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ERROR ANALYSIS:- HOW TO TRANSLATE IT INTO POSITIVE TEACHING

..The word "Basics" announced as the unifying theme of our 4 C's meeting in

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

many subsequent publications is today's point Of reference. Our examination

of the "Basics"- led us to consider not Onl.i.those ements basic to our students'

writing,_but,perhaps more importantly for us "Basics" has come to include all

/
those teaching strategies, curricula, and attitudes that are part of teaching

and learning Writing. And the theme o'f this conference, "Excellence in What

We Do: Our Attitude Toward Teathing CoMposition,"kshould remind us once more

to think about our fundamental attitudes tbwar #teaching and learning writing.

My immediate concern is with only one aspect of these attitudes, that is,

our stated or, more often; unstated attitudes toward 'error in student writing.

I beWeve we should be asking what we ought to do with the growing research

in error-analysis'in orde.r to positively affect the teaching and. learning of

writing. Or more specifically, as. the title of my paper suggests, the real

question is can we translate error analysis into positive teaching
s
trategies

and practices. . .

, ...,.

In order to answer thiS
;t

question, I would
4

like to do three things today:

.

1)-present some attitudes (approaches) to error and error an'alysis, 2) rtview
.,.

some gennra)and specific studies in error analysis, and 3) present my model
NZ* y "

N .
..

for translating error analysis into positive teaching.(writing) practices.
,

00-

_

,But_first let me define the terms errof' and error analysis. t use the word-_
-

",errorto refer .takes students make in writing the standard dialect--

mistakes that irom those abstract problems in logic. to those more con-

cretefeatures in punctuation--and the term eYroranaTysis to refer to they

4,
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researched tabulation OA examination of frequency and kind of mistake'found in

. student writing.

Inpresenting one view toward the kinds of error foUnd ins standard writing,

Wolfram and Fasold in theilr book, The Study of Social Dialects in American

English:concede that for certain kinds of official writing only standard English

is appropriate: They place the responsibility of helping students to 'acquire

efficient use o this dialect squ4rely on the shoulders- of the English teacher

and distinguish three categories oT error in writing the standard dialect:

1) problems in organization and logic not at all related to dialect differences;,

2) spelling and grammar errors caused.by interference from a nonstandard

lect; and 3) errors in spelling, punctuation; and grammar not traceable to

dialect interference at all. 1 e

'At last year's conference, though the.p/ecise connection between'error

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

sepaxate sessions dealingwith each. In one of last year's sessions on .teacher -

attitudes toward student error, a speaker' classified various approachesitoward

error in standard writing into three areas: 1) corrective analysis in which

there is ,no attempt to discover a patternof error, 2) contrastioninalysis in

which there ts an attempt to disebver dialect interference features in the com-

prehension and production of standard writing, and 3) error analysis as a prob-

lem- solving' task-in which there is an attemprto discover the rhetorical and .

linguistic reasons. behind the occurrence of-error. The first twp attitudes

toward error are reflected in many product-oriented writing programs, tha.is,..1

those programs which demand-from"students a one -time final; polTed paper that
. .

is error free and'al' rs for no intermediary steps for approaching the numerous
00,

and varied pi isks of writing. In contrast, the last attitude

toward error )cut :(process-oriented witiqg programs or those programs
.

..

.

..

;
. _ r

.
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which permit

-3

-leacher to work with student-writing in continuous small steps

in which-organion, logical thinking, and syntactic maturity are some of.the

subgoals in the complex task of writing effective cOMposition.

Of course, I am a supporter of the third attitude (error analysis ) whereby

we can -study error for its, frequent linguistic?common sense, determirie what
/

) P
.,,

sociolinguistic issues-, if any, are at stake T...,nd thereby develop a writing

pedagogy that offers staents practical experience in using acceptable-conven-

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

ifaysics.as a problem-solving task, we of course dismiss the view ofstudent

error only as deviation from the norm--some *flaw to be immediately eliminated

and highly penalized.

