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ERROR ANALYSIS: HOW T® TRANS@ATE IT INTO POSITIVE TEACHING
..The word "Basics" announced as ‘the unifying theme of our 4 C's meeting in

/\ o
'76, echoed as an important concern in '77, and printed as the catch word in

many subsequent publications is today's point of reference. OQOur examination

of the "Basics" led us to consider not ohly'those éﬁements basic to our students'

wr1t1ng, but, perhaps more 1mportant1y for us ”Bas1cs has come to include aT]

those +eachmg stra*eg1es, curricdla, and att1tudes that are part-of teaching

\

andvlearning Writing. And the theme of this conference, "Exce]]ence in What

We Do: Ogr Attitude Toward Teathing Compos1t1on, bshou]d remind us once more

s

to think about our_fundamenta] ‘attitudes towardﬁteach1ng and learning writing.
My immediate concern is with only one.aspect of these attitddes, that is,

our stated or, more often, unstated att1tudes towayd error in student wr1t1ng.

! -

I beﬁieve we shou]d be ask1ng what we ought {o do w1th the growing research
]
in error‘analys1s in order to pos1t1ve[y affect the teaching and learning of

writing. Or;more specifically, as the title ofhmy paper suggests, the real

-

_question is can we\translateyerror analysis into positive teaching strategies

a

and pract1ces - e S

In order to answer th}s quest1on, I wou]d like to do: th:ee things today

~

])\present some att1tudes (approaches) to error and error ana]ys1s, 2) rEv1ew

some genera] and spec1f1c studies in error ana]ys1s, and 3) present my mode]
¥ B LY
for trans]at1ng error ana]ys1s 1nto pos1t1ve teach1ng (wr1t1ng) practices.

~ . - b

,But\f1rst 1et me define the terms error and ervor ana]ys1s I use the word - _

A . <

error.to refer =~ ' stakes students make 1n Wr1t1ng the standard d1a1ect—-
: . _ :

. mistakes that nrom those abstract prob]ems in 1og1c to those more con-‘ .

c;ete*features in punctuat1on--and the term error analysis -to refer to the

‘- ol . - : o 5
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researched tabulation ald eramination of frequency and kind of mistake' found in .

-

. student writing. ; ' ) - ' } .

“TIn- present1ng one view Loward the k1nds of error found in, standard wr1t1ng,

»o]fram and Faso]d in the1f book The Study of Sec1a1 D1a1ects in Amer1can

Egg]1gﬁ, concede that for certain kinds of official wr1t1ng only standard English

)
-is appreopriate: They place the responsibility of he.p1ng students to acqu1re

eff1c1ent use o> th1s d1a1ect square]y on the shou‘ders of the Eng]1sh teacher

and’ d1st1ngu1sh three categories of error in wr1t1ng the standard d1a1gct:
1) problems in organization‘and logic not at all’ related to dialect differences;
2)-spe1ling and ‘grammar errors caused .by interference from a nqq&tanda(d dia=

1ect; and 3) errors in spe]]ihg, punctuatibh; and grammar not traceable tp'

4

d1a1ect interference at a]] 1 . i e

‘

T

‘At last year's conference, though the. pfecise coanéction between‘error

‘analysis and teaching practices was never the topic of any session, there were

s?parate sassion§ dealing with each. 1In one of jast year's seséions on téachen
—_— : N ~ . -

attitudes towdrd student error, a speaker:classified various approaches. toward

error in étandardhyriting into three afeas:f°1) correct1ve ana]ys1s in which

there is no attempt to discover a patte;n'of error, 2) contrastnua.ﬁna]ys1s in

which there {s an attempt to discover dialect interference features in the com-

prehension and production -of stgndard writiné, and 3) error -analysis as a pFob-

1ém-solving: task -in which there is an attempt” to discoveﬁnthe rhetorical and

» .. ’ . . .
- e , VA A : . .
Tinguistic reasons, behind .the occurrence of error. The first twp attitudes .

toward error are reflected in many product-oriented writing progfams, thatfjs,,i

: - N - ' ) .
‘those programs which demand- from studénts a one-time finaly, polighed paper that

is error free and al” ws “or no intermediary-steps for approaching the numerous

v ' : - * . ! , ‘

‘and varied°pr 1sks of wr{ting. In contrast, the last attjtude

§

noe,
- &
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toward error Hiylnx= . process-oriented writing programs or those programs 'p ‘
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which perait.f’* ﬂac%er to work with studént. ur1t1ng in contnnuous small steps

-, -

“in whisp'organizazwoq 1og1ca1 th1nk1ng, and syntactwc maaur1ty are some of .the

.

subgoals jn the complex task of writing effective cemposition.

