What to make of mistakes when mistakes are made.
Pablo Jorge Labandeira

Imagine a class where students speak in English from the first minute to the last. Imagine they do it fluently, accurately, spontaneously. Fancy they interact with each other using proper intonation, responses, rejoinders and other devices that make for effective communication. Imagine nobody makes mistakes at all. Imagine that picture and answer this question: in such a perfect environment, what need is there of a teacher?

Teachers evaluate their students’ performance permanently. As Rea-Dickins and Germaine (1993) state:

‘ Evaluation is an intrinsic part of teaching and learning. It is important for the teacher because it can provide a wealth of information to use for the future direction of classroom practice, for the planning of courses, and for the management of learning tasks and students.’

Testing is part of the evaluation process and its main purpose is to assess the students’ development so that teachers are able to lead their students towards the next stage of their learning process. The main indexes of students’ progress are their right answers, but what provides teachers with the clues they need in order to be able to carry out their job is the mistakes the students make. It is on these mistakes that they base their class planning and design the necessary course of action to take to lead students to the so-much expected communicative competence. So mistakes should not only be naturally expected but also encouraged. As Ana María R. de Bergel (2004) states:

‘...a teacher who does not base her work on error analysis is working in the blind, for she is not receiving most of her students' messages.’

‘...the teacher's work is still not centred on the interpretation of errors as much as it should be, and in some of the so-called "natural" approaches, errors are overlooked altogether and their exploitation is discouraged on the assumption that one should learn Language 2 as one learnt Language 1: presumably, spontaneously and without corrections. (...) Approaches which deny the value of error exploitation have done a lot of harm to language teaching and learning. They have left students helpless and teachers with no role to play in their learners' language acquisition process. Language teaching should be based on error analysis and exploitation. What we should study in great depth is the extent, manner and system of exploitation, to avoid inhibiting learners or penalising errors as if they were sins. A learner's errors should be treated like important contributions to the course syllabus and interesting items to discuss for the benefit of the whole class. Errors should even be encouraged as features of experimentation and a way that learners have of validating their hypotheses about the language being learnt. Also, they are a sign that a learner is taking risks, trying to go beyond his means, to broaden his horizons.’

However, in order for teachers to make an accurate judgement of the students’ performance, they need first to be able to assess the kind of inaccuracies students incur in. John Norrish (Language Learners and their Errors, 1983) establishes a clear difference between an error (a systematic deviation from the accepted code, p. 127), a mistake (a non-systematic deviation from the language code indicating incomplete learning, p. 128) and a lapse (a non-systematic deviation from the language code due to human limitations such as fatigue, poor memory, etc., p. 8).

Bearing this differentiation in mind, the first step to take when a student fails to perform accurately is to observe whether this is an error, a mistake or a lapse. Then, we should consider in which stage of the learning it is produced. Also, it is important to analyse how relevant the inaccuracy is within the purpose of the student’s production. Finally, a positive approach to correction is necessary if we want our students to make the best of their learning process.

As regards the nature of the deviation, teachers should decide what procedure to follow according to the distinction lapse/mistake/error. Lapses should not count at all. They are not representative of any kind of problem with the students’ knowledge. Should it be an error, however, teachers should go over their teaching practice and analyse what went wrong and where. Students are not to blame for something they have not learnt. It is only natural and fair to accept that something has been overlooked and work to mend this. Students learning a foreign language are not expected to ‘acquire’ a language item they have not been exposed to. As teachers, we are responsible for what the students know but also for that which they do not know and if we find that students lack some basic knowledge, it is our responsibility to provide them with the necessary input.

