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C O R R E C T I ON I N T U T O R I N G 

Barbar a A .  Fo x 
Dept .  o f  Linguistic s 

Boulder ,  C O 8030 9 

bfox@colorado.ed u 

Abs t rac t 

The goal of the current paper is to describe the 

result s o f  a n empirica l  stud y o f  tutorin g dialogue , 
wit h specia l  attentio n o n th e issu e o f  correctio n i n 

tutoring .  I n particular ,  thi s pape r  present s finding s 

whic h strongl y sugges t  tha t  th e ever > da y preferenc e 

fo r  self-correctio n (Pomerantz ,  1975 )  i s maintaine d 

eve n i n a  heavil y knowledge-asymmetri c situatio n 

lik e tutoring .  Fo r  fiirther  detail s o f  thi s study , 

reader s shoul d consul t  Fo x (1993) . 

Introduction 

It has been found in everyday conversation that 

speaker s exhibi t  a  preferenc e fo r  self-correctio n 

(Schegloff ,  Jefferson ,  &  Sacks ,  1977) ;  tha t  is . 

speaker s organiz e thei r  tal k s o tha t  th e on e w h o 
produce s a n "error "  (o f  whatever  sort )  ca n correc t  i t 

him/hersel f  W e wante d t o discove r  i f  thi s sam e 

preferenc e hold s i n tutoring ,  a n activit> '  i n whic h i t  i s 

presumabl y th e "job "  o f  on e o f  th e participant s (th e 
tutor )  t o correc t  th e understandin g o f  anothe r 

participan t  (th e student) .  T o answe r  thi s an d othe r 

questions ,  w e video-tape d face-to-fac e tutorin g 

session s i n fou r  mat h an d scienc e domain s (math , 

physics ,  chemistry ,  an d compute r  science )  Th e 

tutor s wer e graduat e student s i n thei r  departments , 

wit h tutorin g experience .  Th e student s \\'er e 

peopl e intereste d i n bein g tutore d (tlie> -  responde d t o 

an a d w e ha d place d i n th e loca l  campu s newspaper) . 

Thes e session s wer e transcribe d usin g th e nolationa l 
convention s o f  Sacks ,  Scheglof f  an d Jefferso n 
(1974) . 

What  w e foun d wa s surprising .  I n spit e o f  th e 

asymmetr y i n knowledg e betwee n th e tutor s an d th e 

students ,  an d i n spit e o f  th e fac t  tha t  tutorin g i s a n 

activit y explicitl y  engage d i n teaching/learning ,  th e 

preferenc e fo r  self-correctio n i s stil l  maintained . 

At  thi s poin t  i t  i s necessar y t o distinguis h 

correctio n initiatio n fro m correctio n itself .  Fo r 

example ,  i f  yo u sa y somethin g an d I  sa y "what? "  I 

hav e initiate d correctio n bu t  no t  actuall y performe d 

correction ;  yo u wil l  (mos t  likely )  perfor m th e 

correction .  I n fact ,  other-initiatio n o f  correctio n i s 

one o f  th e strategie s speaker s us e i n everyda y 
conversatio n (a s wel l  a s i n tutorin g sessions )  t o avoi d 

actuall y correctin g someon e else . 

Fro m pas t  researc h (Pomerantz ,  1975 )  w e kno w 

tha t  agreement s (o r  non-corrections )  com e ver y 

quickl y afte r  th e utteranc e the y agre e wit h whil e 

disagreement s (potentia l  corrections )  ar e somewha t 

delayed .  I n thes e tutorin g session s w e foun d tha t 

when th e tuto r  agree d wit h th e student' s displaye d 

understandin g he r  signa l  o f  confirmatio n cam e 

quickl y afte r  th e student' s tur n (notatio n convention s 

ar e explaine d i n Appendi x A ) : 

(1) 
S:  Mkay .  .h h A n d I  kno w it' s negative ,  jus t 

t o follo w you r  though t  process ,  becaus e 

I  k n o w tha t  th e sin e i s positive . 

T:  Mh m 

(2 ) 

S: And this (draw it out). (0.3) And the 

doubl e bon d goe s awa y 

T:  Righ t 

Whereas if the tutor disagreed with the student's 

understanding ,  th e deliver y o f  th e disagreemen t  i s 

somewhat  delaye d an d i n som e case s wha t  migh t  b e 

describe d a s "hesitant" : 

(3) 

S: And it's going to change when I put this 

in -  there ,  right? 
(1.7 ) 

T:  I  don' t  thin k so . 
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T:  N:o . 

(4 ) 

S: So that triple bond is like ess pee three? 

(1.1 ) 
T:  Ah: :  no. ,  that -  a  tripl e woul d b e a n es s 

pee . 

Thus, tutor correction or indication of a problem 

wit h th e student' s understandin g i s delaye d wit h 

regar d t o th e relevan t  studen t  utterance . 

