writing phonemic symbols 

on board 
Putting main mistakes on board and 
asking learners to identify/correct 

Elicitation – from 
individuals and whole class Echoing with rising intonation

 
Situation Technique 
Spoken grammar mistakes 

To indicate a wrong tense  

To indicate a past or future time should be used   

To show a continuous form should be used  

To show missing words   

To show there is a problem with word order  

To show there is a word too many  

To show learner should use a contracted form  

Spoken grammar or vocabulary mistake  

When the focus is on accuracy   

When the focus is on fluency   

Pronunciation mistake 

To indicate wrong pronunciation  
 

Other situations 

Written work  

Checking homework  
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 Correction techniques - suggestions for trainers 
Look at the correction techniques in the box, then select the ones which you think are most 
appropriate in each situation.  You may use more than one technique for the same situation. 

Pressing together index finger and 
thumb Pointing forwards Pointing backwards 

Making a cutting motion with index and 
third finger Timelines Hand circling 

Crossing the fingers on one hand  Modelling Making a T-shape with 
fingers 

Counting/wiggling the fingers on one 
hand Peer correction Writing phonemic symbols 

on board 
Putting main mistakes on board and 
asking learners to identify/correct 

Elicitation – from 
individuals and whole class Echoing with rising intonation

 
Situation Technique 
Spoken grammar mistakes 

To indicate a wrong tense Making a T-shape.  Using timelines. Elicitation. 
Peer correction. 

To indicate a past or future time should be used  Pointing backwards/pointing forwards. 

To show a continuous form should be used Circling hands to indicate the idea of a 
continuous event. 

To show missing words  Counting/wiggling fingers. 

To show there is a problem with word order Crossing the fingers on one hand.  

To show there is a word too many Making a cutting motion with index and third 
finger 

To show learner should use a contracted form Pressing together index finger and thumb. 

Spoken grammar or vocabulary mistake  

When the focus is on accuracy  Elicitation, modelling, echoing, repeating. 

When the focus is on fluency  Putting mistakes on board and asking learners 
to identify/correct.  Elicitation. 

Pronunciation mistake 

To indicate wrong pronunciation  
Modelling.  Writing phonemic symbols on board. 
Echoing. 

Other situations 

Written work Peer correction. Putting mistakes on board and 
asking learners to identify/correct. 

Checking homework Putting mistakes on board and asking learners 
to identify/correct.  Peer correction. 

 



 
Module 3 – Correcting learners

 

 
 
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. 

 Our beliefs about correction 
Look at these statements.  Discuss together whether you agree with each statement, and give 
reasons for your answer. 

 
1) Analyse why mistakes happen. 

2) Give learners opportunities to correct their own mistakes. 

3) Give learners opportunities to correct each other’s mistakes. 

4) Ignore all mistakes, as we learn from our mistakes. 

5) Avoid correcting mistakes during freer practice activities. 

6) Correct mistakes during accuracy activities. 

7) Never interrupt learners when they are speaking to point out mistakes. 

8) Only correct mistakes if they prevent understanding. 

9) Give feedback on what learners do well, not just on their mistakes  

10) Underline all written mistakes in red. 

 
 
Now select three statements which your groups agrees or disagrees with.  Prepare a short 
presentation (maximum 5 minutes) giving the reasons for your selection. 
 
Listen to the other groups’ presentations – what do you think of their selections?  Do you agree or 
disagree with what they told you? 
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