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Fundamentals
Error Correction

 Learning to skillfully correct errors is an important step in becoming an ef-
fective teacher. We have to be alert at all times to consistently catch the wide 
range of mistakes which occur in a class, hold the conviction that catching er-
rors and providing feedback will help our students become better at English, 
and give that corrective feedback in such a way that they clearly understand 
how to improve, and are motivated to do so.

Catching Errors 

 The first step in effective error correction is accurately identifying mistakes. 
Train your ear to catch common pronunciation mistakes Japanese speakers of 
English make. As you spend more time in Japan you’ll also become more fa-
miliar with common mistakes with grammar, word choice, intonation, spelling, 
etc. Studying Japanese will also help you understand why Japanese speakers 
of English make the errors they do. 

 Some teachers catch errors, but then fail to do anything about it. They 
worry that the students may lose heart if their errors are corrected, or they 
decide to postpone the correction until next time. But what we accept, we en-
dorse. If we don’t correct an error, a student may believe what they said was 
correct and continue to pronounce a word incorrectly, or use an incorrect sen-
tence structure, forming habits and compounding the problem. Also, when stu-
dents start saying and writing full sentences, earlier unfixed problems become 
more difficult and time-consuming to remedy. It’s better to provide correction 
early than to think, “I can fix that later.”

How to Correct Errors

 When students learn a set of cards, we progress from group input 
(T→Ss→T) to group output (Ss→T), and then to individual output (S); in the 
first two stages, when students have to repeat a word, it is as a group, which 
makes the corrective feedback easier to take psychologically. Another benefit 
is that many students will likely make the same errors. For example, most will 
say ‘guween’ when first attempting to say ‘green’. Group output is an efficient 
way to give them all extra practice.

 Eventually we move onto individual-output activities and testing. By now 
the students should be fairly good with the vocabulary because we’ve been 
doing group output activities. At this stage we can correct any mistakes which 
individual students persist in making. Use the following flowchart to guide you.
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* On a student’s first try, we may choose to use the more student-centered options at the top 
of the list. On subsequent efforts, we may give more help (moving further down the list). Of 
course, we’ll also consider psychology (that student’s and the whole class’s), the time we wish 
to spend, etc.

A student makes a 
mistake

Was it a pronun-
ciation error?

Employ one of these strategies*
(listed in descending order of student centered-ness)

① “Oops, try again.” No hint as to 
what error was.

② Only repeat the error with emphasis: 
e.g., “‘I can swimming’?”

③ Encourage other students to give 
hints / model their own answers.

④ Give a partial hint (e.g. the open-
ing sound, missing word, etc.)

⑤ Give the correct answer.

Might the student 
realize what his 
or her own error 

was?

Move on to another student. 
After a moment, return to the 

one who erred and give another 
chance to answer.

Did the student answer 
correctly this time?

Praise and reward 
the student!

Model the correct 
pronunciation.

YES

YES

NO

NO

NO

 As you can see in the diagram, we student-center correction to the great-
est possible degree. We want our students to think for themselves, and under-
stand and correct their own mistakes. They’ll feel good about fixing their own 
errors, most likely learn more from the experience, and become more indepen-
dent language learners.

 Peer correction is the next best thing. Students may learn better from their 
peers (‘Well, if she can do it, then so can I’) than from a teacher, and those who 
teach their classmates get a morale boost and learn the material more deeply 
themselves—since teaching is learning.

 Sometimes, students just don’t know the answer, and their classmates 
may not be able to give it to them either, in which case direct correction from 
the teacher is necessary. But this is a last resort.
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 Almost all of our games have a built-in lag between receiving feedback 
and a re-attempt. This is to give the erring student a chance to mull the correc-
tion over, making it more likely to enter long-term memory. There is little educa-
tional benefit in just having students ‘parrot’ corrections and then allowing them 
to move on.

 In the lower ranks especially, students are more likely to need direct pro-
nunciation correction from the teacher. They may not otherwise understand 
what their error was, or how to fix it. Also, with pronunciation modeling, the 
teacher will be able to give the best example. Sometimes it’s necessary to iso-
late or emphasize the portion of the word that needs correction (e.g. “This is 
‘play’—not ‘pray’”), but the final version the students hear and say should be 
the word pronounced naturally, without such exaggerated emphasis.

 Psychology outweighs pedagogy. We’ve found most students can handle 
being corrected up to three times on a single error. Beyond this there are ever-
diminishing returns, and they may become demoralized. This isn’t a hard-and-
fast rule; with some young or delicate students, it may be best to only correct 
and ask for a retry once; other gung-ho, never-say-die types can handle four or 
more attempts. Perfection from day one is impossible, but we want to get the 
best effort out of each student. The weekly goal is gradual improvement; the 
eventual goal, near-perfection.

 Never forget that we should give just as much positive feedback as cor-
rection (if not more), especially when we see an improvement. For example, a 
certain 10th Rank student always says ‘led’ when she means ‘red’. At first, she 
can’t even pronounce the ‘r ’ sound, but then, after several weeks of practice, 
she gets it. We praise profusely. For several weeks after that she continues to 
say ‘led’ initially, but with correction (which each week grows gradually more 
and more student-centered) she says ‘red’. Finally, one week she says ‘red’ 
on her first attempt! Once again, praise her to the hills to acknowledge her im-
provement and to encourage her to continue saying it correctly.

 Receiving accurate error-correction from caring teachers is an important 
part of becoming proficient in a foreign language. Cultivate the courage and 
skills to consistently and effectively address and correct errors, and your stu-
dents will benefit immensely.