At this point let me- call upon the testimony of Hina Shaughnessy's book,

Error's and Expectations, which I\ believe supports the third attitude, for it

Is there that she suggests we- analyze student error for the insights itgives

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

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

rence. For example, she comments' on students' punctuation prefdrences for

commas rather than periods when she writes,

However unconventional a student's punctuation appears. tote,
it is always worth studying for the insights it giv into
hisperceOtion of sentence boundaries and of spedflepunetu-
ation marks. Thus although most writertat this level would
say that pertOds. are used at the ends pf. Sentences, it appears
Afrom their punctuation habits that the wrters often perceive
entences to be rhetorical units that are\longer or shorter'

.:-`than the -grammatical sentence. FurtherM re there often appeiti5
4 to be a psychological resistance to the Ood--perhaps because

it imposes an end on a unit the writer h s usually had diffi-
culty beginning or doesn't want to finish. It says: that the
writer must mobilize himself for_another b inning, .almost
always a fOrmidable_task'for'an inexperienced writer. commas;
however, are not final, yet they hold things together. Besides,
as one student who-had randomly sprinkled commas throughout
his essay explained, 1"Theyre so,heap."2

.

5
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w):iting which-averaged seventeen errors per. paragraph or one mistake in every

4-

In this yearebruary issue of CCC Andrea Lunsford in her article;

"Remedial writing," reports on errors found in her own remedial students'

eight words written. Lunsford believes that teachers should subscribe to a

sensitive, understanding and honest treatment of error. She says,-

.Many teachers decry what they seeds an overemphasis on
-error in em6dial classes, and their- warnings should be
' heeded to some extent. The teacher who attempts to
attack all error at once.will only .confuse.and discourage
the'student. And the teacher who teaches grammar as 1-

vorced from the. studeat'i own writing will no doubt il

to help the student improve. Nevertheless; mo\t remedial
writing students are greafPly concerned with error and
view the teacher's avoidance loCit as a- general cop -out

-'or a tacit admision of defeat.3

Thus although me as teachers have the responsibility to bring error to our

students',atterition,:the way .iefdo,it not only reflects our attitudes-,toward

it but :31 makes us successful or unsuccessful in helping them-aevelop strat-

egies for writing acceptable standard Epglish.

With these warnings about.teaCher
v
a titude toward student error, let me

approach myrisecond task today byreviewing some general and specific researched
k

studies in error analysis.. Note that the. general studies report frequency and

kind while the specific studies -look more to the teachil., ...,plications.

In the general studiesofor teaching and-learning-writing, Braddock) Lloyd-
',

Jones, ands§Choer's Reseavch in Written Composition4 stands out as dne of the

most significant. It-contains over t hundred synopses ofdifferent kinds of

1

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

John C. Mellon's National Assessmenl d the Teaching of English5 is another

general source that containva section describing frequency of error fouild in
.

..

the writing of,studentslat Various grade levels. Mellon's work offers some_

.. . .

statistical in?brmation in a table Of !Mechanics, errors per .100 words of
, . //-

.

.

'writing" and lists freOency and kind in seteral sample populatfons. The list

(.1 .



includes writing problems such as spelling, punctuation, capitalization, frag-
-e

rents, run-ons, awkward constructions, ggreement,..amd word choice.6z

, Paul B. Diederich's Measuring Growth in English provides yet.another

kik of iaorMation on error for teaching writing by. describing thea'"evaluation

procedures used bycollege. English teachers o writing. In his sample popu-

,lationof one thojand4writing teachers, ederich,finds that tea.GLers use

six common evaluative cr,,teria for grading composition. The first of these

combines organization and content, the second grammar and usage. (Dieder'ich

defines gr-pmar as theset of rules governing the use of sqndard English and

usage as the choice in syntax, punctuation, spelling, and diction made by the

writer.) Although the teachers themselves report that organization and content

are the most important evaluation criteria, Diederict notes:that "the highest

percentage of comments [are on] errors irrusage, sentence structure, punctu-
,

et

ation, and sptlling4"8 Diederich report's further that "sqvkli out" of ten college

English teachers" focus their comments on-grammar and usage and that they penal-.
.

ize their students most for errors_ in these two 'areas.

Twos moreagneral-studies which provide criteria for measuring written
1

irecomposition'on a natienal scale indicatethe dction of assetsing the stan-

darddard formal wqting of stUdentS. Common Sense and Testing in English9 is one

report which provides bare-sketch of error,an sis,in student writing a,nd

recommelidS sentence combining/sentence embedding tasks be used as.chteria

for evaluati,ng student'comPos'itionfi. Nnd The Measurement of?Writing_ 11

not only li-ss the criteria for good writing but allso offers correlation data
,

. 'between the predictors and cri'ter'ia: This study realistically presents advan-
o

tapes and:disadvantages': to evaluating student writing:-presenting the variation

of grading among evaluators as the greatest disadvantage.

so".