Furthermore ,  i t  follow s from  thi s an d pas t  wor k o n 

disagreement s (Pomerantz ,  1975) ,  tha t  w h e n a 

studen t  ha s produce d a  displa y o f  hi s o r  he r 

understandin g an d ther e i s n o immediat e response 

fro m th e tutor ,  th e studen t  ca n anticipat e tha t  th e 

tuto r  i s goin g t o disagre e wit h hi s o r  he r 

understanding ;  student s i n thi s situatio n wil l  ver y 

ofte n correc t  thei r  o w n mistakes ,  eve n withou t  over t 

correction-initiatio n from  th e tutor .  Tha t  is ,  student s 

m a ke us e o f  thi s silenc e t o avoi d over t  correctio n 

fro m th e tutor : 

(5) 

S: I use this one for that one, 'cause I don't 

thin k I  ha d a  dielectri c 

(0.6 ) 

S:  wait ,  no ,  I  do : 

(0.9 ) 

T:  t s 'caus e yo u hav e paraflfi/Z n 

S:  Paraffin . 

T:  That' s th e whol e poin t  abou t  th e 

paraffin . 

(6) 

S; ev: is minus one, and bee is zero. 

'(1.5 ) 

S:  No .  be e i s one . 

Or, faced with this pre-disagreement, pre-

correctio n silence ,  th e student s ca n re-phras e thei r 

statemen t  as  a  question ,  thereb y themselve s elicitin g 

over t  correction-initiatio n (bu t  no t  necessaril y 

correction )  fro m th e tutor ; 

(7) 

S: Okay, just for review for my sake, hh a 

cosecan t  i s .h h uh:m ,  on e ove r  th e 
tangent . 

(1.3 ) 

S:  A m 1  correct ? 

(8 ) 

S:  A n d it' s goin g t o chang e w h e n 1  pu t  thi s 

in -  there ,  right? 

(1.7 ) 

T:  I  don' t  thin k so . 

I 
S:  Doe s th e capacitanc e change ? 

(0.5 ) 

T:  1  thin k th e charg e changes . 

What we do not find in these data is the tutor 

jumpin g i n t o correc t  th e studen t  immediatel y 

followin g a  mistak e o f  som e kind .  Th e tuto r  an d 

studen t  bot h mak e us e o f  strategie s whic h maximiz e 

th e student' s opportunitie s t o correc t  hi s o r  he r  o w n 

mistakes . 

What  happen s i f  th e studen t  get s stuck ? Her e 

agai n ther e ar e severa l  alternativ e response s tha t 

cithe r  participan t  coul d make ,  assumin g tha t  th e 

studen t  i s displayin g over t  sign s o f  "bein g stuck, " 

and not ,  fo r  example ,  o f  "thinking" . 

Th e situatio n o f  a  studen t  bein g stuc k an d showin g 

bein g stuc k create s a  potentia l  conflict .  I n ou r 

everyda y interaction ,  i f  w e se e someon e havin g 

difficult y i n som e way ,  i t  i s preferre d fo r  u s t o ofie r 

hel p befor e tha t  hel p i s requeste d (Pomerantz , 

1975) .  1  d o no t  mea n tha t  i t  i s personall y o r 

ps }  chologicall y preferre d fo r  u s t o offe r  hel p i n thi s 

situation ;  indeed ,  w e m a y b e i n a  hurry ,  o r  no t  lik e 

th e person ,  o r  hav e somethin g els e we' d rathe r  b e 

doing .  Rather ,  i t  i s preferre d sociall y an d 

structurally ,  s o tha t  i f  w e ar e no t  goin g t o offe r  hel p 

we mus t  provid e a n excus e fo r  no t  doin g so ,  o r 

preten d w e didn' t  se e th e trouble ,  etc .  Preferenc e 

organization s o f  thi s sor t  ar e independen t  o f  th e 

momentar y preference s o f  individua l  participants . 

I t  i s possibl e tha t  i n tutorin g interaction s th e 

preferre d respons e t o th e student' s difficult y woul d 

be fo r  th e tuto r  t o i n som e wa y offe r  help .  But ,  a s w e 

hav e seen ,  ther e i s a  conflictin g preferenc e 

organizatio n whic h indicate s tha t  participant s shoul d 

be allowe d t o repai r  thei r  o w n troubl e (Scheglofif , 

Sack s &  Jefferson ,  1977) . 

Th e tutor s i n thi s stud y displa y a n orientatio n t o 

bot h kind s o f  preferences .  Tutor s i n ou r  stud y di d 

proN'id e assistance ,  bu t  the y di d s o i n suc h a  wa y a s 
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t o giv e th e studen t  th e opportunit y t o unstic k 

themselves ,  bot h befor e th e assistanc e i s provide d 

and whil e th e assistanc e i s emerging . 

