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CHAPI'ER I 

INTRODUCriON 

The Problem 

Errors are an unavoidable part of language learning. While lan

guage teachers strive to nove their students toward the goal of fluency 

in a target language, they are constantly confronted by errors of lan

guage learners at every level of learning. Interest in the errors com

mitted by language learners has undergone several shifts in focus over 

the years. Whereas errors were first believed to be complete! y unde

sirable and to be avoided or elirn.lhnated, they are now regarded nore 

positively as a natural part of learning. In fact, errors are des

cribed and analyzed as indications of language learners' progress toward 

their goal of fluency in the target language. Piazza speaks of errors 

as "windows" through which the progress and strategies of learning ma.y 

be observed (1980:422). Errors, indeed, have even corre to be re-

garded as necessary to language acquisition as the learner progresses 

through developrrental steps of testing hypotheses to discover linguis

tic systems (Guntermann 1978:249). 

It has becorre increasingly apparent, however, that in addition to 

the errors themselves, attitudes toward -errors are also significant, for 

in actual life situations individuals do react subjectively to the lan

guage being used by others (Chastain 1980:214). Attitudes of native 

speakers toward errors corrmitted in their own language are considered 
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significant in that these attitudes about errors are likely to reflect 

the degree that various errors impede corrmmication. 

A goal for second language learners which has becorre increasingly 

popular with teachers is that of communicative corrpetence. Opinions 

vary as to exactly what comm.micative corrpetence entails, but basically, 

it nay be the ability to cornmunicate easily and well in any specific 

second language setting and nay involve several skills (.McGroarty 

1984:257). Students do make errors, though, even when their speech is 

considered fluent. Since one of the nain goals of corrm.micative com

petence is to have corrmmication which is comprehensible to a native 

speaker, and if conmmication is comprehensible even with errors, it 

seems reasonable to assume that at least some errors must not apprec

iably interfere with corrrnmication. Of course, the fact that sorre 

errors do affect comprehensibility greatly is also obvious to anyone in 

contact with second language learners. Thus, it seems that there ~ld 

also be differences in feelings toward types of errors depending on the 

anount -that they interfere with communication. 

In several studies, researchers have tried to determine attitudes 

toward errors, and have attempted to discover if there is a hierarchy of 

error types in regards to their perceived degree of seriousness. Most 

have examined native speakers 1 reactions to errors. Second language 

learners, however, do judge language sanples for acceptability. Their 

judgrrents, rroreover, frequently do not natch those of the native speak

ers. According to Arthur, 11The errors nade by second language learners 

are not always perceived by them as errors at all, and second language 

learners nay reject constructions that from a native speaker 1 s perspec

tive are acceptable... (1980:178) 

2 



It is generally thought that the aim of learning a language carmot 

be separated from the aim of learning to feel about the target language 

the way native speakers. do (Bailey 1978:234). This feeling about the 

target language the way native speakers do, in fact, is a characteristic 

of corrm.micati ve competence which involves learning cultural feelings 

and attitudes and not merely acquiring linguistic knowledge of a lan

guage. Presumably 1 this feeling about the target language the way na

tive speakers do would also apply to nonnative speakers judging errors 

in a similar way to which native speakers judge these errors. Preston 

(1981:107) states that it is possible for second language learners to be 

stigmatized a~ much for their linguistic facility as for their inability 

if they became too proficient for those of their own language group and 

speakers of the target language to accept them (1981: 107). This stig

matization toward non-native fluency in the target language 1 however 1 

seems to apply nore to speech than to writing, for in written corrmm

ication1 near perfection is nore likely to be required and expected. 

3 

The question arises then, Ib non-native speakers, in reality, become 

nore like native speakers in their feelings about errors in the target 

language as they become more proficient in the target language? 

Hypotheses 

One hypothesis of this study is that the non-native speakers' 

reactions as to the degree of seriousness of types of errors will more 

closely correspond to the responses of native speakers for the nonnative 

students at the higher levels of language proficiency than for those at 

the lower levels. 

In addition, it is hypothesized that the hierarchy of gravity of 



errors for non-native speakers, on the mole, will differ from that of 

the native speakers. 

Objectives of Study 

The objectives of this study are to detennine if 

1. there is a greater degree of correspondence between 

responses of native speakers and non-native speakers for 

error types at the higher levels of instruction than at 

the lower levels of instruction 

2. there is a hierarchy of error gravity for error types 

judged by non-native spekaers 

3. the hierarchy of error gravity for error types for non

native speakers, on the mole, is different from that of 

the native speakers 

4. other factors, such as first language spoken or sex of 

the subject appear to have any relationship to the degree 

of seriousness ratings given to errors by subjects of 

this study. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Previous Theoretical Approaches to Errors 

Traditional Approach 

The traditional or granmar/translation approach to learning a lan

guage was prescriptive, enphasizing correctness and ignoring errors. 

Emphasis in the traditional approach was placed on translation wurk with 

little attention given to the spoken language or the students • spontan

eous productions. As a result, little attention was paid to errors, and 

when errors did occur, no attenpt was na.de to analyze them. 

Contrastive Analysis 

The theory of Contrastive Analysis, the first systematized theory 

about errors, was proposed by Charles C. Fries in 1945. Earlier, sev

eral linguists such as Henry SWeet, Harold Palrrer, and otto Jespersen 

had recognized the influence of the "pull of the nether tongue" on a 

language learner, but it was Fries who established Contrastive Analysis 

as a conp:>nent of language teaching (Sridhar 1980:92). 'Ihe teaching it 

inspired was the Audio-Lingual Method which stressed correct speech 

habit formation and avoidance of errors. 

The Contrastive Analysis hypothesis, widely followed form 1945 to 

1965 and expanded upon by Robert Lado in 1957 with the publication of 
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Linguistics Across CUltures, is nost concern.ed with language description 

and prediction of errors. It rrakes the assumption that errors can be 

predicted by making a synchronic study of the native language and the 

target language, noting the differences, and predicting the difficulties. 

The areas W:lere the two languages contrast are expected to give the nost 

difficulty to the language learner. 

This original (or "strong version") of the Contrastive Analysis 

theory is interpreted to make the following assunptions according to 

lee: 

1. that the pr.ime cause, or even the sole cause, of 
difficulty and error in foreign-language learning is 
interference coming from the learners 1 native 
language~ 

2. that the difficulties are chiefly, or W:lolly, due to 
the differences between the two languages~ 

3. that the greater the differences are, the nore acute 
the learning difficulties will be~ 

4. that the results of a conparision between the two 
languages are needed to predict the difficulties 
and errors W:lich will occur in learning the foreign 
language~ 

5. that W:lat there is to teach can best be found by 
comparing the two languages and then subtracting W:lat 
is cormon to them so that 1W:"lat the student has to 
leam equals the sum of the differences established 
by the contrastive analysis. 1 

(as cited in Sridhar 1980:94) 

'!he strong version, then, claims as its major function the ability to 

predict errors. 

Oller and Ziahosseiny later proposed a "noderate" version of 

Contrastive Analysis W:lich theorized that greater difficulties in learn

ing \\Ould occur where there are subtle distinctions between two lan

guages, rather than where the contrasts are great. 'Ihey also proposed 
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that same errors are due to intra-language difficulties or difficult 

items in the target language itself. Wardaugh, one critic of the strong 

Contrastive Analysis theory, claims that the hypothesis has, since its 

inception, been toned down to "accounting for" a great number of errors 

that second language learners have actually made1 rather than predict ..... 

ing them as was first proposed (Dulay 1974:97). 

