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Doing it on Their Own: Encouraging Self-Correction
in Teaching of English as a Foreign Language

How to provide feedback! to learners has been
one of the highly researched and debated areas
in the field of second language education. It is
also considered a difficult and demanding job for
classroom teachers. A range of approaches and
methods have been proposed to treat student
errors in speech and writing performance. One
observation that can be made on current models
of spoken and written feedback points to
involving students themselves in the correction
process.

In second language speaking and writing
instruction, the feedback options are divided into
two large dimensions: direct/explicit and
indirect/implicit approaches. The direct/explicit
approach to students’ written or spoken
performance means that the teacher provides the
correct form for the wrong one in students’
writing or utterances while indirect/implicit
options let students notice, diagnose and correct
errors for themselves (e.g., Bitchener, Young, &
Cameron, 2005). It is sometimes believed that
identifying errors and providing corrections for
all are what highly dedicated and devoted
teachers are supposed to do. Also studies report
that L2 writers do value direct and explicit error
corrections from their teachers more than other
types of feedback (e.g., Ferris & Roberts, 2001).
Yet little evidence shows that overt correction is
effective for one’s language acquisition (Brown,
2007, p. 426). It is surprising especially in case
of direct written feedback on student errors,

considering the time and effort it usually takes.

Methods of indirect and implicit feedback on
students’ target language performance cover a
wide range of specific pedagogical choices. Many
of them involve students’ identifying and/or
treating their own spoken or written errors. In
writing, the teacher can a) inform students of just
the approximate location of the error by putting
a check in the margin of the line where errors
occur, b) inform students of the exact location of
errors by underlining or highlighting (without
telling the identity of errors), c) tell students the
identity and the approximate location of errors
by coding errors in the margin (e.g., vt for verb
tense), or d) indicate both the location and the
identity of errors by coding them right
underneath or above the errors. The teacher can
also choose to leave the original text unmarked
but attach a sheet of paper to the draft with
general comments on major errors committed
and/or with helpful resource materials
(Frodesen, 2001). Encouraging students to work
on their own errors shares part of the premises
of the process approach in writing that
emphasizes student writers’ own discovery and
revising processes on multiple drafts (e.g.,
Hedgcock, 2005; Shih, 1986).

Feedback on spoken errors is often discussed
in terms of corrective feedback. Researchers
(Lyster & Ranta, 1997; Panova & Lyster, 2002)
have identified several types of corrective
feedback. Explicit correction is the most direct
one. The other types are indirect and implicit
ones in that they do not offer the correct form to
students but somehow give students
opportunities to ponder and reformulate part or
all of their erroneous utterances. Repetition is
repeating student utterance in rising intonation
to elicit self-correction. Metalinguistic feedback is
making comments to indicate that there is an
error or providing grammatical hints to induce
self-correction. Elicitation elicits student
reformulation by directly asking to do so through
a variety of techniques, and clarification request
elicits redoing of the turn by indicating problems
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in comprehensibility or accuracy. Recast,
repeating the student utterance embedding the
correction in the sentence, does not necessarily
create immediate opportunities for students to
revise and reproduce their own errors but have
them notice the correct form.

Self-correction is supported by various
pedagogical benefits. Though more applicable to
the spoken mode, encouraging self-correction
creates more opportunities for interactional
exchanges with other participants in the
classroom (that is, the teacher and the
classmates) which, otherwise, would end after
the teacher’s explicit correction turn. Longer
conversational exchanges are likely to create
more modified interaction, producing
opportunities for negotiation of meaning (Long,
1996), comprehensible input (Krashen & Terrell,
1983) and modified output (Swain, 1995).
Secondly, self-correction is likely to lead to
longer retention due to its meaningfulness.
Students bring in their background knowledge in
the self-correction process, which is also
contextualized and purposeful. These are
characteristics of meaningful learning (Ausubel,
1968) that contribute to longer retention of the
target language elements. Third, providing
feedback to oneself increases intrinsic
motivation. Learning by doing, engaging oneself
in one’s own learning process is more fun, active
and challenging compared to the teacher-
centered and passive one. Intrinsically motivated
students are self-actualizing ones (Maslow, 1970)
who challenge themselves working toward
making themselves what they can be. In addition,
self-correction promotes learner autonomy
(Benson, 2001; Schmenk, 2005). Correcting
oneself primarily increases opportunities for self-
discovery. Gradually it builds student
responsibilities for their own learning and
eventually develops them into independent
learners.

Students’ self-correction is not an easy
feedback option for both the teacher and
students. It requires specific training and

preparation on the teacher’s side. Teachers also
have to justify the pedagogical choices to
students who are used to passive roles in the
classroom and are struggling to discover
themselves in such unfamiliar, learner-centered
environments. These challenges can be overcome
through raising student and teacher awareness
and their understanding of its importance and
through teacher training on how to effectively
employ and balance various techniques. That will
be one step toward making our students
autonomous learners who can continue learning
and perform independently outside their comfort
zone called the classroom.