Y . R 4 . ‘) . . ]
.0f course, I am a supporter of the third attitude (error &nalysis) whereby

>

A

we can study errcr for its frequent linguisticrcommon sense, determine what )
. N / )

’
re . .
>

sécio]inguistic issues, if any, are at stakéywand thereby develop a writing

pedagogy that. offers students practical expgriencé in using acceptable conven-

tions in their writing. If we adopt the third attitude toward error, error

°

ipa]ysisaas a problem-solving task, we of course dismiss the view offstudent
4 o . - . ~

_error only as deviation from the norm--some flaw to be immediately eliminated ™

L

o

and high]y pena]ized . | . o L '

At this point 1et me’ ca]] upon the testimony of Mina Shaughnessy s book,

Errors and Expectations, which f\bel1eve supports the third att1tude, for it

.

is there that she suggests we analyze student error for the insights it'gives

us about our students' innate linguistic sense. She examines student errors
f . 3

herself in order to discover-some of the intelligent reasons for their occur-

-

rence. For example, she comments’ on students’ punctuation preférences for

- " - ’
commas rather than periods when she writes,

However unconventional a student's punctuation appears. to e, :
it is always worth studying for the insights it giveg into N
A his -perception of sentence boundaries and of spécif unctu- -
ation marks. - Thus although most wr1ters at this level would «
say that periods are used a4 the ‘ends p.tsentences, it appears
Irom their punctuation habits that the writers often perceive
entences to be rhetorical units that are\]onger or shorter:

“~than the’ grammaY1ca1 sentence. Furtherm ﬁe there often appeaf’p[
to be a psychoTogical resistance to the § riod--perhaps because
it imposes an end gh a un1t the writer has usually had diffi-
culty beginning or doesn't want to finish. It says. that the

- writer must mobilize himself for. another bed1nn1nq, almost
-always a formidabie_tasK for an 1nexper1enced writer. ommas ;

. " however, are not final, yet they' hold things together. "Besides,

" as one student who had randomly Spr1nk1ed commas throughout
his essay exp1a1ned "They re so. Ccheap." L

. _ ‘/s ' v

)
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In this ycar'sa-gebruary issue of CCC Andred Lunsford in her articte;

_- "Remedial writing,”(ieports on errors found in her own recmedial students'

\__writing which-averaged seventeen errors per paragraph or one mistake in every
“eight words written. Lunsford be11eves that teachers should subscribe to a
sensitive understandﬁng and honest treatment of error. She says,

. Many teéachers decry what they see-as an overemphasis on .
~error in remedial classes, and their warnings should be . Yy,
" heeded to some extent. The teacher who attempts to
attack all error at once will only.confuse-and disrouraqe
thestudent. And the teacher who teaches grammar as v
vorced from the. student' 3 own writing will no doubt 11 °
" to help the student improye. " Nevertheless; mogt remedial .
L . wr1t1ng students are grea®y concerhed with errdr and —
S view the teacher's avoidance of_ it as a gcneral cop-out
.. ' ~ora tac1t adm1sS1on of defeat.
Thus a]thounh weﬂac +eachers have the respons1b111ty to br]ng error to our
\

/ students q\attent1on the way We .do, it not on]y ref]ects our att1tudes ¢oward

.

it but alsh makes us successfu] or unsuccessful in he]ping them develop strat-

egies for writing acceptable standard Epglish. LA

4
With these warnings abcut teacher att1tude toward student error, letm

14

approach myqsecond task today by reviewing some general and specific researched
s R

.-stud1es in error analysis. hote that the general studies report frequency and

kind while the specific studies -Jook more to the teachii. wpiications.

in the geneva] studiess for teach1ng and 1earn1ng writing, Braddock) L]oyd-

14 -

'bones, and Schoer's Research in Written Compos1t1on4 stands out as dne of the
) . A . _ > .. L )

most significant. It contains over & hundred synopses of- different kinds of

? studies "in Writing including those that measure frequency and kind of error.

John C. Me]]on's Nationa] Assessmenf J the Teaching. of Engﬁish5 is'another

13

genera] source that conta1ns 2 sect1on describing. frequency of errar found in
the wr1t1ng of, studenfs(at var1ous grade levels Mellon's work offers some
: stat1st1ca1 1nfbrmat10n in a table of ' mechan1cs, errors per 100 words of

- wr1ting" and 11sts\frequency and kind 1n-seuera1 samp]e popu]at1ons. The 1ist
‘ ‘ l -4.0 ’ B ‘ . . . ‘\) . B . » . N ' . ,_-\

.