Error Analysis 

Following the Contrastive Analysis hypothesis, the theory of Error 

Analysis made its appearance with the publication of Corder's 1967 

' 
article "The Significance of Learners' Errors." In it, Corder claims 

that errors are systematic and are evidence of the learning process. He 

also differentiates between mistakes and errors, mistakes being devia-

tions due to perfo:rnance factors- such as merrory or fatigue and errors 

as being systematic and characteristic of the learners' linguistic 

system (Corder 1967:22). 

Corder proposes the tenn "transitional corrpetence" to refer to the 

intenrediate systems of language learners and likens it to a child's 

first language learning (Corder 1967:25). He sees similarities in first 

and second language learning and proposes that like the child who is 

learning his first language, the second language learner also tests 

hypotheses about the target language and thus the "errors" or incorrplete/ 

incorrect hypotheses are a necessary and inevitable part of the learning 

process (Sridhar 1980:105). 

Dulay and Burt (1974) report on a nurnber of studies and, like 

Corder, conclude that many errors made by second language learners in 

English are "developrrental" and are similar to those of a child learning 
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English natively (Dulay and Burt 1974a). 

Inter language 

The systems constructed by language learners as they WJrk toward 

the goal of mastecy of a target language have been variously referred to 

as "idiosyncratic dialects" (Corder 1971), "approximative systems" 

(Nemser 1971) , and "inter languages" (Selinker 1972) . Corder, in 1967, 

when suggesting that learners have a system of strategies for learning 

a second language that is between the native and the target language, 

proposed that a study of second language learners' transitional compe-

tence w::mld reveal systematic errors resulting not from interference 

of the native language, but rather as evidence of the learners' "approx-

imate systems." In 1971, he renaned the learners' systems "idiosyn-

cratic dialect" (Corder 1971). Nemser (1971) defined his theory of 

"approximative system" as "the deviant linguistic system actually em-

ployed by the learner atterrpting to utilize the target language" 

(Nernser 1971:115). SUch approximative systems vary, in Narnser's opinion, 

according to proficiency levels, learning experience, corrm.mication 

functions, and personal learning characteristics (Nernser 1971: 115) • 

In 1971, how:ver, Selinker coined the term used rrost frequently for 

this system: 11 Interlanguage," a term widely accepted for a system dis-

tinct from both the native and target languages. Selinker focuses on 

the five psycholinguistic processes that contribute to interlanguage: 

- language transfer (the influence of the native language) ; 

- transfer of training (the errors that result from identi
fiable items in training procedures) ; 

- strategies of second language learner (the errors that are 
the result of an identifiable approach by the learner to 
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the material to be learned) ; 

- strategies of second language communication (the halt of 
learning that is a result of the learners feeling that 
they have learned enough to corrmmicate) ; and 

- overgeneralization of linguistic materials. 

(Selinker 1972:216-220) 

One of the :rrost crucial aspects of this theory, according to Selinker, 

is that of fossilization. He defines this psychological phenomena as 

"linguistic items, rules, and sub-systems" which learners retain in 

their interlanguage regardless of the anount of instruction (Selinker 

1972:215). Another aspect of this theory is that in a given "contact 

situation" second language learners at the sane level of proficiency 

would reveal similar "approximative" systems (Nernser 1971: 116). This 

view is shared by Corder (1967), Selinker (1972), and Richards (1971). 

Later, Spolsky and others critized this view of interlangua.ge as 

being too static. They felt that while "a learner's control of a lan-

guage at a given stage is said to be transitional and considered to be 

:rroving toward the target language, the student of inter language appears 

to be :rrore satisfied to accept it in its own right as an object for 

synchronic study" (Spolsky 1979:254). In addition, Spolsky states that 

problems arise because learners' transitional systems do not typically 

turn out to be either completely "stable or widespread" (1979:255). 

The problem of discovering if there are, in fact, sorre errors 

which occur regularly has been addressed by several studies. Scott and 

'I\lcker endeavored to find same degree of regularity in errors (Spolsky 

1979:255). Freerran in studying four language groups (Arabic, Spanish, 
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Persian, and Japanese) found a high level of agreement in errors; however, 

there was still evidence of individual and group variation (Spolsky 



1979:255). Dickerson in 1975 proposed that interlanguage should be 

considered as having variable :rules, just as actual languages do 

(Spolsky 1979:255). 

'lhus, it is apparent that each of these discussed theories about 

errors has contributed in some way to the understanding of the role of 

errors in language, but each theory has also had limitations in explain

ing the true significance of language learners' errors. 

Intuitional Studies 

Definition and ?urpose 

'!he focus on errors in language learning, then, has shifted sev

eral times over the past thirty years. '!he latest shift in focus has 

directed attention away from the errors alone to the "learner himself 

and the learner's entire linguistic system" (Richards & Sampson 1974:5). 

'!his emphasis on the learner and his linguistic system has led to the 

use of intuitional studies. 

Intuitional studies can be defined as an area of study within 

10 

error analysis concerned with degrees of comprehensibility and irrita

tion caused by errors in conm.mication (Ludwig 1982:274). 'lhese studies 

differ from other research exploring linguistic knowledge of native 

speakers of a language in that intuitional studies utilize judgnental 

data on speakers' reactions to already produced sentences or discourse 

(Schachter 1976:67). Other types of error analysis studies, in contrast, 

use :perfonnance data based on actual productions (Schachter 1976: 67) • 

One value of using intuitional data is that a rrore complete picture 

of a learner's linguistic knowledge may be obtained in that avoidance of 



troublesorre areas for the language is eliminated. 'lhe avoidance of sub

jects of problem areas tends to give an incomplete picture of subjects• 

linguistic knowledge as the subjects can focus on producing sanples of 

only those aspects of language with which they feel confident. In intu

itional studies, in contrast, subjects• reactions to various types of 

errors which might not otherwise be tested can be observed, thereby pro

ducing a rrore complete view of the learners • total knowledge of the lan

guage (Schachter 1976:67). 

'lhe practical result of this type of study is believed to be that 

understanding native speakers• attitudes toward errors as indicated by 

the degree of comprehensibility or irritation will be helpful in esta

bliShing priorities for teaching communicative competence in the class

room (Ludwig 1982:274). Indeed, the goal of cormunicative competence 

appears to be not whether the language is linguistically correct, but 

rather, mether the production is comprehensible to ~ti ve speakers 

(Chastain 1981:288). 

Developrrent of Awareness of Need 

A1 though intuitional studies have only recently becoire a widely 

used tool in linguistic research, interest in the difference between 

gramnatical correctness and native speakers • acceptability has developed 

over the years. Charles Fries in 1945 stressed the need of language 

learners to have a realistic description of the actual language as used 

by native speakers in everyday life, inplying that the everyday use 

rrost likely differs sorrewhat from strictly grarmatically correct lan

guage (Anthony & Norris 1969:5). In 1957 in Syntactic Structures, 

Chomsky addressed the problem of grarmaticalness and proposed that a 
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gramnatical error was a fonn never used by a native speaker (Chomsky 

1957: 11). Presumably then, as Raig observes, a native speaker could 

never be corrected, yet in reality a native speaker's speech is not al

ways thought to be acceptable (Raig 1975:286). Chomsky later, in 1964, 

differentiated between acceptability and grammaticality when he proposed 

that acceptability would be the favorable subjective responses of native 

speakers to a language Sart"g?le, whereas gramnaticality would depend on 

the Sart"g?le :rreeting the criteria of a particular theory (Schachter 1976: 

70). Chomsky also noted that grammaticality and acceptability might not 

necessarily agree in all instances (Schachter 1976:70). 

