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Abstract  

Language teachers in many countries, including English 
language teachers, have been practicing error correction for a 
long time. This practice is an inevitable by-product of learning a 
new language, including English as a foreign language in 
Indonesia. There is an opinion that error correction is useless 
because language learners will always make the same mistakes 
on different occasions. Even this practice can make them 
demotivated if the teacher frequently corrects their mistakes. 
This article aims at convincing English teachers and prospective 
English teachers that the practice of learners' error correction is 
necessary and beneficial for language acquisition and learning 
purposes. Before the conclusion is made, a number of opinions 
from language teaching experts including research findings 
related to learners' error correction in various countries from the 
1970s to the present day are reviewed. 
 
Keywords: error correction, corrective feedback, interlanguage, 
language acquisition 

 

Introduction 

I remember correcting an adult learner who was preparing for a graduate 

program overseas several years ago. I corrected his language performance and 

then explained the correction and provided him with more language inputs having 

the same grammatical features. Some corrections did work, but some others did 

not. When I told him impatiently that I had explained those grammatical 

features/patterns more than three times in that week only, he replied cynically: 

"You shouldn't have corrected me three times only but thirty times instead!" 
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There seems that he could not internalize or acquire specific grammatical 

features/patterns as evidenced by the same errors' reappearance. Nevertheless, I 

was stunned by his remark and felt embarrassed at the same time, and since then, 

I have been thinking of the role of error correction because often it does not seem 

to work effectively or result in a significant immediate effect as I expected. 

The above experience seems in line with Lightbown (1985:178), who 

suggests that isolated explicit error correction is usually ineffective in changing 

language behavior. To support his opinion, he describes that this ineffectiveness 

appears to be because most errors committed by the learners are isolated 

phenomena and part of a system and to the necessarily sequential nature of some 

aspects of interlingual development. To make a lasting change in language 

behavior on the part of the learners, there must be a change in language 

knowledge or a restructuring of the learners' system. Similarly, Ellis (1990:197) 

also thought that error correction could only work if a new language is created. 

Based on my experience above, I assume that error correction should 

only aim to provide the learners with the optimum feedback if it can change or 

restructure their language knowledge/system approximate to the target language 

system. Therefore, error correction should not always be expected to change 

learners' language behavior directly. Sometimes the effect of error correction 

appears immensely frustrating or ineffective, as stated by Lightbown above. 

However, I am quite sure that in order to change learners' language behavior, 

error correction is still a necessary and desirable part of learning a second or 

foreign language as children learning their first language or mother tongue 

receiving correction/feedback from their parents. 
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Error correction has long been referred to as one type of feedback. In any 

communicative exchange, feedback always exists, including in the English 

language classroom. In a behavioristic view of learning, feedback is expected to 

provide reinforcement (negative or positive), which would result in weakening or 

strengthening a learner response respectively. In a cognitive view of learning, it is 

expected to provide reinforcement and information that learners can use actively 

in modifying their behavior. The second language acquisition regards that the 

information available in feedback allows learners to confirm, disconfirm, and 

possibly modify their developing hypothetical grammars' rules. However, the 

ultimate effects still depend on the learners' readiness for and attention to the 

information available in error correction: whether the learners' language 

knowledge/system is ready to acquire the given input. 

Error correction, which I regard as an essential part of instructional input, 

will sooner or later help learners change their language behavior if given 

optimally. It can help learners beware of non-standard forms in their 

interlanguage, which gradually leads them to the acquisition of the target 

language. The fact that the effect of error correction cannot be observed 

immediately is caused by the learners' linguistic system, which is not ready to 

incorporate the input supplied by error correction into their interlanguage. This 

unreadiness (using my own term) prevents the acquisition. That is why, in order 

to change the learners' language behavior, it often takes time and considerably 

more information than is provided in a single error correction.             
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How Do Experts/Linguists and Language Educators Perceive Errors? 

