
                     Error correction 
    What are your views on the following questions about correction of 
spoken mistakes? Should all mistakes be corrected? Should any mistakes 
be corrected? 
  If you answered ‘no’ to the first question, which mistakes should be 
corrected? Should correction take place immediately, or later? 
Who should do the correction – the teacher, the student himself? How 
should the correction take place? Stop now and do this task! 
The role of correction in the classroom is far from clear-cut. However, all 
teachers do need to know the skills of correction work. 
 
1 Should all mistakes be corrected? 
The first question is easy to answer – ‘No’, all mistakes should not be 
corrected.What’s more, even if you thought they should be (as some 
students do), it would be impossible. Imagine a class of twenty students, all 
talking at different points, all making mistakes, and you trying to correct 
every single mistake. Impossible. Should any mistakes be corrected? 
Again, an easy question – ‘Yes’, of course. How can any 
person learn any new skill without having important mistakes corrected? 
How can a person learn to be a teacher without knowing or being told when 
something has gone wrong? 
As we have already seen, some students will say ‘I want all my mistakes 
corrected’. 
Such a student is being unrealistic, but as a teacher you might have to tell 
that student why it is unrealistic as well as undesirable. I have done so 
many times. With a class of the right level it is no bad thing to have a 
discussion about learning  strategies, and the rationale of what the teacher 
does or does not do in lessons. 
 
2 Which mistakes should be corrected? 
   Now it gets more difficult! Having established that some, but not all, 
mistakes should be corrected, we are faced with the question of which 
mistakes should be corrected. 



Ultimately, of course, this is for the individual teacher to decide, based on 
the context of the lesson and the nature of the class. However, I think we 
can make some general points about what mistakes should be corrected. If 
students are doing a practice activity, using specific language previously 
‘presented’, as well as other language,then mistakes involving the ‘target 
language’ should be focused on for correction (when and how will be 
discussed later). In this type of activity, the focus is more on accuracy, and 
therefore, at least some of the inaccuracies with the target language 
need to be corrected. Common mistakes are also suitable for correction. 
What a teacher might  determine to be a ‘significant’ mistake, for whatever 
reason, can be corrected. For  example, a mistake which results in unclear 
meaning, or a mistake which results in the wrong meaning. If a student, for 
example, says ‘Can I lend your dictionary’, then  this is a significant 
mistake. 
     If some mistakes should be corrected, then others should not – or do 
not have to be. For example, if your students have done a Reading 
comprehension and, in answering a question about the text, a student 
gives the right answer, but uses incorrect  grammar, then the teacher can 
ignore the mistake because the aim of the task was comprehension, not 
accuracy. If you are chatting with students before or after the 
lesson, and they make mistakes when talking, ignore the mistakes as long 
as meaning is clear. If the students have done a practice activity and made 
mistakes with the target language, focus on those mistakes and worry less 
about any others, unless they are significant in some other way, or are very 
common.  
    To correct or not, then,depends on the aim of the lesson or activity. A 
mistake that occurs in a controlled practice activity might not be corrected if 
it occurs in a fluency activity, or a comprehension exercise. In other words, 
be selective in deciding which mistakes need to be corrected, and which 
don’t. Some teachers, myself included, might argue that from time to time 
higher-level students should be allowed to do a Speaking activity where the 
sole focus is fluency and the teacher should ignore all mistakes. 
 



3 When to correct mistakes? 
Sometimes, you might feel that a mistake should be corrected immediately. 
For example, pronunciation mistakes would normally be corrected straight 
away. If a student was answering a question concerning target language 
and a mistake with the target language was made in the answer, again the 
mistake would be corrected immediately. Sometimes, in the normal flow of 
a lesson, if a student is talking and a 
mistake or mistakes in his speech impede your understanding, you might 
feel that you need to correct. 
    Besides the many mistakes that would go uncorrected, there are also 
those that you would not want to correct straight away. If your students are 
doing any kind of Speaking activity, and especially if you want them to 
achieve some fluency, then to interrupt with corrections would stop the flow 
and possibly intimidate them. 
   In conclusion, some mistakes will be corrected straight away, some later, 
and some not at all. 
 