Individuals do react subjectively to language Sart"g?les as noted 

earlier, but it has been hypothesized, and the theory supported by sev

eral studies, that errors in a language sart"g?le do not all produce the 

same effect on the receiver. Same errors are considered more serious 

than others. Furthenrore, studies have shown that native speakers are 

generally able to understand :rressages even with errors in them (Chastain 

1981:290). Intuitional studies, then, focus on subjects' responses to 

errors in an effort to discover what effect various errors have and if 

the degree of effect varies for different errors. 

Variations in Intuitional Studies 

Although the goals have been quite similar in the intuitional stu

dies and the number of these studies relatively small, a variety of 

":rreans of generating, presenting, and evaluating the second language 

learners' Sart"g?les" in these studies has been used (Ludwig 1982:274). 

As a result, the findings of the studies are not easily corrpared 

(Zuengler 1978:509). 
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'!he differences between the various studies have included differen

ces in generating the subject rratter. Galloway ( 1980) and Tucker and 

Sarofim (1979) used actual samples of sentences or paragraphs from non

native subjects. In others, such as those of Guntermann (1978), Piazza 

(1980), and Chastain (1980), artificially created sample sentences were 

used to illustrate what a learner might say or write. Paragraphs and 

contextualized samples of language were also used by Guntermann (1978) 

and Chastain (1981). 

Similarily, there are differences in the presentation of the rra

terial. Native speaker subjects have been asked to respond to taped 

oral samples of language (Politzer 1978, Galloway 1980, Albrechtsen 

et. al, 1980, and Guntermann 1978). In others, the subjects were given 

written examples to evaluate (Chastain 1980 & 1981) • Response to both 

oral and written samples was required of subjects in both Tucker and 

Sarofim's 1979 and Piazza's 1980 studies. 

In addition, different aspects of the language have been stressed 

in the various intuitional studies. For example, Burt's 1975 study 

made canparisons between global and local errors, global errors being 

defined as those that "significantly hinder corrmmication in affecting 

overall sentence production" and local errors being those that occur 

within a sentence and affect single elerrents such as articles or verb 

fonn (Burt 1975:56-5 7) • Other studies have elicited attitude responses 

to errors in syntax, semantics, or lexical choice. Chastain (1980 & 

1981) with native Spanish speakers, Piazza (1980) with native French 

speakers, and Galloway (1980) with native Spanish speakers looked for 

responses to semantic errors. Galloway, in the cited study, included 

lexical errors and Politizer (1978), using Gennan native speakers, 
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incrqporated semantic, lexical, and syntactical errors. 

Cammon Objectives - Effects of Errors and Hierarchies 

Despite the fact that the studies are varied in their manner of 

generating the language samples, rnarmer of presentation of rraterial, 

language groups used, and linguistic elerrents studies, certain objec

tives have recurred. These objectives are the attempt to discover the 

effect of types of errors and the attempt to determine if there is a 

hierarchy of gravity of error types in the subjects' responses (Ludwig 

1982:275). 

The effects of error types have been variously described. One 

neasure of the effect of errors used is comprehensibility or the degree 

to which the subject understands what is said or written (Guntennann 

1978, Piazza 1980, and Chastain 1980 & 1981). Another neasure, irri

tation, is generally considered to result from the fonn of the message 

attracting attention to itself rather than the message (Albrechtsen 

et al., 1980) incorporated the study of the degree of irritation to 

errors. 

14 

Acceptability, another gauge of the effects of errors, is a measure 

of the perceived degree to which a language sample violates the language 

rules (Ludwig: 277) • Closest to the gauge of gramnaticality, accepta

bility is also related to irritation and comprehensibility. Chastain 

used acceptability along with comprehensibility for subjects to rate 

their intuitional responses to errors in his 1980 and 1981 studies with 

Spanish speakers. 

The degree of seriousness of error types (or gravity of errors) is 

yet another method used for rating errors, and it is closely related to 
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judgnents of grarnraticality. Again, subjects' intuition about accept

ability would seem to play a role \~en subjects are asked to rank errors 

according to their seriousness. Several studies have incorporated sub

jects' judgments of grammaticality about error types in studies utili

zing other types of intuition judgments. For example, Tucker and 

Sarofim (1979) requested ratings of degrees of grarnraticality, accept

ability, and irritation in their one study. Politizer (1978) had his 

subjects rank errors according to their seriousness. Ward (1983) elic

ited judgments of the seriousness of error types in a study of native 

English speakers rating typical non-native written errors in sentences. 

It seems, then, that although slightly different aspects of error 

judgnents have been elicited in these studies, except for comprehensi

bility, all of these aspects neasure basically the sane thing. That is, 

except for comprehensibility, each atterrpts to measure subjects' intu

itions about the seriousness of errors as related to grarnraticality. 

Another recurrent therre in many of these studies has been the 

goal of establishing a hierarchy of error types. These studies include 

Politzer' s 1978 study of German native speakers judging non-native 

speech, Piazza's 1980 study of French native speakers, Chastain's 1980 

and 1981 studies using Spanish native speakers, and Ensz's 1982 study 

of French natives. Tucker and Sarofim in their 1980 study of native 

Egyptian Arabic speakers employed both native and non-native speakers' 

samples of English in an attempt to discover a hierarchy of errors. In 

addition, Arthur (1980), Galloway (1980), and Richards and Sampson (1974) 

also dealt with the problem of a possible hierarchy of error types. 

Results have varied anong the studies. This variation is due in 

part to the different linguistic items and different types of errors 



included as well as variety in the design of the studies. Ludwig cau

tions against taking too seriously the establishrrent of hierarchy of 

errors because rrany of the tasks the subjects were asked to respond to 

were not real-life situations (1982:276). Albrechtsen et al., (1980) 

came to the conclusion that all errors are essentially equally frustrat

ing, and, therefore, searching for a hierarchy is useless. 

Of those who did establish hierarchies, however, Burt (1975) con

cluded that global errors were rrore bothersome than local ones. 

Gunterrrann (1978), dealing with Spanish, found that sentences with O.U 

errors were considered rrore serious, and of those with only one error 

in them, choice of verb followed by verb tense were judged rrost serious. 

