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I. Generalities
How to “correct” students’ “compositions” has varied from a red-cross approach, to a more lenient, laissez-faire, idea-is-what-matters appraisal of what type of “mistakes” are worth pointing out. On the other hand, the term “composition” is somewhat misleading because it need not always be associated with the traditional sequence of paragraphs that teachers so commonly ask their students to write.
If we consider, then, that the word “composition” needs to be redefined, the notion of “mistakes,” and therefore “correction,” will necessarily have to be reviewed. The aim of this short article is to suggest a more effective way of showing to students that what they wrote is not exactly what was expected of them, but in such a way that they assimilate the “correction” for future reference when they write.

II. Rephrasing the concepts
A “composition” does not have, necessarily, a certain number of paragraphs, lines or words, as is routinely the practice. A title, a message, a set of instructions, a comment, a brief summary or even a collection of notes can be viewed as a “composition,” provided that this one particular piece of writing is produced according to the same underlying “writing principles.” These principles constitute a writer’s guiding process, not always linear or predictable, and we shall refer to it as writing process; the approach as a whole will be referred to as process writing. With this in mind, finding a title to one or two paragraphs, for instance, involves basically the same difficulties inherent to the writing of a traditional composition.
Because of this, a “mistake” is not necessarily a word or phrase incorrectly used; cohesion and coherence, as well as the focus, impact and segmentation of paragraphs, to name a few, are features which also play an important role in the process of writing. We teachers tend most of the times to concentrate on grammar or usage mistakes, which may not be the best option, according to White & Arndt:

Indeed, treating any piece of writing primarily as a source of language errors misses the point of our approach. Grammar is important ( but as a tool, a means, and not as an end in itself. Such research evidence as we have suggests that focusing on language errors in writing improves neither grammatical accuracy nor writing fluency. (p. 2)

How to tackle these mistakes, or better yet, “inappropriatenesses,” constitutes a relevant part of the writing process, especially if we remember the “corrections” that we teachers have to effect when we ourselves write; at times, we “correct” our own “compositions,” but at others we need extra help before we produce another draft ( so why can’t our students follow the same procedure?
With this in mind, “correcting mistakes in a composition” might be better stated as “pointing out inappropriatenesses in a piece of writing.” This will explain the use of inverted commas around these terms throughout this article.

III. The importance of drafting
Writing is not just codifying speech into printed symbols ( it is a complex thinking process (as outlined in White & Arndt, 1991). Whenever we produce a piece of written language, we go through a series of steps, not necessarily in a fixed order, as seen in Diagram 1.








Diagram 1 ( The Writing Process (White & Arndt, p.116)

We are all familiar with the need, most of the times, to rewrite a given line or page(s). It is, therefore, unfair to “grade” students for writing produced “at one go,” a common procedure in both class work and homework. The issue of grading pieces of writing is further aggravated in tests, when students have less time and are under more pressure.
There is no way to predict how many drafts should be handed in for any given piece of writing, until a final draft is produced, but it is essential that students write two or three times, at least, the same passage before it is subjected to the teacher’s evaluation, for “rewriting is what writing is all about” (White and Arndt, p.116).

IV. Assessing the draft
The concepts of purpose and audience have finally taken a new boost in language teaching, as opposed to the ineffective approach of students writing to teachers: we always write to a particular reader, which is almost never a teacher. Furthermore, before any writer collects feedback from a supposed reader, he or she should, ideally, develop a critical sense to be applied to his or her writings; in other words, developing this critical sense in our students’ minds may be crucial to the development of their writing abilities:

(...) we have to try to persuade our students that it is ultimately not the teacher but they themselves who must decide whether their text fulfills its intended goal. They have to be their own evaluators, for without a sense of what is wrong with a text, there is little hope of being able to put it right. (White & Arndt, p.116)

How a teacher will share this notion with his or her students will depend on given EFL settings: one may decide to discuss openly which specific aspects are taken into consideration when evaluating a “composition”; another may prefer not to be so open about them. The bottom line is: the teacher must always follow a clear, specific set of criteria to evaluate students’ works.
Whether it is handed out to students or used during the several phases of the writing process, the following checklist may be a helpful tool in evaluating students’ pieces of writing, inasmuch as it highlights features that should be analyzed whenever writing takes place (by students, as part of their writing tasks, and/or by teachers, as part of their “correction activities”):

	A) Type of writing

	      ( What type of writing is this text intended to be?

	      ( Does it conform to the conventions usually expected of its type?

	

	B) Purpose and ideas

	      ( Is the writer’s purpose clear?

	      ( Do we understand the main idea(s)?

	

	C) Structure of text

	      (Is it easy to follow the development of the ideas/argument?

	      ( Would it help to rearrange the sequence of ideas?

	      ( Do the relations between the ideas need to be changed?