! Feedback and correction can be distinguished
in definitions, but in this article they are used
synonymously.
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SEAMEO RELC
(T VHKR=I)
Dr. Christopher Ward
SEAMEO RELC, Singapore

The SEAMEO Regional Language Centre
(RELC), located in Singapore, is an educational
project under the Southeast Asian Ministers of
Education Organization (SEAMEO). SEAMEO was
formed in 1965 to provide a platform for
cooperation between the member countries in
the areas of education, science and culture.
Currently, there are eleven Members (Brunei
Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, the Lao
People’s Democratic Republic, Malaysia,
Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand,

Timor Leste and Vietnam). There are eight
Associate Members (Australia, Canada, France,
Germany, New Zealand, the Netherlands, Norway
and Spain).

The SEAMEO Secretariat is in Bangkok,
Thailand, and there are fifteen projects or centres
located throughout the Southeast Asian region.
Each of the centres has a specialization. These
specializations vary across a wide range from
agriculture, through tropical medicine and
archaeology, to science and maths and vocational
training.

SEAMEO RELC was set up by the SEAMEO
Ministerial Council in 1968. It was originally
known as the Regional English Language Centre
but the name was changed to Regional Language
Centre in 1977 when its remit was extended to
include other languages. The mission of SEAMEO
RELC has been to provide a centre for research
and language teacher training in the region.

SEAMEO RELC provides a set of regular
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courses from an MA (Applied Linguistics), which
it conducts in collaboration with the National
University of Singapore (NUS), through a
Postgraduate Diploma in Applied Linguistics to a
set of short Specialist Certificate courses in a
number of areas. Many of the participants on
these courses are teachers from the member
countries sent by their Ministries of Education on
full scholarships provided by SEAMEO RELC.

Apart from the regular courses, SEAMEO RELC
organizes customized courses for teachers at the
request of the Ministries of Education of the
member countries. These vary greatly in length
and focus, depending on the needs of the
teachers and their respective Ministries.

As its reputation has grown, so have the
requests from countries outside SEAMEO. Thus,
in recent years, SEAMEO RELC has conducted
courses or programmes for teachers from such
countries as Afghanistan, China, Japan, Nepal, Sri
Lanka as well as for countries in Southeast Asia.

Along with this growth have come requests for
language courses and SEAMEO RELC offers
courses in English, in the languages of Southeast
Asia and languages from other parts of the world.
Many of the courses have been organized for
important government officials from the region
who need language skills to work with other
countries in the region and beyond.

At the same time, a number of organizations
have approached SEAMEO RELC for help with
testing. Thus, SEAMEO has been involved in a
number of projects such as a language test for
teachers, language tests for diplomats, language
tests for pilots and air traffic controllers, tests for
children in spoken Malay and Chinese and
language tests for MBA candidates.

All this work has been supported by a range of
SEAMEO RELC publications. Perhaps the most
famous of these is the RELC Journal, which is
now printed and distributed by SAGE
Publications in the UK but is still edited by the
staff of SEAMEO RELC. SEAMEO RELC also
publishes the Portfolio series, a series of practical
handbooks for language teachers. The books are

widely appreciated and there are now editions in
Portuguese and Spanish and a special annotated
edition for the Chinese market. Another well
known series of books is ‘Grammar Matters’, a set
of five books for Singaporean adults that explains
many of the common pitfalls in speaking English
in Singapore.

One of SEAMEO RELC's most famous facilities
is its well stocked library. While the library is
small compared to those of a full university, its
focus is very clear so there is no better reference
source for applied linguists wishing to read up on
their discipline.

Finally, SEAMEO RELC is also well known for
its annual RELC International Seminar held in
April of each year. Each year, the Seminar
attracts more than 500 participants from many
different parts of the world. Each year has a
different theme. In 2009, it will be on ICT in
language education.

As the region develops and the member
countries build up their own teacher training
facilities, SEAMEO RELC is moving more into
training the trainers. Many of its programmes
now have a built-in process of ensuring that the
participants, once trained, return to their
respective countries and run training sessions for
their colleagues for a minimum period of time. In
this way, it is hoped that the cost of training is
shared over a wide number of trained teachers
and the benefits of such training affect ever more
learners.

The other area that SEAMEO RELC has to look
at in greater depth is the use of ICT in language
learning and, perhaps more usefully, in the
training of teachers and teacher trainers.
Developing this expertise is demanding when
staff are fully stretched delivering training,
developing publications and running seminars.
However, the skill is of increasing importance
and is one that will need to be incorporated into
its training.

Now 1in its fortieth year, SEAMEO RELC looks
forward to another forty years of working with
teachers in the region.
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