ﬁ; procedures used by, college. Eng]1sh teache;:/oﬁ writing. In his sample popu-

'-',1at1on‘of one thoysand wr1t1ng teachers, ederich. finds that teashers use

~

Vo

ation, and sp

¢

——

includes writing problems such as spelling, punctuation, capitaTization,'frgg-
nents, run-ons, aw?ward constructions, dgreement,.and word croice.6*

Pau1 B. Diederich's Measur1ng Growth in Enghsh7 prov1des yet another

k13d of 1nformat1on on érror §or teach1ng writing by descr1b1ng the‘eva]uat1on

«
’

six common eyaﬁuative criteria for grading composition. The first of these’

comb1nes organ1zat1on and content, the second qrammar and usaqe (Diederich

*
hJ

def1nes grgmmar as the 'set of ru1es govern1ng the use of st?hdard Enq11sh and *

i usage as the choice 1n syntax punctuat1on, spe111ng, and diction made by the

wr1ter ) A]though the teachers themse]ves report that orqan1zat1on and content
e

‘are the most 1mportant eva]uat1on cr1ter1a D1ederﬂch notes that "the h1ghest
|percentage of |comments [are 0n] errors in’ usage sentence structure, punctu-
J111n94"8 Diederich reports further that "sevqp out of'ten cd]]eqe
English teachers" focus the1r comments on grammar'and usage and that they penal-.
ize their students most for errors. in these two ‘areas. . “
] . . .

- . . . ., b - . .
Tw%rmne\ggneral'stud1es thch provide criteria for measuring written-
. LN .

composition on a natiepal scale indicate the direction of assedsing the stan-
. % . B -~ .

dard formal wréting of_students. éommon Sense and Testing in_Enblishg is one
. / .o, .

" .

report wh?ch provides %3 bare~sketch of errOr‘anf;ysis in student writing and

_ recomménds sentence comb1n1ngﬁsen}enco embedd1ng tasks be used as: cr1ter1a

~

for eva]uat1ng student” compos1t1on~f0 And The Measurement of'wr1t1nq Ab111ty1]

not on]y 11;ks the criteria for good wr1t1ng but q]so offers corre]at1on data

7

" between the predictors and cr1ter1a Th1s study rea11st1ca11y presents advan-

tages and: dﬁsadvantages to eva]uatlng student wr1t1ng--present1ng the variation |

°© .
™,

.of grad1ng amonq eva]uators as the greatest d1sadvantage o b

H > \ R , - ~ (. ,‘ ﬁ
- 7~ y
’ /. -
’ =3 “ /~
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Although the general studies contain nuch statistical data to support the
\

re|7i1ve]y high frequency of student error, ncne- pf them has analyzed the prob—

1bems c1ted in deta11 Most are 11m1ted to report1ng the fact that certain
: errors appear w1thqu§§1nvestwgat1nq the precwse features of them For example,

A P »
The qusurement of- Wr1t1ngrAb111ty (just mentioned) prqyidgs stat1stica1 data
] e \ .

showing the correTat1onc between frequency and kind of'student?grrors'on objec-
tive .tests and essay type Samp1es . e

W

-In-contrast to the general stud1es in error analysis, the specific studies
analyze each student_error by dividing.the general problem areas menttpned into

specifdc features .of language use.” And in this area.of error analysis, research
A ) .

>

.is growing. Amo e studies of this kind are Rosaline K. Chiu's‘article,

[ 2
J , -

Grammatica]—Statisticé] Patterns in Registers: Towards the

"Describin
'Making f Pedagogical Grammars"; Paul J. Angelis's article, "Sentence Combining,
' v - + 4 N ’

Error Knalysis, and the Teachjng of Writing"; John C. Fisher'scbodk Linguistics.

and Remedial Eng%ish; Mina P. Shaughnessyfs bodk, Errors and Expectatjons.’ Al-

though each of: these sources contains a.different(perspective'on error, each .

makes specific ‘contributions to the néarly unmanageable number of factors in
" . . -

error analysis. . ) o
' > 5, . L . - sy :
. Chiu™ purpose in her article, ,'Describing-the Grammatical-Statistical .