	      ( Do the connections between the ideas need to be made more explicit?

	      ( Are the ideas grouped together in a suitable way?

	      ( Is the text segmented into appropriate paragraphs?

	      ( Should any of the paragraphs be joined together?

	      ( Should any of the paragraphs be broken down into smaller units?

	

	D) Response as readers

	      ( Does the opening make us want to read on?

	      ( Do we feel satisfied with the way the text comes to an end?

	      ( Are there any points which are not necessary?

	      ( Are there any points which we don’t understand?

	      ( Are there any points on which we would like more information?

	

	Checklist: Criteria for Evaluation  (White & Arndt, p.118)


The above checklist only mentions some items that might be taken into consideration when evaluating students’ drafts; moreover, it is left at teachers’ discretion how to use the list. A good way, however,  to start making students aware of the importance of criticizing their own pieces of writing is to bring sample texts to class, so that they can be group-evaluated in the light of this checklist.
Whether in class or at home, students (like everyone else) ask questions about their writing before, during and after they produce a given piece. The following questions may help students to criticize what they write:

	A) Before writing

	      ( What are you going to be writing about? (Topic choice is free.)

	      ( How are you going to put that down on paper?

	      ( How did you go about choosing your subject?

	      ( What problems might you run into?

	

	B) While writing

	      ( How is it going?

	      ( What are you writing about now?

	      ( If you are about to put new information in here, how would you go about

	         doing it?

	      ( If you have to change something, what do you take into consideration?

	      ( When you don’t know how to spell a word, how do you go about 

	          figuring what to do?

	      ( What strategy do you use for figuring out where one sentence

	          ends and the other begins?

	      ( What will you do with this piece of writing when it is all done?

	

	C) After writing

	      ( How did you go about this?

	      ( Did you make any changes?

	      ( What are you going to do next with this piece of writing?

	      ( What do you think of this piece of writing?

	

	Questions: Continuing and Improving the Draft (White & Arndt, p. 132)


V. Responding to students
One of the most important aspects of “correction,” although unfortunately neglected, is that teachers must act as readers, not as markers. Meaning, purpose and logic should be, therefore, the teacher’s primary concern in any evaluation; the “correction” of linguistic and stylistic features of the text is undoubtedly significant, but on a later phase.
Responding to students is, therefore, another important step in the writing process, which would allow us to streamline our first diagram, as shown below:








Diagram 2 ( The Writing Process/Adaptation
Diffley and Lapp (1988) offer some notes on how to assess a student’s piece of writing, which are reproduced below. (REMARK: these notes may be applied to teachers’ written or oral comments.)

	( Respond in pencil or black ink. Red pens can be threatening.

	         ( Write comments and notes in the margins and avoid comments

	            which correct spelling, grammar and mechanics.

	         ( All comments should be specific and content-related. Avoid

	             comments which can apply to any text.

	         ( Reread your responses and ask yourself if they make sense.

	         ( Ask students for feedback on the responses given to them.

	         ( Respond as a genuine and interested reader rather than as a

	             judge and evaluator (‘We should respond not so much to

	             student writing but to student writers.’ ( Vivian Zamel, 1985)

	

	Responding to Students’ Writing (White & Arndt, p.125)


Basically, teachers may decide to address students in writing, as is usually the case, or in speaking, a procedure that White & Arndt label conferencing: “a procedure in which the teacher/reader or another reader (such as a fellow student) and the writer work together on what the writer has written, motivated by a concern with clarifying the writer’s intentions, purpose and meanings.” (p. 131) To do this, in addition to the previous lists reproduced in this article, the following considerations may be of help:

	( Help the student to relax. Make this situation non-threatening by finding something to praise.

	( Interact with the student. Establish a collaborative relationship.

	( Engage the student in the analysis process. Give every opportunity for the student to do the

	   talking and make the revision decisions.

	( Attend to global problems before working on sentence and word level problems.

	( Respond to the writing as work in progress or under construction.

	( Ask the students to sum up the changes they need to make for revision.

	( End the conferencing session with praise and encouragement.

	 (up to here, Diffley and Lapp, 1988 ( from here onwards, White and Arndt, 1991)

	( Converse with the student. Listen to what the student has to say. Allow the student to originate

	    and take credit for ideas.

	( Give advice which is specific and relevant so that the student will understand the need to revise

	    as well as how to revise.

	( Serve as a model writer. Talk about work that you are writing and revising. Students need to

	    understand that native speakers revise and rewrite extensively.

	( Make responses text-specific rather than using vague comments which can refer equally well to

	    other texts. Offer specific strategies, questions and suggestions which help students revise and

	    reshape their texts. Avoid contradiction.

	( View yourself as a writing teacher rather than a language teacher, because when attending to

	    language problems, meaning and associated global problems are often ignored.