(9 ) 

S:  an d the y wan t  t o kno w wha t  th e tangen t 

is.So ,  I  hav e on e ove r  cosin e o f  thel a 

equal s three .  (0.8 )  An d 1  hav e th e sin e o f 

thet a ove r  cosin e o f  thet a (1.0 )  hnun: , 

(0.8 )  h h Okay ,  s o I  gues s I  someho w hav e 

to :  (0.8 )  tangen t  o f  thet a i s goin g t o be : 

(0.4 )  sin e o f  thet a ove r  cosin e o f  theta . 

(2.0 )  O n e ove r  cosin e o f  theta,/ /  s o (0.3 ) 

three . 

T:  Mkay .  N o w , 

S:  Oka y 

T:  t s lookin g u p here ,  ju//s t  a t  what = 

S:  Ah a 

T:  =they'v e done ,  (0.4 )  .h h caus e I  ca n tell , 

we'r e heade d i n th e wron g direction . 

S:  Ye:ah ,  the y use d t o con-the y us e / /  on e 

of  th e Pythagoreans . 

T:  O n e plu s (0.6 )  tangen t  square d 

e-qual s th e secan t  square d 

[ 
S:  secan t  squared . 

The studen t  i n thi s cas e i s goin g aroun d i n 

circles-repeatin g tha t  tangen t  equal s sin e ove r 

cosine-withou t  finding  a  ne w wa y t o loo k a t  th e 

problem .  Th e tuto r  intervenes ,  bu t  no t  withou t 

givin g th e studen t  a  fai r  opportunit > t o figure  ou t  th e 

answer  fo r  himself .  Furthermore ,  th e assistanc e i s 

produce d i n suc h a  wa y tha t  th e studen t  ca n 

collaborat e i n th e redirection ,  a s h e i n fac t  doe s wit h 

hi s las t  lines .  Her e again ,  correction/assistanc e i s 
momentaril y  withhel d t o giv e th e studen t  a  chanc e t o 

fix  th e proble m himsel f  Th e withholdin g tim e i s no t 

long ,  however ,  an d a  studen t  wh o \\ishe s t o b e give n 

a longe r  opportunit y t o wor k th e proble m ou t  fo r  hi m 

or  hersel f  mus t  specificall y reques t  suc h a n 

"extension" : 

(10 ) 

S: Now, .hh let's see, when we said tangent 

of  thet a wa s les s tha n zer o h h u::h m th e 

tangen t  wa s 
(0.7 ) 

S:  giv e m e a  second .  Th e tangen t  «a s sin e 

ove r  cosine . 

T:  Mh m 

Correction/assistance of this sort thus is slightly 

delaye d bu t  i s stil l  offere d withou t  bein g "overtly " 

requested . 

Th e conflic t  betwee n th e tuto r  providin g hel p an d 

th e studen t  workin g throug h th e troubl e hi m o r 

hersel f  i s  overtl y displaye d i n th e followin g passage . 

Th e fragmen t  start s wit h th e studen t  tryin g t o 

determin e th e quadran t  fo r  th e tangen t  give n i n th e 

problem ;  h e first  get s i n t o troubl e b y givin g th e 

wron g formul a fo r  cotangent .  Th e tuto r  provide s 

help ,  an d the n th e tw o appea r  t o pla y a  ver y tam e 

kin d o f  tu g o f  wa r  t o se e w h o i s goin g t o d o th e nex t 

step s o f  th e reasoning .  The y subtl y tr y t o wrestl e a 

fe w turn s fro m on e another ,  culminatin g i n th e 

studen t  sayin g "le t  m e se e i f  I  ca n figure  tha t  out. " 

(11) 

S: I have to place it in a quadrant, is what 

you'r e tellin g me ,  right ? 

T:  Mh m 

S:  I  woul d say :  (. )  uh ,  a  cotangent ,  i n term s 

of  e x wai ,  (0.3 )  i s let' s  see ,  on e ove r  th e 

uh -  cotangen t  i s  on e ove r  th e uhm , 

(0.7 )  hol d o n a  sec ,  ( (LAUGH) )  uh : 

cotangen t  i s  on e ove r  th e sine . 

(0.4 ) 

T:  N: o 

T:  Cotangen t  i s  on e ove r  th e tangent . 

S:  N o w ,  i f  I' m thinkin g i n term s o f  e x an d 

wai ,  though ,  (0.8 )  fo: r  (0.8 )  th e sak e o f 

th e quadra//nts > 

T:  I t  woul d b e cosin e ove r  sine . 

(0.8 ) 

S:  Right = 
T:  =Whic h i s e x ove r  wai . 

