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Becoming a Critical Reader of One’s Own Text:  
Helping ESL Writers Develop Grammar Editing Ability 

Introduction 
 Rationale for teaching grammar editing 
 Goals that are realistic 

 
Background   
Editing   (Ferris, 1995; Harris; 1987; Madraso, 1993; Rosen, 1987; Shih, 1988, 2001;  
                Spack, 2007) 

 A conscious process 
 Every word and punctuation mark needs attention 
 Contributes to a comprehensible text 
 Takes time  

 
Experienced writers (Harris, 1987; Ferris, 1995; Shih, 1988, 2001) 

 Start assignments early to allocate time to edit. 
 Know their recurring grammar errors. 
 Read their papers slowly while editing. 
 Correct grammar errors whenever they are noticed. 

 
My approach for developing student writers’ self editing skills in my workshops and 
tutorials at the Learning Center, Skyline College 

 Guide students to become aware of the grammar editing process.  
 Help students understand how errors can impede our understanding of their writing.  
 Help students recognize major error types.  
 Help students become aware of their own errors and remember them.  
 Help students apply their understanding in order to recognize the error types in 

subsequent writing and fix them   
 
An example of a process I teach students to use in order for them to find and fix missing 
words and sentence structure errors (also see Appendix B)  

1. Read your essay aloud and add a slash wherever you see a period.  
2. Double underline all the connectors, and make sure they’re 

punctuated correctly. 
3. Put all the prepositional phrases in a square bracket. 
4. Circle all the subjects and underline all the main verbs. Make sure all your sentences 

have a S and a V. Make sure your subject agrees with the main verb. 
5. Identify the type of the main verb: transitive, intransitive, linking verb. 
6. Transitive verb: Make sure it has a direct object (DO).If it already has a DO, make sure 

the word is a noun. Remember in English all the nouns (except in some cases) have a 
determiner. Make sure it has the correct determiner.  

7. Intransitive verb doesn’t take direct object. 
8. Linking verb (LV): Make sure the sentence has one of the following structures 

according to the meaning: 
        S    LV    N  ,   S    LV    Adj. ,   S  LV Adv   , or   S  LV  prepositional phrase 
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My approach for developing student writers’ self editing skills in my workshops and 
tutorials at the Learning Center, Skyline College (continued) 

Sample materials and teaching strategies  
 Having Ss keep an error log to record to remember their recurring errors (See Appendix 

A) 
 Using a sentence structure flowchart to demonstrate questions Ss can ask themselves to 

check their sentence structures and punctuation (See Appendix B) 
 Having Ss keep grammar reference cards to remember the grammar rules and fix the 

related errors (See Appendix C) 
 Using an article flowchart to demonstrate questions Ss can ask themselves to check if 

they have used the correct article (See Appendix D) 
 A classroom practice to help students understand how errors can impede our 
understanding of their writing 
    Sample student sentence with errors 
“The newspaper for September don’t read nothing interesting in my opinion.” 
 
I asked a student to read the sentence and then paraphrase or tell the class what he/she 
understands from the sentence.I then asked the following questions to the writer of the sentence:  

 Can you point September on a calendar? 
 Can we call it a point in time? 
 Do we use for or since when it is a point in time? Was it what you meant? 
 What tense will go better with since? Why? 
 Do we say I didn’t do nothing or I didn’t do anything? Is that what you meant? 
 Who is reading what?  Was it what you really wanted to say? 

After all these questions and the discussions as a whole class, and after asking the writer 
(student) her intended meaning in every step of  the correction process, she, with her friends and 
my help, came up with the following sentence: 

 
I haven’t read anything interesting in the newspaper since September (or for a month). 

And one more time I asked: 
Was it what you really wanted to say? 
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APPENDIX A 
 Error Log  

 
Enter your error in the far left column; enter a brief solution to that error in the middle column; 
in the third column, indicate what to look for in order to spot the error in the future. (See the two 
sample entries) 
 

 
ERROR   

 
EXPLANATION 

 
LOOK FOR 

confusing who or whom Who is  subjective 
Whom is  objective 
 
Indicate the part of speech 
…S or O 

use of who/whom 
 
 

comma connecting two 
sentences 

use a connector or use a 
period.  

commas  

 
 
 

  

 
 
 

  

 
 
 

  

 
 
 

  

 
 

 

  

 
 
 

  

 
 
 

  

 
 
 

  

 
 
 

  

*Adapted from Madraso, 1993 
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APPENDIX C    A sample grammar reference card  
 

Grammar Reference Cards 
 
“In the town had a lot of parks.” Subject? 
 
 Error Type: Fragment    
                       Subject is missing. 
 Rule: Subject might be a noun or a pronoun. 
           Subject can never be in a prepositional phrase. 
 How to fix:  ask what or who (depending on the subject) to the verb. 
                     -What had a lot of parks? 
                     -the town 
                      Omit “in”. 
Example sentences:  The town had a lot of parks. (subject is a noun.) 
                                   The parks in the town are big. (subject is a noun.) 
                                   It is a difficult  question.   (subject is a pronoun.) 
 
Adapted from Porter & vanDommelen, 2005 
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APPENDIX D                             
  
Article flowchart is  separate attachment. 