	

	Conferencing: items to be taken into consideration (White & Arndt, pp.132-133)


To illustrate the importance of drafts, as well as to demonstrate the positive effects that a good response to students’ writing may have in the improvement of their skills, consider the following examples. Notice the progress from draft 1 to draft 3, and also the approach used by the teacher towards Mitsuo’s mistakes.

	DRAFT 1
Reather and food is very prise down.

Shop’s man is careful.

Always very prise down.

I went to shopping for three days;

I want to buy sheet.

If my room is very cold in the morning.

I don’t understand that English shop rest on Sunday.

Japanese shop don’t understand and impossible.

I bought the bicycle on Saturday.

It’s 120 ( and black color.

It’s very nice.

But I ride its.

Because it was stolen on sunday.

I have to the o’clock.

Because it was broken.

Only shopping may not speak English.

	TEACHER’S RESPONSE
Dear Mitsuo,

I am interested to learn that you think leather goods and food are cheap in England. Are they cheaper

than in Japan? Can you give examples of the differences in price?

I am not surprised that you found it necessary to buy a blanket (not a sheet ( sheets are made of cotton

and are not warm) because of the cold weather.

You find the shopping hours unusual. For some years, there have been attempts to change the shopping

hours. In Scotland, for instance, shops are open on Sundays. And even in England, some shops are open.

What do you mean by: Japanese shop don’t understand and impossible?

I was very sorry indeed to learn that your new bicycle was stolen. Unfortunately, you have to be very, very

careful with bicycles and other things. Did you lock your bicycle? If you don’t lock your bicycle with a good

chain and lock, it will be stolen, as you have discovered.

Did you ride your bicycle before it was stolen? Did you go anywhere on your bicycle?

What do you mean by: I have to the o’clock? And you say: Because it was broken. What was broken? Do you

mean that your alarm clock was broken?

You also say: Only shopping may not speak English. I am not sure what you mean by this. Can you explain?

Can you rewrite your essay on shopping, answering some of my questions? Also, refer to your English
Grammar in Use, Unit 61.4, for the correct pattern for the verb shop.

Yours, (...)

	DRAFT 3
I like shopping in England. Because leather and food are very inexpensive. But maybe this is only Japanese

sense. For instance, for leather jacket of same quality, the Japanese price is about ( 500, but English price

is about 100 (. What a difference price it is!

I have been to shopping for three days. I want to buy a bedding because my room is very cold in the morning. Next then I want to buy a new clock because my old clock was broken when my suitcase was dropped by the airline. I bought a bicycle on Sunday. It’s 120 ( and black colour and very nice but I ride it only one day because it was stolen on Sunday. I don’t know why English shops rest on Sunday. Japanese shops don’t understand and impossible.

But I like shopping. Shopping is easy because I can use gestures instead at speaking English.

	

	Example: Drafts and Teacher’s Response (White & Arndt, pp.8-9)


VI. Teachers against time
One of the most common arguments used for not spending much time on the “correction” of students’ writings is time. Most teachers feel pressured by time constraints, within which they may be required to present a unit, along with its designated activities. Correcting “compositions” as described in this article may be frightening to teachers, when they think of the considerable amount of time involved. Unfortunately, writing takes time, and, by definition, evaluating writing also takes time:

Finally, we believe that writing takes time. In particular, time is needed to incubate, sift and shape ideas. We also know that time is one of the most precious resources of both teachers and students and that when, as is often the case, time is at a premium, writing is one of the first things to be cut back or relegated to homework. Yet, of all the skills, writing is the one which most needs and benefits from time. So, we advocate devoting classroom time to writing. (White & Arndt, p.3)

Finally, here are some suggestions which may help to reduce the amount of time involved in “correcting” students’ “compositions”:
( Not all evaluation needs to be done by the teacher, providing that he or she develops a critical sense in his or her students.
( Peer evaluation in class also helps to reduce the time that a teacher would devote to the evaluation of a certain writing activity.
( Provided that the teacher is familiar with the concept of Process Writing, that is, with the steps involved in the process of writing, any writing activity may be broken into several shorter ones, which will take up less time of each class of a series devoted to writing.

VII. Note on Bibliography
Most of what was discussed here can be found in

     White, Ron & Arndt, Valerie. 1991. Process Writing. Essex: Longman.
As a recommended further reading, the following two works may provide extra theory and activities on the subject:

     Raimes, Ann. 1983. Techniques in Teaching Writing. Oxford: Oxford

          University Press.

     Hedge, Tricia. 1994. Writing. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

***

*

NOTE: This article was written in the late 1990s, and things may have changed since then. However, the text, in my opinion, is still valid as reference.

Comments are welcome: silvamanny@yahoo.com
JMS, July, 2010.
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