 In the 1960s, errors were considered to have a relationship to learning 

resembling that of sins to virtue, and consequentially they should be avoided in 

the second/foreign language classroom situation. When errors occurred, the 

teachers should correct them immediately without allowing them to discover and 

correct their own errors. Furthermore, if the learners continued to commit errors, 

inadequate teaching techniques or unsequenced materials were to blame. 

On the contrary, since the 1980s, many linguists and second/foreign 

language educators/teachers have regarded learners' errors as a natural 

phenomenon integral to the process of learning a second/foreign language. Errors 

are not regarded as signs of inhibition but only as evidence of their strategies of 

learning. Krashen and Terrell (1983) state that errors are signs of naturalistic 

developmental processes, and these occur in learners no matter what their mother 

tongue is. This positive perspective toward second/foreign language learning is 

based on the analogy that children everywhere produce numerous errors while 

acquiring their first language is accepted as a natural and necessary part of child 

language development. Consequently, language teachers can expect learners to 

make errors on something they did not seem to know before.  

It seems that the above positive attitude is mostly inspired by Corder 

(1967), who tentatively proposes that some at least the strategies adopted by the 

learners of a second/foreign language are substantially the same as those by which 

a first language is acquired. He points out that errors are inevitable by-products of 

the process of learning a new language. They are evidence that a child is in the 

process of acquiring language, and in the case of the learning of a second/foreign 

language, errors which are often the result of interference from the first language 
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are, by all means, inevitable as well. Therefore, these deviant utterances should 

also be considered as evidence that the learners are in the process of acquiring 

language. In other words, errors should be seen as signals that actual learning 

takes place; they can indicate learners' progress and success in language learning. 

 

Is Isolated Explicit Error Correction Feedback Effective in Changing 

Learners' Language Behavior? 

Many researchers have pointed out the fact that error correction is 

ineffective. George (1972) suggests that drawing learners' attention to every error 

they produce on their written compositions will only waste time. It provides no 

guarantee that they will learn from their mistakes, as evidenced by similar errors 

that may reappear in their subsequent written and oral work. Other researchers 

who empirically come to similar conclusions, as cited by Hendrickson 

(1978:393), among others, are Gorbet (1974) and Valdman (1975). These 

researchers conducted experiments to determine the effects of direct teacher 

correction on foreign learners' communicative and linguistic proficiency in 

English. They found out that supplying the correct lexical forms and grammatical 

structures of learners' errors had no statistically significant effect upon the writing 

proficiency of either high or low communicative groups of learners. 

Similarly, Dulay et al. (1982:35-6) also concluded that error correction is 

not a reliable tool in helping learners overcome their errors. He confirms the 

finding resulted from the empirical studies conducted by Cohen and Robbins 

(1976), Plann (1977), and Holley & King (1977). He even stated that errors are 

often impervious to correction. 
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What Is Then the Role of Error Correction? 

 If it does not provide a significant direct result/effect in changing 

learners' language behavior, what is then the role of error correction, which is an 

inevitable constituent of classroom interaction? 

As I stated before, error correction or feedback is necessary and desirable 

in any second/foreign language classroom interaction. Corder (1973:263) 

implicitly suggests that error correction could provide teachers with information 

for designing a remedial syllabus or teaching. Based on Vigil and Oller's model 

(1976), Brown (1987:192-3) examines that error correction functions as cognitive 

feedback (either negative or positive) that a learner receives from others. 

Feedback, according to him, is one of the keys to successful second/foreign 

language learning, and in order to be effective, neither too much negative nor 

positive cognitive feedback is given but optimal instead. He further states that if 

crucial errors always go unnoticed/uncorrected, the result is persistence and 

perhaps the eventual fossilization of such errors, which will be difficult to alter in 

the future.  

Furthermore, Hendrickson (1978:388) observes that learners can learn 

from their errors when receiving periodic and supportive feedback. Error 

correction can help adult learners to discover the functions and limitations of the 

second/foreign language lexical and grammatical forms. In a similar vein, 

Ghadessy (1976), who found that second language errors appear to occur 

systematically, as cited by Hendrickson (1978), concludes that error correction 

could serve as a basis for developing instructional material for individual learners. 