In this sense, effective foreign language teaching relies completely on appropriately assessing the students’ prior knowledge, so one of the first teaching tasks is to make an adequate diagnose of what tools our students are equipped with. Let us go back to a couple of basic concepts:

‘... The actual developmental level refers to all the functions and activities that a child can perform on his own, independently without the help of anyone else. (...) The zone of proximal development includes all the functions and activities that a child or a learner can perform only with the assistance of someone else [who] ... could be an adult (...) or another peer who has already mastered that particular function. (...) Vygotsky's zone of proximal development has many implications for those in the educational milieu. One of them is the idea that human learning presupposes a specific social nature and is part of a process by which children grow into the intellectual life of those around them (Vygotsky, 1978). (...) Therefore, when it comes to language learning, the authenticity of the environment and the affinity between its participants are essential elements to make the learner feel part of this environment. These elements are rarely predominant in conventional classrooms.

‘Influence or coincidence, Krashen’s input hypothesis resembles Vygotsky’s concept of zone of proximal development. According to the input hypothesis, language acquisition takes place during human interaction in an environment of the foreign language when the learner receives language 'input' that is one step beyond his/her current stage of linguistic competence.’ (Schütz, 2004)
Taking this into account, we should consider the students’ progress into the next developmental level. When students have reached a certain developmental level, which we might call actual in Vygotsky’s words, teachers will surely find that there is a certain number of things which their students can do provided they are given the right tools. That is to say, they have found their students’ ZDP. The next step is to turn that ZDP into the next actual developmental level, and in order to achieve that, students should make mistakes so that teachers are able to identify their students’ problems and strengthen the skills at which students are weak. Eventually, and with the right correction, students will be able to do more things without their teachers’ help.

Once mistakes are made, teachers should adopt a positive approach towards these mistakes. Concerning this issue, Norris (ibid.) makes the following considerations which teachers should take into account when working on their students’ mistakes:

“One of the most inhibiting factors in learning and using a foreign language is the fear of appearing ridiculous by making mistakes.”

So always make your students know that making mistakes is a natural thing and that they should not be embarrassed when they make them.

“Too much importance is often attached by teachers to mistakes, as a result of a rather academic approach to the subject which ignores what we now know of the complex task of language learning.”

The hint here would be: do not get too academic when correcting your students’ mistakes. Always remember what your students could do before their present level and assess how much they have moved on. Correction should always be based on the students’ previous situation and how it has developed before comparing them only against the standards set forth by the academic curriculum. As regards this,

‘... teachers should perhaps take a more lenient attitude to syntactic errors, all the more so as the satisfaction of being able to communicate, even with errors, far surpasses that of being able to utter perfect pattern drills...’ (Olsson, 1973)

which leads us to Norrish’s next tenet:

“Fluency is as important an aim in language-teaching as knowledge of correct forms.”

Many times teachers have faced situations in which students make their point perfectly well, communicate clearly, convey the message, express their ideas, use the adequate kind of register and a wonderful pronunciation and intonation patterns but omit a couple of -s endings. And what happens then? They are given a sympathetic grin and advised to sit for the test again when grammar is properly mastered. Quite a wrong thing to do if the statement above is considered to hold true for communicative situations. Once a mistake is detected, how should teachers behave? No doubt, everybody has their own style and approach to correction, but certainly a positive attitude is fundamental when correcting the mistakes students make. A soft tone of voice and a warm speaking mode can be more effective than other less friendly reactions. If students find that the correction is pleasant and respectful, they will learn to respect the value of mistakes in their process of learning. They will begin to see them as a step forward rather than something to be scared of. 

This leads us to the next question: how to weigh mistakes appropriately? This is usually a key point when it comes to correcting the students’ productions. In order to be fair with them, teachers should make sure they know what they are assessing and give each aspect of the students’ production the proper relative value it has. If they are testing a student’s oral skills, those mistakes that are usually corrected, and punished, in grammar, spelling or tenses exercises should stand in second place. If reading comprehension is being tested, it is the understanding of information that must be evaluated and not how a student writes an answer; they should not even be asked to actually write anything. Otherwise, a reading comprehension exercise will turn into a writing, grammar, spelling and tenses exercise, and no matter how well students may understand the message, they will always be punished for mistakes that have nothing to do with reading.