111
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Although the general studies contain much statistical data to support the
4

retively high frequency of student error, nc)ne=pf them has analyzed the prob-

lbemS cited in detail. Most are limited to reportingthe.fact that certain .

,

errors.appearwith investigating the precise featUres of them. For example,
i_

-N k
. , 0

The Mr surement of-Writing Ability (just mentioned) IS v.idits sptistical data

showing the correlations between frequency and kind of Student-lgrrors'on objec-
r7

-;' trve.
(.

tests and essay-type samples. -"..--7

: I n contrast to the general studies in error analysis, the specific studies

analyze each student_error by dividing.the general' problem areas mentioned into
.

spectqc featuresof language use.' And in this area.of error. analysis, research
z.,

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

1

"Describin Grammatical-Statistical Patterns in Registers: Towards the

Making if Pedagogical Grammars"; Paul J^ Angelis's article, "Sentence Combining,

Error Analysis, and the Teaching of Writing"; John C. Fisher's book Linguistics.

and Remedial English; Mina'P. Shau,6hnessy:s boOk, Errors and Expectations. Al-

though each of sources contains a.different(perspectiveon error, each

makes specific. contributions to the nearly unmanageable number of factors in

. error, analysis. c.

, Chiu
p
s purpose in her article, ,"Describing.the Grammatital-StatiStical .

P9Aerns in Registers," is to argue for register-oriented pedagogical grammars

and to offer many, examples of register features grouped into frequency patterns

for the register of each dialect. Thus, she is tble to list the most frequent

,

register f ures in standard-formal writing. For example, she cites the

punctuation pro .edi -es in sentences combined with semicolons and transitional

markers, (The.regisfer consists of features common to a 'given dialect but

differentiated in use according to social context.)
a

, Ii
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-Chiu suggests that a pedagogical grarTrmar could' be based on the tabulatioo

of frec.luency patterns of items that recur.in what'she calls "administrative

formal English," that is, standard formal writing, and focuses on dements

for the preparatiotaf such grammars in writing programs: She believes that

the descriptive grammars are not practical teaching devices and must be replaced

by pedagogical grammars in educational settings. She argues, "Though these

[descriptive] grammars,provide comprOensive _descriptions of the code or exhaus-
%

tive explanationscof the competence of the native speaker, they seldom provide

information on usage - information on how the.code works In rear.life Situations,

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

cation needs of everyday life."I2
%

,

In his article,"Sentence-Combining,,Error Analysis and the Teaching of

Writing," Paul J. Angelis proposes that error analysis be the,basis for designing

all writing programs.and divides the error analysis into..tWo Major types, syn-
.

tactic. and rhetorical. Angelis suggests that teaching strategies be built

around specifically definedareas'in those categories. For example, he cites

word order, sequence of tenses, and repetition of connectives as common areas.

of'syntactic error. Angelis makes two points: irsf, broad error analysis ,on

,the basis of frequency counts is an initial step in the teaching of Writing.

Setond, sentence combining practices, which have been shown to be helpful An

strengthening the writing skills of both native and non-native speakers of

English, should be incorporated in writing programs for college )pdents.13

e
John C. FiSher's booklength study, Linguistics and Remedial English, Tre-

_sets \several detviled analyses of error in college writing.' Fisher notes the

inadequacy of past research in this area but is,-able to list some sources, as
:

. .

those of Lyman and Pressey, which compile lists of "commonerror.4 Fishes`:

nevertheless criticizes these studies and other like them for their failure

r

fo.

a
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"to break down the errors within oach cla'ssification."15 He 'then providtshis-

own compilations of student error in'writing. Fisher's breakdown of two /

hundred and eighty errors in, synta"xand morphology includes the features

accompanying the errors in each categdry and,is supported by the data of

actual student composition. His ultimate purpose q" to use the error analysis

,as a basis for establishing his method of remediation, an oral pattern prac-

0

tice method, which he claims to'have adopted from the English LaIguaga,

Institute.16

4 , _

The few sourc04 I`ave mentioned here are by no means.'exhaUstive, but' J.