Politzer 1 s 1978 study of errors in German found that vocabulary errors 

were thought rrost serious followed by verb rrorphology and then IDrd 

order. Piazza 1 s 1980 study of French errors, in which responses of both 

comprehensibility and irritation of errors were elicited, revealed that, 

generally, the rrore comprehensible an error was, the less irritating it 

was. In Piazza 1 s study, verb form errors were found rrost irritating, 

followed by errors in pronouns and then those of tense usage. Tucker 
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and Sarofim' s 1980 study of errors in English, which will be discussed 

rrore later, corrpared hierarchy of error types both with granmaticalness 

and acceptability with both native and non-native speakers. Errors of 

IDrd order were found rrost irritating to the Egyptian subjects in this 

study, while errors of articles and prepositions were considered the 

least irritating. In her study, Ward (1983) found that to Arrerican 

native English speakers, verb form was considered the rrost serious error, 

followed by munber of noun, then errors of articles. Considered least 

serious by the Arrericans were "Arrerican errors." Janes (1977) in his 



study of native and non-native subjects found verb tense to be second 

in ranking of seriousness of seven error types following only "transfer

nation". Sheorey (1981) found that native speakers ranked question for

nation as rrost serious followed by subject/verb agreement; non-native 

subjects, on the other hand, ranked tense as rrost serious followed by 

subject/verb agreement. 

Studies of Non-native SUbjects 

If the object of studying the effect of second language errors is 

to detenni.ne ·to what extent they interfere with carmmication, then it 

also seems relevant to discover how the second language learners them

selves feel about typical errors in the ta.t:get language. Arthur states 

that although rrost intuitional studies have been based on native 

speakers 1 reactions to, non-native speakers 1 errors in a ta.t:get language, 

learners also make judgments about language sanples and evaluate them 

for acceptability (Arthur 1980:'177). 

Studies using non-native speakers have been fewer in Ill.lirber, but 

have also varied. One of the first studies using non-native speaker 

evaluations of written sanples was that of D 1 Anglejan-<llatillon in 1975 

(cited in Arthur 1980:178). '!his study examined reactions of French 

speaking adult learners of English to errors in "deviant" sentences 

mixed with fabricated norrcal sentences. Learners both at the beginner 

and advanced levels were included, as well as a group of native speakers 

for carparison. D 1 Anglejan-Qlatillon noted that the beginning level 

learners were unable to recognize deviance, but that there was an in

creased ability to recognize deviance in the advanced group; he inferred 

that this reflected developing second language carcpetence (in Tucker & 
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Sarofim 1980:30). 

One of the rrost comprehensive investigations was that of 

Johansson's 1978 study. He used both English and Swedish native 

speakers to judge errors in English produced by Swedes (Zuengler 1980: 

509) . According to Zuengler, Johansson's studies covered a wide range 
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of error types, errployed a variety of designs, and used various methods 

of rating the errors (1980:509). Although Johansson's experiments were 

well-planned and clearly explained, thus a worthy contribution, his find

ings were mixed because of the errployrnent of various tasks and methods 

within these studies (Zuengler 1980:510). 'ilie mixed results of 

Johansson's studies, in addition to the fact that his studies have not 

been repeated by others, poses problems in comparing the results of 

these studies with results of others. 

In 1976, Schachter, Tyson, and Diffley conducted a study using 

non-native students of five language groups (Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, 

Persian, and Spanish) to judge written sentences in English. 'iliis study 

elicited grammaticality judgments concerning relative clauses produced 

by natives, nonnati ves of the same language group, and nonnati ves of 

other groups (1976:72). Four of the language groups (Arabic, Chinese, 

Persian, and Spanish) responded randomly to sentences containing in

correct relative clauses produced by members of other language groups. 

Schachter, Tyson, and Diffley felt that the fact that these non-native 

groups responded randomly was to be expected as the relative clauses 

produced by rrembers of other language groups would not likely be part of 

the subjects' own inter language (Schachter et al 1976:75) . The authors 

of this same study point out tl1at second language learners make judgments 

on "strings of words" as to 'Whether or not they are gramnatical if they 



have internalized rules about them. In other words, there may be sene 

"strings of words" about mich learners \\OU.ld not have knowledge to 

make judgments, and, therefore, the error type in question would be 

"indetenninate" for them. For second language learners, then, there is 

not only the aspect of grarmaticality vs. ungranmaticality, but also 

that of "determinate" vs. "indeterminate" (1976:70). The nmnber of 

"indeterminate" sequences would be expected to decrease as the 
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subjects progress in knowledge of the language, according to the authors. 

Arthur's 1980 study used 149 students at four levels at the 

University of Michigan's English Language Institute in an attenpt to 

discover if learners • judgments do cane closer to those of native 

speakers as they advance in their knowledge of the target language 

(Arthur 1980:180). Also assmred was that learner judgments of accept

ability "are in part a reflection of that learner's competence in the 

target language" (Arthur 1980:182). The non-native learners were given 

a passage to edit which contained eighteen typical errors of adult 

learners of English; they were told to underline and correct the errors 

they recognized. The assunption that native speakers would agree as to 

which sequences contained errors and mich did not "was tested infor

mally and found to be substantially correct: (1980:187). Agreenent anong 

natives was in part credited to the fact that the errors were embedded 

in coherent discourse" rather than in "semantically unrelated sentences" 

(Arthur 1980:187). Responses were analyzed for total nmnber of errors 

for levels and comparison to native judgnents of acceptability. A 

hierarchy of error types was not a part of this study, as subjects' 

judgments of errors were not analyzed by error types. The results of 

this study, however, supported the theory that the learners • judgments 



would more closely agree with those of native speakers at the higher 

levels (1980:191). In addition, the results supported the hypothesis 

that the number of indetenninate sequences would decrease with the more 

advanced groups (1980:193). An analysis of variance study showed no 

significant differences due to sex, native language, or age (1980:188). 

Tucker and Sarofim in 1979 conducted a complex study using eighteen 

Egyptian students judging errors in English. This study utilized seven 

error categories with four exanples of each in roth written and taped 

oral samples. SUbjects were asked to judge the sentences on gramrrati

cality, acceptability, and for degree of irritation. The study used 
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four separate analyses. For the rating of gramrraticality, the analysis 

revealed that the factors of correctness, background of speaker, and 

category of error had significant main effects. Interestingly, the 

subjects rated the native speaker's reading of the deviant sentences as 

more correct than that of the nonnative. For granmaticality, there was 

significant variation in the hierarchy of ratings beb.een responses to 

the native and the non-native taped presentations. For ratings of 

acceptability, the analysis revealed significant main effects for all of 

the factors. Again, the native speaker's rendition was judged to be more 

acceptable, in general, by the subjects. Correlating ratings of gramrra

ticality and acceptability with the native speaker and the non-native 

speaker, the authors found more leniency in the subjects' responses to 

the native speaker. Thus, the subjects judged sorre native-read sentences 

as ungramnatical, but acceptable. For the ratings of irritability, a 

significant main effect was found for category, but not for background 

of speaker. Therefore, there was a more well-defined hierarchy of error 

types for degree of irritation, and, interestingly, the order was sim-
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ilar for responses to both native and non-native speakers. 'Ihe hierarchy 

from rrost irritating to not-irritating was word order, "other," object 

pronoun deletion, number, tense, preposition, and article. Finally, a 

corrparison was made of reactions for irritability between non-native 

listeners (the Egyptians) and a group of native English (Canadian) 

speakers. 'Ihe hierarchy was quite similar for both groups, with the 

native speakers being slightly rrore tolerant than the nonnatives 

(Tucker & Sarofim 1979:33-35). 

