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Classroom observation

Error correction and eliciting


I did my classroom observation in a gymnasium, where I observed a ninth and a tenth classes. They were held by different teachers. The ninth class consisted of nine fifteen years old students. They were on pre-intermediate level, and have seven lessons a week. This time they corrected the tests, which they wrote before Christmas. After this, they practiced the problematic areas.    
We entered the classroom, students sat down and the teacher started to give out some papers – final tests – that students completed before the winter holiday. The learners sat in orderly rows. The atmosphere was friendly, but a little bit tense since students were excited because of the test results. After they got their papers, they had three minutes to go through it and make sure that there was no mistake made in the correction and they got the right points for every exercise.
After this, the teacher began to go through all the difficult exercises while she checked understanding. She read out the English sentence loud and asked one learner to give the correct translation of that sentence in Hungarian. Whilst they were doing this, she attracted the students’ attention to the mistakes occurred in the tests without saying whose mistake it was. She also wrote several words on the black board:
Teacher: 
Please consider the difference between think and wonder. (she said this while she was writing both words on the black board) Please also note that weigh and weight do not have the same meaning.

They finished this, and started to check a sentence transformation exercise. Again, the teacher read out the original sentence, which was in the test and asked one learner to give the correct answer. 

Teacher: 
Most látott először elefántot.

Student 1:
This is the first time he have seen an elephant.

Teacher: 
This is the first time…?

Student 1: 
…he has seen an elephant.

Since the learner gave an inaccurate answer, the teacher directly corrected the mistake, because this is why they went through all the exercises in the test. Once it was done, she signed everyone’s grade book and the lesson could go on. 


She asked everyone to put away everything and just listen as she introduced the topic of the lesson: what kind of heating system do you have at home? What about gáz fűtés? Students started shouting in: gas heating. By this time, everyone had known that the lesson’s topic was closely connected to the news, which was about the problems of the Ukrainian gas-supply and the fact that Hungary needed a back-up plan in case Russia closed up all supplies coming in to us. The teacher continued to ask questions, and as a result, students could summarize the topic with their own words. When it was necessary, she helped them.

Teacher: 
So what kind of heating have you got at home and what kind of material are you using?

Student 2: 
Wood, coal.

Teacher:
What will we have problems with in the future?

Student 3:
Gas.

Teacher:
Can you give me a full sentence please?


After the topic had been summarized, she made students to write it down in full sentences because someone would have an oral presentation on it the next lesson. This task was very interactive. Everyone was free to talk or give extra details on the problem and since the topic was very up-to-date, it was practical to know about it, since it could occur on a language exam for example. Students seemed to enjoy this part of the lesson, they were brave enough to act and share their ideas, and I think they found the topic interesting and useful. 

The next thing they talked about was Christmas. The teacher asked the students what they got for Christmas.  
Teacher: 
What did you get? What was your best present?

Student 4: 
The whole family get…

Teacher: 
…got…

Student 4: 
got a…

Student 5:
I got a digital [ d i g i t al ] camera.

Teacher:

[ d i d zs i t l ]


The teacher tried to elicit information by asking opened-ended questions, but sometimes I felt that the mistake corrections were too direct and she pointed out what the student said wrong and after correcting each small mistake, the student lost his courage and did not want to say anything. 


The second class I visited was a tenth class. The number of students was sixteen, and they were on intermediate level. The aim of the lesson was conversation and vocabulary practice. I paid particular attention to the way the teacher corrected the students and his way of eliciting. 

This teacher was a man. He said before the lesson, that he had not expected much enthusiasm from the students, since this had been the first lesson after the winter holiday. Students were waiting for us on the corridor; the teacher unlocked the door and let them in. He greeted everybody and wished Happy New Year to the learners. Since this was the first day after the winter break, everybody was in a Christmas mood, therefore the teacher asked students about their holiday as a warm-up exercise. He wanted everybody to say a few words about how they spent Christmas, what presents they got and where they spent New Years Eve. 


They seemingly liked to talk about their experiences. The teacher tried to make every student answer his questions in a full sentence and say at least two or three sentences. Thus, he made up a conversation with one learner at a time while the others were listening to what he or she got for Christmas or did on New Year’s Eve. 

Student 1: 
I got a DVD, books and a French dictionary.

Teacher: 
What kind of DVD did you get? What kind of French dictionary did you get?

Student 1: 
I got a Bud Spencer DVD.

Teacher: 
Hmm. So you got a Bud Spencer DVD. Did you watch it?

Student 1: 
Not yet.

Teacher: 
And where did you spend New Year’s Eve and when did you go to bed?

From the above example, we can see that the teacher tried to encourage the learner to speak continuously and express his or herself in full sentences. He repeated the learner’s answer again so that the whole class could hear it one more time. 
When there an oral mistake occurred, he instantly repeated the sentence in a correct way like this:

Student 2: 
I have clothes for Christmas.

Teacher. 
So you got clothes fro Christmas.

Student 3: 
I got for Christmas a book.

Teacher: 
So you got a book for Christmas.

In the first example, the learner used an incorrect verb tense, which in this case affected the meaning. In other words, what he said did not answer the question. Although, it is a grammatically correct sentence, it had to be corrected.  

The third student made a mistake in the word order that here did not affect the meaning, but in order to be accurate the teacher corrected it. In case of a strict teacher who only cares about accuracy this kind of instant correction might offend the student and disencourage him or her in saying anything next time unless it is absolutely certain that he or she would be accurate.

This was not the case here. Since the teacher could create a funny and chatty atmosphere, any correction from him did not sound like offensive towards the learners. To put it differently, they do not realise that they have been corrected at all. This is mainly because the teacher did not take the regular position of a teacher and stood in front of the black board or sat behind his desk. Instead, he moved up and down in the class to be closer to the person he was talking to and he could have a perfect view on everybody, so he could notice if someone wanted to join the conversation. 


When eliciting, he even made jokes, like this one:

Teacher: 
So what did you get for Christmas?

Student 4: 
I cannot say in English.

Teacher: 
Well, try to explain. Alternatively, if it helps, say it in French and then Monika will help us translate it into English.

Student 4: 
Erősítő.

Teacher: 
Sound System?

Student 4: 
Yes.

Teacher: 
And why is it a good thing?

Student 5:
It’s a good thing because…

The teacher’s attempt to stop the learner from saying nothing in Hungarian worked out, but his good idea was that he did not make the learner feel bad because he did not know the word he wanted to say in English. In my opinion, that is why the learner was brave enough to say he had not known how to say erősítő in English because he had not been disencouraged before in any way. Therefore, he did not try to say anything else instead of what he wanted to, but he took a risk. 


The teacher’s way of approaching mistakes and failure looked very appealing to me. He obviously knew his students very well and created a relaxed environment in his lesson; but when he corrected the mistakes, he did not make his learners feel bad because they had not known something or had said something incorrectly. Overall, he treated mistakes as completely natural parts of language teaching which only indicate the areas where there is need for improvement.
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