Pa;terns in Regﬂ'sters,'.I is t6 argue for register-oriented pedagogical grammars
‘.and to offer many, examp1es of teq1ster features grouped inko frequency patterns

for the reg1ster of each d1a1ect Thus, she is ‘able to 1'ist the most frequent

4

o reg1ster\jggfuris in standard forma] wr1t1ng For exampre; she cites the

punctuat1on proced. "es in sentences comb]ncd with sem1c010ns and trans1t1ona]

markers, (The,reg1ster consists of features common to a:g1ven dialect but
. ° - B ‘.‘ : ¢ : &
differentiated in use according to soctial context.)

3
—

a . . .
A Y . . - -~ . - . t
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-~ Chiu suggests that a pedagogical grammar could be based on the tabulation
of frgguéncy patterns of items that recur.in what she calls "administrative:

* formal Ené]ish,“ that is, standard forma]‘writing, and focuses on &lements
for the preparatiof” 6f such grammars_in writing programs.. She believes that
"the descriptive gremmars are not practical teaching devices and must be rep]aoed

by pedagogical grammars inveducational settings. She argues, "Though these

[descriptive] grammars_provide comprghensive descriptions of the code or exhaus-

tive explanatiens<of the coméetence of the native speaker, they seldom proyide

information on usage--information on how the.code works ‘in reaT_]ifegijtuationsl;

or what the native speaker does with the code-to meet the multifarious -communi-

—

\

cation needs of everyday life. wi2 N

-

57 In his article, "Sentence-Combining, . Error Ana]ys1s and the Teaching of
'Wr1t1ng, Paul J. Ange11s proposes that error analysis be the'bas1s for des1gn;ng
a]] wr1u1ng prog\ams and divides the error ana]ys1s 1nto two maJor types, syn-
tact1c.and rhetorical. Anoe11s suggests that Qeach1nq strateg1es be Built
: +around specifically deflned-areas in those categor1es. For examp]e, he cites
“word order, sequence of tenses, and réoetition of“conneotives as common areas-
of'syntactic error. Angel{s makes two points: ‘First, broad error analysis,on
.the bas1s of frequency counts is an 1n;t1a1 step in the teach1ng of wr1t1ng
_Secondj\sentence.comb1n1ng Dract1ces, which have been shonn to be he]pfu]
strengthen1ng the writing skills of both nattve and non-native speakers of
Eng]1sh, should oe incorpsrated in writing programs for co11ege §§uden;s.]3

John C. Fisher's book-length study,'unguistics and Remedial English, pre-

sents §exera] detaa]ed ana]yses of error in college writing.’ F1sher notes the

L

1nadequacy of past research 1n th1s area but 1s”ab1e to list some sources, as

those of Lyman and Pressey, which-compile 11sts of ' common error." 4 F1she¢

.

nevertheless cr1t1o12es these studies and other 11ke them for their failure

. M \.. .'4 X . 9 ] .p . ' ’.v._ .

B
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.as‘a basis for establisHing his method of remediation,_an.oral pattern prac- -

" and rhetor1cal sense--;ns1ghts that might help us develop more effect1ve peda-

"to break down the errors within sach classification."!3 He “then providesihﬂsﬂ

1

own compilations of student error in'writing. Fisher's breakdown of two-. /
hundred and eighty errors in syntax_and morphology includes the features
accompanying the errorg in each category and/{s supported by the data of

actual student composition. . His ultimate puroose_i? to use the error analysis
LI - s N

r

! - r b R s
tice method, which he claims to‘have adopted from the English Languaga «

7 »

Institute. 16 ‘ 7 - L
. . ,}‘ -

.~ The few souvcés I‘have ment1oned here are by ne means exhaustTve but }

¢ - -

~(/

they 111ustrate the kind & resources available in researched'error ana1ys1s .

l

!

If they offer us noth1ng e]se these. sources w111 at 1east corroborate our'“

Al 1

own d1scover1Es .of error in the student compos1t1ons we eva]uate "However, if
. <0 . &'.
we Took more c]ose]y at stud1es in error ‘analysis, we will: probably d1scover
- - , "
\offer vaﬂuab]e insights abbut our student's 1ingu1st1c

that these resources a]so

gogies for composition. : . » Sy S,

[ 3

. Before‘I turn to my third ‘task today and'present hy mode]lfor translating

eerr analysis into positive teaching practices, let me outline a procedire

L N e ’

for:usiggierrat analysis »in teaching--whether you have accumulated the date
yourself from your own studeots' compositions=or whether you rely on any of
. ' . it B . :

thé;ava%]ab]e studies:» First, the accumulated data should be studied error by

error for obvious features that accompany ‘the error.’ Seoond, if possible, the.