.. ,

they illustrate. the -kind ter resources available in researched` error analysis. .r

If they offer us nothing else, these, sources will at least corroborate Od'

own discoveries of error in the student compositions we evaluate. However, if

we look more closely .at studies in error analysis, we will ? probably discover
,

0!,

that these resources also\offer valuable insights labbyt our student's linguistic
'-.

and rhetorical se9
c

se-Linsights that Might help us develop more effective peda-

gogies for composition.

.

Before I turn to my third task today and present my model for translating

error analysis into positive teaching practices, let me outline a.procedUte

k
A

for.usiroig Frei- analysisin teachingwhether'you have accumulated the data

yourself from your own students' compositionor whether you rely on any'of

the',available studies:. First, the accumulated data should be studied error by

error for obvious features that accompady 'the error.' Second, if possible, the..

errors should be arranged in clpstersi that is, those errors _which contain the
. . .c-; '

same accompainying features sbourd be 'grouped tOgether. Third, the positive
,. .

accompanying features of these errors or groups should be used isn writing

pi-actices that force theseudents to tackle writing. tasks; in which these errors,

, would be likely to occur.' Fourth and finally, there should be a sequence of

10
0
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9

yiritintasks around the use of the positive (acceptable) features in the

writing tasks.

Here, then, is my pedagogical design of a model .6togra-m (See, Model on

net page) using error analysis. It 'Is, a model for translating student errors

into positivettaching,points, and then putting each teaching qpint through a

sequen(e of writin.g Cahs in order to produce, in this case; modular instruction
1

.around each point. 4,

. Let's ta-ke one of these errors in the .Error Analysis, box and look at the

accompa4ing features (See sappl2 from Table A).r-Now.lopk at the correspondi'ng

teaching points after the tranlation
(

g the error analysis into the teaching

oinXs (See sample from Table B). Note that the r6ind of error and correspe1-Iding,
*.,;

teaching points illustrated here f611 into ttle_,category'-of mechanics and that

errors in logia or org'antiation present more difficult translation challenges
^

(irfor the teacher.

6

1
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ERROR ANALYSIS'
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'See TABLE

"See TABLE B
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DESIGN OF MODEL PiOGRAM

To Improve Standard Formal Writing

TRANSLATION

OF
t

SPECIFIC ERRORS

IN in

PCrSITIVE

TEACHING,

POINTS

TEACHING POINTS"

L1 L2
'

MI M2 M3

N1 N2 ,

.

'oD.,
2

---,
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4 tP5 P6
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01 02 03
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ION ERRORS FOUND IN

IDARD FORMAL WRITING

(from) TABLE A.

/

DESCRIPTION OF SELECTED FEATURES

FOUND N STRUCTURES CONTAINING

THE ERRORS

T'PICAL EXAMPLES ,OF STRUCTURES

CONTAINING THE ERRORS

0n Sentence and/or

na Splice

ml. sequenced structures in which pro- 1. This was an easy jobs it

nouns are used to introduce th did not, take long.

second structure . / .

m2. sequenced structures in which words

or derivatives of words from the .

4 first structure appear in the second

2. This painting job :s easy I

can paint very fast.

m3. sequenced structures in whiCh con7 3.. should have gone hotas.....r

junctive adverbs: however', instead, instead I decided to play ',

therefore, nevertheless, eta., are basketball.

. used

(from) TABLE B

JLE' TEACHING POINTS

a,

----4

ri

Ml. Standard punctuation in sequenced structures in vhish a pronou ii

Used ,to introduce the second,structure of the sequence

\
.

..

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
,

ns`SpliceModule in the second
.,

M). Standard punctuation in sequenced structures which contain conjunctive

adverbs in the qecond.structure.
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Let me finally suggest that the use of error analysis as information

resource rather than as a list of.iteas to be eliminated in student writing

can positively affect the teaching of.writin'g in two ways: 1) it allows the

teacher fo formulate A holistic attitude himself and examine error for lin-

guistic features approprj4e and inapPttpriate to the social context of the

writing, and 2) it provideita, foundation for creating practical writing

experiences that will e;;Skthe student's wriing repertoire. In this way

the translation of error analysis into positive, teaching can result in the `

creation of-writing pedagogies that grow out of .our senSItivity,to the complex

problems in writing.

V
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