Janes, in his 1977 study, focused on both native and non-native 

English speakers' reactions to written FSL (English as a second language) 

errors. He had equal numbers (twenty) of native and non-native speakers 

evaluate errors for degree of seriousness on a scale of 0 to 5. Similar 

to what Tucker and Sarofim found, Janes also found that non-native speak

ers rated errors rrore seriously than did the native speakers. 'Ihe 

ranking of errors by native speakers in this study was in the following 

order from rrost to least serious: transfonration, tense, concord, case, 

negation, word and lexis. 

Also examining both native and non-native English speakers' reac

tions to ESL errors, Sheorey (1981) elicited ratings of errors by 

teachers of English, ESL, or linguistics. 'Ihe native teachers were 

Americans and the nonnative were college teachers of ESL from India. 

Errors for the questionnaire were gleaned from compositions of FSL 

students. Again, respondents were asked to rate errors on a scale of 0 

to 5. 'Ihe results from Sheorey' s study also revealed non-native respon

dents rating ESL errors rrore seriously than did the native English 

speakers. 'lh.e rankings for the two groups were not the sane. 'Ihe non

native speakers ranked tense and subject/verb agreerrent as the rrost 
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serious categories; the native speakers, on the other hand, rated ques

tion fonration and subject/verb agreen:ent as nost serious. 'Ihus, al

though the rankings were not identical, there was SOTIE agreen:ent about 

the relative seriousness of the subject/verb agreen:ent error, and the 

non-native group did rank tense (a verb error) as nost inportant simi

lar to findings of other studies that verb errors are vie\Ved as serious 

errors in several different languages (Ja:rtEs 1977, Piazza 1980, Chastain 

1981, and Ward 1983). 

Surmary of Literature 

Theories about errors in language learning have changed over the 

years, but the nost recent shift has noved from examining the causes of 

errors to examining their effects. 'Ihe intuitional studies, themselves, 

have changed from having subjects judge errors which as pri:rrarily 

native-type errors to studies incorporating errors typically ma.de by 

second language learners and often a mixture of both. 

Studying non-native reactions to the errors is fairly recent, and, 

therefore, the nuniber of studies smaller. Examining non-native reac

tions seems relevant in possibly understanding the stages of transi

tional ccmpetence a learner experiences in learning a second language. 

In addition, this type of study may reveal if second language learners 

becorre nore like the native speakers of a target language in their 

attitudes toward errors as they becorre nore proficient in that language. 

The need for nore consistency in studies and nore replications of 

studies was noted by several authors. These authors feel that consis

tency in and replication of studies w:::>uld be beneficial in adding know

ledge about interlanguage, the process of learning a second language, 
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and judicial use of classroom time and effort. 



CHAPTER III 

THE STUDY 

Purpose of Study 

In this study, I attempt to detennine if subjects becone rrore like 

native speakers in their feelings about errors in the target language as 

they advance to higher levels of proficiency in second language learning. 

If this is true, the responses of non-native subjects at higher levels 

of instruction should show a closer correspondence with the responses of 

native speakers than 'WOUld the responses of 10\\er-level subjects. In 

addition, I explore the possibility of finding a hierarchy of error 

types. Finally, I examine ~ether other factors such as first language 

spoken and the sex of the subjects have any correspondence with how the 

non-native subjects view errors. 

Since several researchers such as Zuengler (1980), Chastain (1980), 

Politzer (1978), and Piazza (1980) have noted a lack of consistency in, 

and replication of, these studies cited, it seems desirable to conduct a 

study using the sane na.terials previously used in an error gravity study 

in an attenpt to discover answers to these questions. 'ttlerefore, a ques

tionnaire designed and used by M. A. Ward in a 1983 study of native 

English speakers' reactions to typical written errors of ESL students 

was employed. I used the questionnaire without rrodification because the 

correspondence of results 'WOUld likely be statistically rrore significant 

if the subjects were responding to sentences that were exactly the sane. 
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If the sentences had been altered, it would not be clear if the responses 

were due to the subjects' responses to error types thernsel ves or to dif

ferences in vocabulary. The subjects in Ward's study were all instruct

ors of various ranks in technological areas at Oklahoma State University 

(Ward p. 53) . The results of the native speakers' responses to error 

types in Ward's study will be compared to those of the non-native stu

dent subjects of this study to ascertain what degree of correspondence 

the responses reveal. 

Method 

IYiaterials 

Ward's questionnaire was the result of a systematic and involved 

procedure she followed in developing it. First, she drew a "corpus of 

stimuli" from fifty written co:rrpositions by ESL students of Oklahoma 

State University. From the uppe~ level students at the English Language 

Institute, fifteen compositions were chosen, and from the English Co:rrpo

sition I classes for foreign students, English 1013, thirty-five compo

sitions were chosen. Represented in this group of co:rrpositions by non

native students were ten language groups: Arabic, Bengali, Cllinese, 

Indonesian, Korean, Malaysian, Spanish, Telugu, Urdu, and Vietnamese. 

From these fifty co:rrpositions, Ward identified seven hundred 

seventy-one errors. From this large group, Ward chose errors for her 

questionnaire using three criteria. The first criterion was that of 

Corder's (1967) distinction between "mistakes" and "errors," mistakes 

resulting from temporary lapses in contrast to errors reflecting 

learners' levels of competence. Second, Ward examined the errors to see 
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if they were "global" or "local" according to Burt 1 s (1975) distinction. 

Global errors, according to Burt, are those considered to interfere with 

corrmmication or overall sentence :rreaning. 'Ihe third criterion was one 

set forth by Janes (1977) and states that each error nust be one that can 

be recognized in the sentence even 'When the sentence is taken out of the 

context of the paragraph or essay. 

A second task of Ward 1 s was that of analyzing the errors and class

ifying them by error components. Following Brown 1 s suggestion that 

generally errors can be sorted into four categories of omission, addi

tion, substitution, and ordering, Ward set up the following categories 

of errors: number of noun, verb fonn, word choice, preposition, article, 

word fonn, subject/verb agree:rrent, and subject onmission (Brown 1980: 

169). 

After deciding on the error· corrponents, Ward then selected sentences 

from those of the corrpositions to represent each error component. From 

the sentences chosen, "derived" sentences were corrposed. 'Ihat is, Ward 

kept the main error 'Which was to be representative of an error compon

ent and eliminated all other fonns of ungrarnnaticalness in the sentence. 

Ward also added another corrponent, that of "A:rrerican error" for the 

purpose of discovering 'Whether the native speakers lNCUld judge these 

errors different from non-native errors. 

After choosing twenty sentences to represent the error components, 

Ward used these sentences as a pretest questionnaire. The pretest 

questionnaire was administered to sixty-two native English speaking 

teachers of English as a second language. These subjects were directed 

by Ward to underline the error, correct it, and rate it on a scale of 

1 to 5. 



Following the administration of the pretest, Ward made several 

m::xlifications in the sentences of the questionnaire, including elimin

ating the subject orrmission error corrponent. The questionnaire was then 

given in its final form of twenty-five sentences to the native English 

speakers of Ward's study, the instructors of various rank in the tech

nological fields at Oklahoma State University. 

The eight types of typical written errors of ESL students incorpor

ated into the twenty-five sentences of Ward's questionnaire include the 

following error types: Arrerican error, article, number of noun, prepo

sition, subject/verb agreement, word choice, word form, and verb form. 

