
Grammar Feedback 

The Debate about Error 
Correction and How We 

Might Proceed



Background

• Truscott (1996) performed meta-
analysis of >10 studies

• Conclusion: Grammar correction 
should be abandoned



Why Abandon Grammar 
Correction?

• Ineffective: Variety of L1 and L2 
studies (Zamel 1985; Hendrickson, 
1978)

• Harmful (Kepner, 1991; Sheppard, 
1992; Sempke, 1984)

• Uses time better spent



Counterargument

• Ferris (1999, 2004)

Students value it

Intuitive value

More research necessary,

esp. longitudinal



Current Views

• Be selective

• Be appropriate to level

• Be encouraging (not judgmental)

(Larsen-Freeman,2003)



Recent Research (TESOL 
2009)

• Weyrich and Berton, Columbus 
State Comm. College (2009)

Correction and indicating > 
identifying in both 
workshop & classroom



Errors--what research tells us       
(Scovel, Reid)

• Errors are:

1. Not deviant or random 

2. Systematic, developmental, rule-governed

3. Result from L1 transfer, overgeneralization, 
and difficulty 



Research on Evaluation/Feedback

• Regular university faculty look for content and 
rhetorical forms, less to errors, unless latter is 

egregious

• ESL students, more than NES, want feedback

• Correction + encouragement = results

• Underlining errors = yields most revision from

ESL students



Research on Evaluation/Feedback

• Addressing both content + grammar in 

feedback won't overwhelm students!

• Feedback without follow up is far less effective

• Delayed feedback is worthless



What to Do

• Do provide content feedback

• Make students aware

• Don’t get hung up on it



What to Do

• Be selective, appropriate, 
encouraging (caveat)

• Provide feedback in timely & time-
efficient manner  

• Be personal
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ELI Writing Skills Check List

(Based on TSE guidelines)
V. The student’s writing demonstrates 

general competence both on the rhetorical 

and syntactic levels, though it will have 

occasional errors. His/her writing is 

generally well organized and well 

developed though it may lack sufficient 

details; shows unity, coherence, and 

progression; demonstrates some syntactic 

variety and range of vocabulary; displays 

general facility in language; but may 

address some parts of the task more 
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General Level V: Writing 

Objectives
Students will be able to:

1.  Develop the ability to write grammatically 

accurate sentences.

2.  Increase the clarity and variety of 

expression while improving 

structural accuracy at the sentence, 

paragraph, and essay level.

3.  Write in the following organizational 

patterns:  comparison-

contrast, cause and effect, and persuasion 

/ argumentation. 
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Summary Paragraph: 

Student Proofreading Checklist
A.Topic and Task

1. Have you followed the teacher’s 

instructions in regard to the topic?

2.   Have you adequately addressed the 

assigned task?  (For example, is your 

composition of the appropriate length?  Is 

it the correct kind of text: e.g., descriptive, 

narrative, summary, comparison-contrast, 

cause, effect, expository, or 

argumentative?)

B.Composition
18



Summary Paragraph: 

Student Proofreading Checklist
C.Grammar, Punctuation, Spelling, and 

Mechanics

1. Have you proof-read your paper to make 

sure that all the grammatical structures 

are accurate?

2.   Is your punctuation correct?

3. Did you use lower and upper case 

(capital) letters correctly?

4.   Is your spelling correct?

D.Format

1. Have you written your personal 
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Sample Writing Activity

Steps in the process:

1)Read a brief feature story in class.

2) Discuss the vocabulary and meaning of 

the article.

3)Identify the four main ideas of the article 

and list them.

4) Discuss special instructions: Include in 

your topic sentence the title, author’s 

name, and text-type of the original article; 

be sure to add a concluding sentence 

distinct from the author’s fourth point.

20
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Grading Rubric for Argumentative Essays Name: _____________

General V Reading/Writing

1) Following instructions (assignment parameters):

Topic ___

`

Task  ___

Format  ___

On-time/length   ___

2) Content:

Clarity & substance (opinion, main points, cohesion, unity, etc.)      ___

Quality & persuasiveness of the argument 

___

Support and development of the main points of the argument         ___

3) Composition:

Paragraph & 

Essay Structure: ___

Organization:             ___
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Writing Assessment Rubric for Entering Level V

5.  The rater can expect to see a relatively organized and coherent essay that may 

contain serious errors that affect meaning. The essay should have details which 

support a main idea or illustrate ideas. It should also demonstrate some facility with 

word usage and form. The essay should contain a variety of sentence types (e.g. 

simple, compound, complex) The essay should also demonstrate the following:

• An understanding of the tense/aspect system, although some errors in form or 

function may be present.

• Incorporation of Level IV grammar features such as the use of modals, 

adjective clauses, adverb clauses and noun clauses. This list should not be 

considered a checklist. However, it is unlikely that a student would be able to 

adequately address the task without level four grammar.

• Multi-paragraph format including introduction and thesis statement, body, and 

conclusion. However, the writer might not finish the conclusion within the 

allotted time.

• A response to a written prompt with minimal oral explanation that addresses the 

task in an adequate, if not thorough, way.
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Writing Assessment Rubric for Entering Level VI

6. The rater can expect to see a well-organized and well-developed essay that may 

contain occasional errors in syntax, usage, word form, mechanics and spelling. An 

essay at this level should demonstrate facility in expressing ideas on both familiar 

and new topics. The essay should demonstrate the following:

• Accurate use of easier vocabulary and the inclusion of some more advanced 

vocabulary. The more advanced vocabulary may be used inappropriately or 

incorrectly at times.

• A variety of sentence types including complex sentences.

• Incorporation of Level V grammar features such as reduced adjective and 

adverb clauses (adjective and adverbial phrases), accurate use of the passive 

voice, use of modal perfects, and verbals (gerunds and infinitives). This list should 

not be considered a checklist. However, it is unlikely that a student would 

be able to adequately address the task without using structures taught in level 

five grammar lessons. 

• Multi-paragraph format ( a minimum of four) with adequate organization 

including an introduction with thesis statement, body  paragraphs which support 

the thesis and a conclusion . However, the writer might not finish within the 

allotted time.

• A relatively thorough response to a written prompt without oral explanation.



English Language Institute

General Level V 
Writing  


