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A MODERN APPROACH 
TO DICTATION 

ROBERT HEATH 

The old approach 

Many teachers today are still using what is now regarded as 
an old approach to dictation. In the past, teachers got very little real 
language-learning value out of dictation because 

(1) They used dictation solely for testing and not as a learning 
experience. 

(2) They allowed the pupils to "prepare" the passage before- 
hand. (In practice this meant learning it by heart, the system 
known as ' , in Chinese language learning). 

(3) They read the passage too slowly and exaggerated the 
pronunciation, especially the -ed on past tense verbs. 

(4) They dictated the punctuation. 

(5) They marked mainlyfor spelling. 

Perhaps because teachers realised the limited value of 
dictations done this way, many gave them up, in particular in the 
secondary school. 

The modern view 

After a period of neglect by applied linguists, teacher-trainers 
and teachers, dictation is making a comeback. Today dictations are 
seen as useful for 

listening comprehension, particularly "global com- 
prehension", getting the general drift, 

predicting and confirming, 

communication in writing, 

developing reading skills, especially proof-reading, 

testing language proficiency. 
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But none of these skills are developed if teachers use the old 
system outlined above. The modern view is 

a the pupils should not beshown the passage beforehand, 

a the passage should be read quite quickly, 

a there should be no repetition of the sensegroups, 

a marking should be more for general drift and not con- 
fined to spelIing/punctuation. 

In summary, the dictation should be closer to natural, fluent 
spoken English than it has been in the past. 

Selection and preparation of the passage 

The ideal passage for dictation is between 70 and 150 words 
long, interesting, and self-contained. Non-narrative topics are 
best. By and large texts containing dialogue are not suitable. In 
textbooks like Create and Communicate by J .  B. Heaton the 
passages are given and divided into sense groups. This saves time 
for the teacher but has the disadvantage that pupils can learn it off 
in the old way. It is best if the passage is either selected by the 
teacher from another source or is in the teacher's handbook only. 
Here is a passage taken from E. Quinn and I.S.P. Nation Speed 
Reading: A Course for Learners of English (p. 1 5 ) :  
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Death in  6ali1 

When a person dieslin Balilhis family and 
frienddare not usually sad.// For them,/death is the 
beginninglof another life.// The dead person/will 
come back in the worldlin another shape.// Before 
this happens,/his old body must go.// In some 
countries,/the dead bodylis put in the ground.// In 
other countries,/and in some places in Bali,/the 
body is put/on top of the groundlor in a tree.//The 
body is thenloften eaten by animals.// But usually 
in Bali,/the dead body is burned.// After it is 
burned,/the dead personlcan easily come backlto 
live in this world again.// Because of this,/the 
burning of the bodylis a happy time.// When a bad 
person/comes back to earth,/he is a dog or a 
snake.// A good person will havela better life than 
his first life./// 

(148 words) 

One of the tasks a teacher has to do is divide the passage into 
sense groups of between 2 and 7 words putting a single strokelfor 
a short pause and a double stroke l / at the ends of sentences. 

Stages in giving the dictation 

(1) First the teacher tells the class the title of the dictation, makes 
a few general remarks about the topic and writes on the board 
any proper nouns. In this passage there is only one, Bali. 

(2) The teacher gives one quite fast reading of the passage. The 
pupils are not to write at this stage. The speed should be 
about the same as a newsreader on television. 

1 Reproduced with permission from Oxford University Press. 
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(3) The teacher reads the first sense group at speed, pauses until 
they are writing about the second-to-last word, and then 
gives the next sense group. It takes some skill to judge the 
pause. There is no repetition. Pupils should be encouraged to 
leave gaps where they cannot catch the words. 

(4)  After the last sense group the teacher allows a minute or two 
for checking. Those with gaps can make guesses. Crossings 
out, additions, deletions are encouraged: to do this teachers 
assure pupilsthere will be no penaltyfor some untidiness. 

(5) The teacher reads the passage again, either right through 
or with one stop half way. Pupils write and make alterations 
during this reading. 

( 6 )  Afurther period of checking as in step (4). 

Marking 

The old system was to mark out of 20 and to take a mark off for 
every error. Sometimes this resulted in marks like minus 5 out of 
20! The modern view, put forward by Oller (Language Tests At 
School p. 276), is to allow one mark for every word in the passage. 
In the Death'in Bali passage, then, the teacher would mark out of 
148 taking off one mark for 

every word omitted, 

everyword wrongly included, 

wrong words, e.g., the instead of a; whole body instead 
of old body, 

endings omitted, e.g.,- ed off burned. 

Note that ordinary spelling errors are NOTcounted where the 
word is recogniseable and clearly the same word as dictated. Thus 
countrys instead of countries would not lose a mark. But parson 
instead of person would lose one because the word is changed. 
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This method of marking, because it often results in very high 
146 . 

marks like- , IS well received by good language learners; and it 
148 110 

is not so depressing for the poorer learners to get a mark like=. 
. .- 

Motivation is generally high. It provides a lot  of valuable 
diagnostic information to teacher and learner. In all, dictations 
given and marked the modern way are generally a good expe- 
riencefor the giver and the receiver, a refreshing change from the 
old days of frantic memorising, stress and fault-finding. 
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