Arrerican errors are errors which are typical of the types of errors com

mitted by native Arrerican English speakers. Arrerican errors used in 

this questionnaire include the use of ain't; the use of could of for 

could have (the influence of spoken English on the written); the use of 

the pronoun!!!:_, the objective case pronoun, instead of the nominative 

case_!; the use of the adverb badly mere the adjective bad is the re

quired form; and the use of the adjective good instead of the adverb 

well. EKcept for the subject/verb agreement error mich appears in two 

sentences and the Anerican error mich appears in five, each error type 

is present in three sentences of the questionnaire. An explanation of 

each error type is shOWI'I: in Appendix A. 
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In its final form, then, Ward's questionnaire consists of twenty

five sentences, each containing an error representative of eight cat

egories of recurrent written errors of ESL students. SUbjects of this 

study were instructed to underline the error, correct it, and then to 

rate how serious they thought the error was. The degree of seriousness 

ratings range from Number "1" (not serious) to Number "5" (very serious). 



Subjects were instructed that if they did not recognize any error to 

write "no error" in the space below the sentence (Appendix B). 

Subjects 
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'Ihe subjects of this present study were either students enrolled in 

the English Language Institute (ELI) at Oklahoma State University or s±u

dents enrolled in English classes at the University. 'Ihose subjects en

rolled in ELI were considered to be in college preparatory work and were 

classified in three levels: beginner, intermediate, and advanced. 'Ihese 

students were placed at these levels after they took a placement test 

upon enrolling at ELI. 'Ihis test is one developed by the ELI faculty 

and includes sections on grammar listening comprehension, and writing. 

If a student has a TOEFL score, it is also taken into account in the 

placement of the student. 'Ihe three levels at Oklahoma State University 

(OSU) include the two freshman composition classes required of foreign 

undergraduate students, English 1013 and English 1323, and a remedial 

English class, 0003, for foreign graduate students who tested deficient 

in a pre-enrollment written composition test given to all incoming for

eign graduate students. For purposes of this study, the graduate student 

course is considered as the lowest of the three university levels since 

it is a remedial class, whereas the other two are not. Table I shows the 

distribution of subjects by their level of instruction. 

On the cover sheet of the questionnaire asking for personal infor

mation, subjects were asked to indicate their first language. 'Ihis in

formation was asked in order to determine any possible effect their lan

guages might have on their responses. A total of thirty-six languages 

were spoken by the subjects. For a particular language to be considered 



statistically significant, at least ten percent of the subjects needed 

to list it as their first language. Consequently, four language groups 

result. Table II shows the distribution of subjects by first language 

spoken. 

Ievel 

I 

II 

III 

IV 

v 

VI 

TABLE I 

DISTRIBUTION OF SUBJECTS BY LEVEL 
OF INSTRUCTION 

Name Institution 

Beginning ELI 

Intermediate ELI 

Advanced ELI 

English 0003 osu 

English 1013 osu 

English 1323 osu 

TOTAL NUMBER OF SUBJECTS 

Procedure 

Number of 
Subjects 

6 

13 

10 

15 

19 

21 

84 

'Ihe questiormaire was given during the spring serrester, 1983. 

Subjects completed the questiormaire in their classrooms during their 

no:mal class periods. I read aloud printed instructions for completing 
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the section on personal data and instructions for completing the gues-

tionnaire itself before the subjects began. I further instructed the 

students to underline and correct any errors they found and to write "no 

error" if they found none. Subjects were not specifically told that each 

sentence contained an error although the directions read, "Given below 

are twenty-five sentences representing sone recurrent types of errors in 

written English made by students of English as a second language" a 

statement which w::>uld seemingly indicate to the subjects that each sen-

tence did contain an error. (See Appendix A) 

Language 

Arabic 

Chinese 

TABLE II 

DISTRIBUTION OF SUBJECI'S BY 
FIRST LANGUAGE SPOKEN 

Malay (l?hasa Malaysia) 

Spanish 

Number 

14 

13 

14 

17 

'!he subjects were given adequate time to complete the questionnaire. 

At the lower levels of classes at ELI, the entire period was taken by 

the students to complete the form. On the other hand, the university 



classes generally completed the form in less than the full fifty minute 

period. 

Limitations and Problems of the Study 

Limitations 

'Ihis was not a random sa:rrple of non-native speakers, as the sub

jects conprised the entire sample population at the ELI levels. In 

addition, there was a disportionate number of some language groups, 

reflecting to sane degree the population groupings of foreign students 

on the OSU canpus. Also, the sample groupings were not ideal for stat

istical purposes because at the tirre that the questionnaire was given in 

the spring serrester of 1983, the various level classes contained differ

ent ·numbers of students. 'lhe beginning level at ELI, for example, con

sisted of only six students, mereas the two upper levels at OSU, the 

English 1013 and the English 1323 classes, had proportionately rrore 

(nineteen and twenty-one, respectively). Finally, the questionnaire, 

although chosen to give a m:>re rreaningful correspondence of the non

native speakers' attitudes, was designed to be administered to native 

speakers who w::>uld m:>re likely recognize the errors. Because the non

native subjects, especially at the lower levels, did not always recog

nize errors, the data for this study were less carnplete, thus requiring 

a less precise statistical approach. 

Problems 

'Ihere were a few problems with sentences in the questionnaire. 

No. 3, for example (*He studies in the library on the SUnday afternoon) 
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was designed to be an article problem, but there also emerged a possible 

singular/plural error with "afternoon." The inserted asterick in front 

of a language sample here signifies ungrarnmaticalness. Sentence No. 8 

(*Two questions always repeating in my mind) was designed for word choice 

(always for keep); however, it could also be identified as a problem of 

verb omission (are always repeating). Sentence No. 23 (*OUr country 

needs are increasing) was somev..hat ambiguous. It was intended to be an 

error of the category "number of noun, " but there was also a problem of 

the noun not showing possession. Also, in Sentence No. 18 (*The civil 

engineer does an important part in a developing country), the error of 

"word choice" was intended to apply to the verb "does,-" but the sentence 

could also be corrected by substituting "job" for "part," another 

choice of v.Drds. 

Clloices of Responses 

Since the basic objective of this study is to gauge attitudes to

ward error types, the responses of subjects were counted if errors were 

recognized by the subjects, even if the errors were not corrected as ex

ptected. If subjects, however, did not correct the intended error, the 

response was treated as zero. 'Ihat is, the degree of seriousness rating 

V.Jhich a subject indicated for a particular sentence was not included in 

calculations if the intended error was not recognized. The response was 

also counted as zero even if the subjects avoided the error by recasting 

the sentence in a way V.Jhich made the sentence correct, but did not under

line the planned error to indicate that it was recognized as the 

error in the sentence. 