Additionally, Murphy (1986:146) who argues that not only does 

feedback/error correction have to come from the teacher but from fellow learners 
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as well, suggests that feedback is necessary and beneficial for communication 

activities. He describes that error correction is a form of feedback on learners' use 

of the language. By giving error correction, the teacher attempts to help and 

improve learning. In a similar vein, Edge (1989), who believes that making errors 

is a part of learning steps (the learners attempt to experiment with the language), 

also suggests that error correction is necessary and beneficial because it can help 

the learners repair their utterances. 

More recent empirical studies, as shown by Chaudron (1986:60-62), 

reveal that error correction can also result in immediate effect. Chaudron's French 

immersion study (1977) proves that some localization of the error and clear, 

explicit provision of an alternative model can result in immediate learner revision 

of the error. Other empirical studies that reveal similar findings are conducted by 

Salica (1981), Wren (1982), and Crookes & Rulon (1985). These studies conclude 

that teacher treatment, in this case, error correction, can help learners in supplying 

correct responses.  

Likewise, a recent survey on learners' errors toward error correction 

shows that the learners not only want to be corrected but also wish to be corrected 

than teachers feel they should be (Cathcart & Olsen 1976 cited by Dulay 1982, 

Murphy 1986). Learners find error correction useful because it helps them 

discover the functions and limitations of the syntactical and lexical forms of the 

target language (Kennedy 1973) and it is especially useful to adult second/foreign 

language learners because it helps them learn the exact environment in which to 

apply rules and practice the precise semantic range of lexical items (Krashen & 

Seliger 1975). Moreover, Ellis (1990) based on Willing's work (1988) also 
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examines that adult learners regard error correction by the teacher as one of the 

most highly valued and desired classroom activities.  

The findings of more recent studies on error correction presented by 

Mawlood, Liamnimtr & Pochakorn (2020), Moss (2000), Khamsir & Pakdel 

(2018), Amara (2015 & 2018), Sermsook, Liamnimtr & Pochakorn (2017), and 

Salteh & Sadeghi (2015) are also in agreement with the ideas pointed out by 

Corder (1967). They bring to light that error correction is necessary and 

beneficial. It is necessary because it informs the teachers about their learners' 

progress. And it is beneficial because error correction also provides evidence of 

how a language is acquired and what strategies the learners should employ to 

learn a new language. Besides, error correction is indisputable to the learning 

process because making errors is a device that the learners use to learn the new 

language. 

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, error correction, which is an inevitable constituent of 

language classroom interaction, still plays an essential role in changing language 

behavior. Language experts and practitioners, including English language 

teachers and learners, still consider corrective feedback as necessary, desirable, 

and beneficial. However, it has to be kept in mind that feedback does not always 

result in immediate effects. In order to be effective, English language teachers 

should optimally provide corrective feedback. Optimal corrective feedback 

contributes positive inputs both to the learners and the teachers.  

To the learners, feedback contributes immediate effects and time-delayed 

effects. Immediate effects can be immediately acquired provided the learners' 
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language knowledge/system is ready at the time when the feedback is given while 

time-delayed effects can be acquired at a later development stage. This happens 

because there are sequences in language acquisition. It means that learners cannot 

acquire any language inputs, in this case any language data supplied by error 

correction, unless their language system (interlanguage) is ready to acquire them. 

In accordance with the learners' developing language system/knowledge, the two 

kinds of effects above will ultimately help learners change their language 

behavior approximate to the target language. Also, feedback (if given optimally) 

can prevent specific unacceptable language data from being fossilized in the 

learners' language system. This is another important role of error correction. It 

appears that if certain deviant language inputs are already stored in the learners' 

language system, it will be laborious to change them.  

To the teachers, optimal feedback certainly contributes useful inputs that 

are necessary to design remedial language teaching programs. These, if well 

planned, will also help the learners repair or restructure their internal language 

system in successive stages. Considering all of the above, certainly, error 

correction or corrective feedback is still necessary and beneficial for the success 

of second/foreign language learning purposes.                 
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