There is another point to be made. Norris states that

“The errors made by the child learning his mother tongue and by the foreign language learner can be regarded as actual evidence of the learning of a system (though the learner’s system is not yet the same as that of the standard language) having taken place.”
Even when mistakes are made, they show teachers that their students are actually on the move towards learning, so they should not be less than welcome! Even if the new language is not properly mastered, the road is in front and the aim within reach, which takes us back to the fact that teachers should overlook mistakes which are beyond their teaching objectives. And this calls for a further consideration: where to set the limit between the mistakes the students make and the degree of relative importance of these mistakes.

There is another point as regards teachers’ attitudes that might perfectly be considered a ‘mistake’. Many times teachers enter a classroom where kids do not understand much, if any, English and go to the hardest extremes to deliver a whole class in English, thus creating a strong barrier between them and their students. Teachers should beware of making that mistake. It is very important for students to be taught to in English but it is necessary to create a good atmosphere at first. So, if it is necessary to use the students’ language at the beginning, it should be so. Students will appreciate it and they will be better predisposed to their teacher’s speaking in English because they know that they will always have the chance to use their language when things get too complicated. This is not what most methodology books state about teaching, but let us not forget that our students are not learning a second language and do not live in an English-speaking community, so they have nothing to check their performance against. If teachers create an atmosphere where students are forbidden to express themselves in a language that is not English, they will be leaving their students out of the whole learning experience.

Another kind of mistake, which is not really so, is that which has to do with cultural aspects. Many times, for example in true-false exercises, students are told that “John was born in Glasgow” and they are asked to say whether the statement “John is British” is true or false. Are we testing English or Geography? Culture is not an appropriate issue to be tested in an English test. Students are supposed to be tested on their language skills, not on their knowledge of the world. If a student answers wrongly because he is not familiar with a particular piece of information, he is not to blame.

Process correction is a good thing to be put into practice. As Cassany (1997) quotes,

“En general, parece que la corrección es positiva y ayuda al alumno cuando se realiza durante el proceso de redacción del texto (por ejemplo, cuando se corrigen los borradores o un esquema inicial). Por el contrario, no es útil cuando se hace al final del proceso (por ejemplo, cuando el profesor corrige las versiones finales de los textos de los alumnos.) (Beach, 1979; Simmons, 1979; Arnold, 1964; Stiff, 1967)”

So if students show teachers their work as they do it and teachers guide them along their construction of the tasks, these will be more beneficial than a red-scribbled paper given back after a couple of days. Most of the times students do not care to read the corrections in their work, but they do pay more attention when the teacher tells them what to do before they hand in their paper: they know that in this way they stand a better chance of getting better grades.

The final question after all this has been said is: how to turn a mistake into a learning experience? There are several basic things to be done that will help in our students’ growth as learners:

· Accept irrelevant mistakes when a student is trying to accomplish something more important. Always bear in mind what is actually being tested and give each aspect of the students’ performance its proper relative value.

· Discuss the mistakes that students make in class with them and review the mistakes in their tests as often as it can be done.

· Ask them to produce correct examples of the different mistakes they have made. Working further on a specific point will help them deepen their knowledge of the aspect in which they have failed before.

· Work with students to create sentences or mnemonic rules for things that are difficult for them. We’ve been taught many of these rules as students and we know they are truly effective. Even though many times we discourage our students’ use of memory, maybe they should know how to use it appropriately in their own benefit.

Mistakes are usually a hard thing to fight against. This holds true both for the students and their teachers. Although each on a different side, both of them want to eradicate mistakes, students because when they do they will be better users of the language, and teachers because the more accurate their students are, the better fulfilled their work will be. So, in the struggle against this common enemy, both sides should work together and make sure to create a proper atmosphere and to decide on the best tools necessary to make of mistakes a truly effective learning experience. 
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