S:  Oka y 

T:  A n d th e cosecant//is -

S:  Co -  cosecant ,  it' s  that' s th e on e ove r  th e sin// e 

righ t 

T:  O n e ove r  sine . 
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T:  W h i c h mean s tha t  you r  e x valu e i s 

positive . 

(0.2 ) 

S:  Right . 

T:  Whic h put s vo u in : 

(0.5 ) 

S:  'kay ,  h h let' s  se e i f  I  ca n figure  tha t  out . 

T:  Okay . 

Often ,  especiall y i n mor e conceptua l  domain s suc h 

as physics ,  tuto r  assistanc e i s provide d i n th e for m 

of  a  questio n whos e answe r  wil l  serv e a s a  resourc e 

fo r  gettin g th e studen t  unstuck .  Thi s strateg y ha s 

tw o pans ;  Th e first  par t  require s tha t  th e studen t  b e 

abl e t o answe r  th e question ,  an d th e secon d require s 

tha t  th e studen t  se e ho w tha t  answe r  i s a  resourc e fo r 

continuin g th e problem .  Becaus e bot h o f  thes e 

processe s ma y en d u p involvin g correction ,  an d 

becaus e correctio n i s dispreferre d (Pomerantz , 

1975) ,  thi s strateg> '  i s  undertake n ver y cautiousl y 

an d wit h a  hea\ y degre e o f  suppor t  fro m th e tutor : 

(12) 

S: efF, that's what 1 had a problem with, 

was eff ,  the y sai d (3.1 )  i f  (0.5 )  i f  th e 

electri c forc e betwee n the m i s equa l  t o 

th e \\eight > 

(0.4 ) 

T;  tsOkay . 

S;  So :  I  trie d t o loo k a t  th e wei:ght , 

(0.9 ) 

T:  An d all' s  the y giv e vo u i s th e ma:ss . 

(0.2 ) 

S:  an d it -  yeah :  ( 0 7 )  Oh .  that' s wha t  i t  was , 

i t  wa s th e mass . 

(0.8 ) 

T:  Yeah: . 

(1.0 ) 

S:  Oh: ,  1  s//ee ,  1  wan t  weight . 

T:  Yo u wrot e dow n mass . 

(0.3 ) 

T:  Yeah ,  what' s th e differenc e betwee n 

weigh t  an d mass . 

Here the tutor directs the student to see where her 

attemp t  a t  solvin g th e proble m wa s i n error ;  whe n 

ther e i s n o clea r  understandin g o f  thos e redirectio n 

effort s fro m th e student ,  th e tuto r  ask s a  question . 

Th e tuto r  provide s a  safetj '  ne t  aroun d th e student ,  s o 

tha t  i f  th e studen t  show s sign s o f  no t  bein g abl e t o 

answer  th e question ,  th e tuto r  offer s a  resourc e fo r 

answering .  I f  th e studen t  show s sign s o f  no t  seein g 

th e impor t  o f  a  questio n fo r  th e proble m a t  hand , 

the n th e tuto r  steer s th e studen t  toward s seein g th e 

connection .  Al l  o f  thi s i s  kep t  i n balanc e wit h no t 

correctin g o r  redirectin g th e studen t  befor e he/sh e 

has ha d th e opportunit y t o d o thos e thing s 

him/hersel f 

We hav e see n i n thi s stud y tha t  student s an d tutor s 

wor k togethe r  t o allo w student s a  chanc e t o correc t 

thei r  ow n mistakes ,  an d w e hav e explore d som e o f 

th e strategie s use d b y student s an d tutor s t o 

accomplis h thi s goal .  Thi s wor k i s importan t 

empiricall y i n tha t  i t  offer s designer s o f  ITS s rea l 

dat a fo r  ho w correctio n i s accomplishe d i n human -

human tutoring ;  th e wor k i s importan t  theoreticall y 

i n tha t  i t  demonstrate s th e dee p interactiona l  namr e 

of  tutoring ,  eve n o f  somethin g a s "cognitive "  a s erro r 

correction .  I n thi s wa y w e ca n se e tha t  cognitio n i s 

embedded i n a  thoroughl y interactiona l  environment . 
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A p p e n d i x A :  No ta t i ona l  C o n v e n t i o n s 

The following notational conventions are used in the 

transcripts : 

// point at which current utterance is overlapped 

by th e nex t  utteranc e produce d b y anothe r 

speaker . 

(0.0) Numbers enclosed in parentheses indicate 

lengt h o f  silence . 

Underlining indicates stressed s>llables 

lengthene d syllabl e 

Glottal stop cutting off a word 

indicates a relationship between two utterances 

i n whic h ther e i s no t  th e usua l  bea t  o f  silenc e 

betwee n them . 

? rising intonation 

(( )) non-linguistic action 

( ) unintelligible stretch 

hh audible outbreath 

hh audible inbreath 

(hh) laughter within a word 

[ Two speakers start speaking simultaneously 
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