Several sentences illustrate the guidelines I followed in tabulating 



responses. For exarrple, in Sentence No. 1, 

*"I am very interest in construction. " 

if subjects corrected "interest" to "interesting, " the responses were 

counted because the subjects recognized that the error was one of word 

form even though the form they used was not the expected one of "inter-

ested." Likewise, in Sentence No. 21, 

*"After complete their studies, they will return home." 

the substitution of "completion of" instead of the intended "completing" 

was counted as a response as subjects were reacting to the error of word 

form which they recognized. (In this case, the subjects' responses were 

grarma.tical as well.) Again in Sentence No. 11, 

*"This is one reason I was go abroad." 

the correction could be made in several ways (was going, went, will _be 

going) if subjects recognize the error of verb form. Another sentence 

with verb form error, Sentence No. 15, 

*"He wants to work after he will be finished his 
studies." 
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elicited the response of "after he finish" which was corrected for tense, 

but was incorrect for the third person singular. This type of response, 

however, was counted since the verb form error was recognized. Finally, 

for Sentence No. 3, 

*"He studies in the library on the Sunday afternoon." 

corrections of "He studies in the library at Sunday afternoon" and "on 

Sundays afternoon' were counted, as both responses indicated that the 

subjects were aware of the article error even if they did not correct 

the sentence properly. 



Type of Analysis Errployed 

This is a CASE II study and basically compares the rreans of the two 

groups, the native speakers and the non-native speakers, both groups 

drawn from the population of Oklahoma State University (Hatch & Farhady 

1982:111). I also examine differences between the native speakers (the 

university instructors of Ward's study) and the university level non

native students, as well as the differences between the native speakers 

and the ELI level students and differences between the non-native groups 

of OSU students and ELI students. 

The t-test is used to see if the null hypothesis that any differ

ences noted between the groups 'WOUld be within the normal differences 

found for any two rreans in the population is valid or if the hypothesis 

can be rejected. If the hypothesis can be rejected and the differences 

in the rreans are great enough so that the t-value of the t-test is high 

enough, then it can be said that the differences are statistically 

significant. 
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OIAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

'nlis chapter includes the results of the research. 'Ihe reader will 

recall from the statemmt of the problem that the basic objectives of 

this study are two fold: to see if the non-native speakers' (NNS' ) per-

ceived degrees of seriousness of errors are significantly different from 

those of native speakers (NS), and, in addition, to see if the non-native 

subjects' attitudes about the seriousnes of errors tend to becorre rrore 

like those of native speakers as the non-natives advance to higher levels 

of English training. M:)reover, this study also examines the possible 

effects of first language spoken and of the sex of the subjects on the 

attitudes about the seriousness of errors. 

With these objectives in mind, I proceeded as follows: 

1. Evaluated 2100 elicited responses by the eighty-four sub
jects to the errors in twenty-five statemmts. 

2. Evaluated responses to the individual statemmts by the 
entire non-native subject group. 

3. Evaluated their responses by the eight error cc::mponents, 
pooling the standard deviation for statistical reli
ability. 

4. Corrpared the results of response rreans for the non-native 
subjects to the response rreans of the native subjects of 
Ward's 1983 study. 

5. Analyzed the responses by the subjects' levels of train
ing, dividing the subjects into two groups, those in pre
college English training at ELI and those enrolled as full-
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time students at OSU and compared both groups to the 
response rreans of the native subjects of Ward 1 s study. 

6. Compared and evaluated the four largest language groups 1 

mean responses, and 

7. Finally, compared the rrean responses of the two sexes 
to the eight error components to determine any possible 
differences due to subjects' sex. 

Fluctuations occur in the number of counted responses for indi-

vidual staterrents. These counted responses, as explained earlier, in-

dicate that the subjects identified the intended error. The number of 

responses ranged from two for statement No. 8 to seventy-seven for 

staterrent No. 19. Besides staterrent No. 8, which was discarded because 

of the small number of responses, s~aterrent No. 6 has the lowest number 

of responses, nineteen. Staterrent No. 19, on the other hand, elicited 

seventy-seven responses, the largest number of responses correctly iden-

tifying the error for an individual statement. 

This variation in the number of responses to individual staternents 

necessitated the use of particular types of statistical calculations. 

Because of the small sample population, the t-test is used as it is 

particularly effective when dealing wtih small samples. The conditioned 

mean is also used. Using a conditioned mean requires that the calcula-

tions be done with the actual number of counted responses rather than 

with a rrean which is adjusted to compensate for the variance in number 

of responses. Using the conditioned mean, again, is necessary because 

of the small size of responses for some staterrents and because an ad-

justed mean would not leave a large enough base to work with in some 

instances. 
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Rankings of NNS Error Gravity Ratings 

of Individual Statements 
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Rank positions and rrean gravity ratings of the twenty-five indivi

dual staterrents by the NNSs of this study can be seen in Table III. The 

rrean seriousness scores for the individual statements of error type com

ponents are sorrewhat mixed; that is, the individual statements within 

sorre error corrponents are not close together in their rankings, but the 

statements are scattered in the rank position they occupy throughout the 

rankings. For example, the Arrerican error occupies the rank positions 

of 2, 5, 12, 13, and 17; Word Choice, those of 6 and 12; and Number of 

Noun, the positions of 8, 16, and 18. The individual statements in the 

Preposition and the Word Fonn categories also show divergence with their 

rank positions being 7, 15, 19, and 7, 9, and 14, respectively. Two 

error categories whose individual statements are close together, on the 

other hand, are the error corrponent of Article with positions of 20, 21, 

and 22, and SUbject/Verb Agreement with rank positions of 10 and 11. 

'!here is also close agreement for the error corrponent _of Verb Fonn, which 

occupies the rank positions of 1, 3, and 4. 

Rankings of NNS Error Gravity Ratings 

by Error Components 

Observing the gravity ratings of the errors by error corrponents in 

Table IV, one can see that the errors of Verb Fonn are considered nost 

serious by this group of NNSs. Verb errors quite consistently appear 

arrong the nost serious of error types in studies involving other lan

guages as well. In Guntermann' s 1978 study of errors in Spanish, the 



Staterrent 
Number 

15 

4 

11 

2 

19 

18 

7 

1 

23 

21 

16 

14 

TABLE III 

RANK POSITIONS AND MEAN SERIOUSNESS SCORES BY 
TYPE OF ERROR AND ERROR STATEMENT NUMBER 

FOR NON-NATIVE SUBJECI'S 

Rank Mean 
Position Gravity 

1 4.19 

2 4.16 

3 4.03 

4 3.95 

5 3.75 

6 3.57 

7.5 3.53 

7.5 3.53 

9 3.47 

10 3.46 

11 3.42 

12 3.40 

Error Coolponent 
Statenent 

Verb Fonn 

Aroorican Error 

Verb Fonn 

Verb Fonn 

Aroorican Error 

WJrd Choice 

Preposition 

WJrd Fonn 

Number of Noun 

WJrd Fonn 

Subject/Verb Agreement 

Subject/Verb Agreement 
w 
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Staterrent Rank 
Number Position 

12 13.5 

10 13.5 

9 15 

25 16 

6 17 

17 18 

13 19 

24 20 

22 21 

3 22 

20 23 

5 24 

TABLE III (Continued) 

ME!an 
Gravity 

3.39 

3.39 

3.36 

3.25 

3.21 

3.07 

2.98 

2.92 

2.91 

2.85 

2.62 

2.31 

Error Component 
Staterrent 

Anerican Error 

Word Choice 

Anerican Error 

Word Form 

Preposition 

Number of Noun 

Anerican Error 

Number of Noun 

Preposition 

Article 

Article 

Article 

w 
1.0 



two highest ranked error types were choice of verb and verb tense. 