>,

errors should be arranged in clusters; that 1s, those errors .which conta1n the -

same accompqnyinq features shouTd be'grouped together. Third; the pos1t1ve

acQomoany1ng features of these errors or groups shou]d be used yn wr1t1ng

practices that force the ‘students to tafkle wr1t1ng tasks in which these errors~
| .

’ v \ -

\
‘.\ L ‘ ., - . . .
¢ 2

-, ~10 | T

> would be 11ke{<;to oceur. Fourth and t1na11y* there shou]d be a sequence of

\ . I ’ o @

\ . ‘\. . » l/_ . . o v,

roc

)
[

e’
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£ writing tasks around the use of the positive (acc ntatﬂe) features in the
- ‘_. - - - ‘ ‘. -
ting tasks,

1-

. 4cre, then, is my pedagootca] des1gn of a mode] grogram (See;Mddél on o
- ’ N ' \,\
next page) us1ng'erro. ana1y51s ,It 9is. a model for trans?atung student'errbrs

intd positﬁve-téaching,boints,~and then putting each teach]ng Rp1nt through a

o,
RS
sequence cf writing ¢adks in order to produce, 1n this case, modular 1nstruct1on
N ."'a‘ . ) ‘ ‘ s : !
.around each point. ! e : . I

~ .
[ -~

Let's take one of these errors in the Error Ana1ys1s box and 1ook at the

4

accnmpanylno features \See sagple from Tab]e A). -Now 1ook at the correspondlnn _ﬂj;
teach1rg po1nts after the trans]at1on/pf the error ana1ys1s 1nto the teachﬂng '
-t . !
'"fpoinis (See sample from Table B). Note, that the ?gnd Qf errow and correspdhdlng
: U X . :
teaching points illustrated here fall 1nt0 “the,, category-of mechan1cs anA that - 4
errorc 1n 1ogltjpr organ11at1on present more d1ff1cu1t trons1atlon challenges - .
. . 1\ “{4 2 « -
for the teacher. . . | .
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o (from) TABLE A o : -
_ : . /\ ) . N .
fON ERRORS FbUND IN ' DESCRIPTION OF SELECTED _FEATURES ¢+ TYPICAL EXAMPLES -OF - STRUCTURES
DARD FORMAL WRITING FOUND IN $TRUCTURES CONTAINING - . CONTAINING THE ERRORS
' ' : . THE ERRORS . : ' o .
ml.)” gequenced structures in which pro- -1, This was an easy jobL it

nouns are used to introduce th ) did not take long,
second structure . ¥ , ., o, ' ‘
On Sentence and/or m2. sequenced structures in which uords 2. This painting job is easy I
a Splice -or derivatives of words from the " ~ can paint: very faet
: : : X Pirst structure appear in the second -

. 1 )
m3.. sequenced structures;rn which con- 3. I should have'gone
_ junctive adverbs: however, instead, + instead I decided to play ,
‘ ~therefore, nevertheless, et&., are . basketball e
‘ T . used ‘
R (‘\/\ ' . " - .L
Now o (from) TABLE B - coor
JIE | ( . TEACEING POINTS ‘ ‘
e . . _ . . . b
\ ‘ ‘ M1, Standard punctuation in sequenced structures in which a pronou s
r used to introduce the second, structure of the sequence _
¢ . \ S e .
\ -
M M2, Standatd punctuation in sequenced structures in which a word or '
-On Sentence and ' word derivative which appears in ‘the first structure is repeated ,

e Splice. Module in the second
M3. Standard punctuation in sequenced structures which contain conjunctlve

. _ adverbs in the gecond structure. . . :
' - . . A ® . .
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Let me finally subgest that the use of error analysis aé%information
resource rather than as a 1ist of items to be eliminated in student wr1t1n§'
: ~

can positively affect_tne teach1ng of writing in two ways: 1) 4t allows the -

teacher fo formulate p holistic attitude Himse]f and examine error for Jin-
~——

gu1st1c features appropr}a\e and 1nappﬁﬁpr1ate to the social context of the ’
wr1t1ng, and 2) it prov1de§ a, foundat1on for rreat1ng practical wr1t1nq

experiences that will e;EEhS“’he student S wr1t1ng repertoire. In this way

A

_the trans]at1on of error analysis 1nto pos1t1ve-teach1ng can result 1n_the

S . ,‘.’\

creation of~Writing pedagogies that grew out of our sensitivity to the complex

= . problems in writing.
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