Similarly, Piazza (1980) discovered that verb fonn was considered the 

rrost serious error in her study of errors in French. Only vocabulary 

errors (or ~rd choice) were ranked above verb fonn in Politzer' s 1980 

study of errors in Genran. Likewise, a similar feeling about the ser

iousness of verb fonn errors was discovered by Ward in her study of 

native speakers of English. 
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Table IV indicates the ranking of the eight error components by the 

non-native subjects of this study fran rrost to least serious: Verb Fonn, 

Anerican Error, Word Clloice, Word Fonn, SUbject/Verb Agreenent, Prep

osition, Number of Noun, and Article. M:>st striking in their differences 

of perceived seriousness from the other error types are the components 

ranked rrost and least serious. '!he Verb Fonn component (ranked rrost 

serious) has a nean of perceived seriousness of 4.05 conpared to Anerican 

error 'Which follows with a nean of 3.53. In addition, the Article error 

component (ranked least serious) with its mean of 2.59 is quite differ

ent from the error component rated next to least serious, Number of 

Noun with a nean of 3.15. Of the six error cc:mponents between the two 

deerced rrost and least serious, the range of seriousness scores is from 

3.15 to 3. 53, a difference of 0. 38 for six error types. In contrast, 

the difference between the means for perceived seriousness of Verb Fonn 

and Anerican Error (ranked 1 and 2) is 0.52. Similarly, a difference of 

0. 56 exists between the means for Number of Noun and Articles, the com

ponents in ranks 7 and 8, respectively. It appears, then, that Verb 

Fonn with its nean of 4.05 is regarded as quite a bit rrore seriously 

than the other error types, and Article error with its nean of 2.59 is 

regarded as considerably less serious. 



Error 
Ccmponent 

Verb Fonn 

Arrerican Error 

Word Clloice 

Word Fonn 

Subject/Verb 
Agreement 

Preposition 

Number of Noun 

Article 

Average Mean 

TABLE IV 

RANK POSITIONS I MEANS I AND STANDARD 
DEVIATIONS OF ERROR GRAVITY SCORES 

FOR ERROR CCMPONENT RATINGS 
BY NON-NATIVE SUBJEX:TS 

Rank Mean Error Standard Deviations 
Position Gravity (Pooled) of Statement 

Error Gravities 

1 4.05 1.03 

2 3.53 1.20 

3 3.48 1.27 

4.5 3.41 1.20 

4.5 3.41 1.20 

6 3.22 1.16 

7 3.15 1.18 

8 2.59 1.27 

3.36 
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A further discussion of the error components and their standard 

deviations follows. 

Verb Fonn - Standard Deviation of 
Error Gravity 1.03 

'!his carponent has the highest mean error gravity (4.05) of the 

eight error corrponents. The pooled standard deviation of the three 

statenents in this error category is 1. 03, the lowest of the eight error 
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components, indicating rrore horrogenity in attitudes about the seriousness 

of this error. Individually, the three statenents in the Verb Fonn cat-

egory have the following means: 

No. 15 *He wants to YX>rk after he will be finished 
his studies. 4.03 

No. 11 *This is one reason I was go abroad. 4 .19 

No. 2 *It hard to corrpare Arrerica with Vietnam. 3. 95 

In Table III, statenent No. 15 is first in the perceived serious-

ness ratings of individual statements. Statement No. 11 occupies the 

third rank and statement No. 2 follows in fourth place. Verb Fonn errors, 

then, are seen as the rrost serious type of errors by the non-native 

subjects of this study. M:>reover, the low standard deviation of the 

responses of this component indicates closer similarity in attitudes 

anong the subjects toward this error type than for any other of the 

eight types. 

Arrerican Error - Standard Deviation of 
Error Gravity 1.20 

less agreement of the non-native subjects toward the Arrerican error 

component compared to the Verb Fonn carponent is evident in the pooled 



standard deviation. Moreover, this error type is considered notice

ably les~ serious than the Verb Fonn component with the mean of 3.53 

canpared to the rrean of 4. OS for Verb Fonn. 'Ihe five American error 

staterrents and their mean error gravities are as follows: 

No. 4 *He could of done the work. 4.16 

No. 19 *He ain 1 t here now. 3.75 

No. 12 *John and me cane early. 3.39 

No. 9 *I feel very badly about that. 3.36 

No. 13 *He did good. 2.98 

Of the eight error canponen~s, this one showed the rrost diver

gence in the mean error gravity ratings, ranging from 2.98 to 4.16, a 

difference of 1.18. In addition, the individual staterrents of this 

error canponent differ considerably from each other in mean perceived 

gravity ratings except for sentences Nos. 12 and 9 with means of 3.39 

and 3.36, respectively. Error staterrents Nos. 9 and 13 mich both in

volve inappropriate use of the adverb (badly) for the adjective (bad) 

and the use of an adjective (good) for an adverb (well) are per.h.aps 

rrore typical of errors observed in second language learners 1 writing 

than the other three of this component. 'Ihe American errors of state

ments 4 and 19, on the other hand, do not usually seem to be found in 

non-native 1 s writings unless they have had much close direct contact 

with Americans. Whether or not the non-native subjects of this study 

recognized these errors as ones conmitted prinarily by native speakers, 

or if the errors merely appeared strange and a fonn mich the subjects 

were not accustorred to can only be speculated. Nevertheless, for the 

response to be counted in this study, the subject 1 s response indicates 

tl.at he did recognize the intenderl error as an error. 
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Wbrd Choice - Standard Deviation of 
Error Gravity 1.27 

The Word Choice corrg;:onent ranks third in its rrean gravity rating, 
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but is one of three corrg;:onents showing the least harogenity with a stan

dard deviation of 1. 27. Interestingly, this higher standard deviation 

occurred even though the rrean responses for the canponent sentences 

differed only by 0.18. 'Ihree statements conpose this canponent, but, 

because of the subjects not identifying the intended error in statement 

No. 8, it was discarded, leaving the followll1g 0.0: 

No. 18 *The engineer does an .important 
part in a developing country. 

No. 10 *He makes exercise in the gym. 

3.57 

3.39 

Error statement No. 18 appears in the sixth rank position of 

seriousness for individual statements and No. 10 at rank 13.5 (Table IV). 

Word Form - Standard Devitation of 
Error Gravity 1.20 

~s error cc::mpment ties with the one of Subject/Verb .Agreem:mt 

for fourth rank position of rrean perceived seriousness (Table IV) • 

Gravity ratings for statements of this ccmponent are quite harogenous. 

Sentence No. 25 shows the nost difference, differing 0.16 fran the rrean 

for the canponent. The sentences and their rreans are as follows: 

No. 1 *I am very interest in construction. 3.53 

No. 21 *After complete their studies, they will 
return home. 3.46 

No. 25 *Their father is so kindly. 3.25 

Referring to Table III, one can see that, individually, statement 

No.1 ranks at 7.5 with statement No.7 (a preposition error) While 



sentence No. 21 ranks tenth and No. 25, sixteenth. These sentences were 

also quite homogenous, differing only 0.17 in standard deviation between 

sentence No. 1 with a standard deviation of 1.31 and sentence No. 25 

with one of 1.14. 

SUbject/Verb Agreement - Standard deviaton 
of Error Gravity 1.20 

With a mean of 3.41 and a pooled standard deviation of 1.20, the 

SUbject/Verb Agreement corrponent ties with the one of Word Form for 
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rank position 4.5 for perceived seriousness. (See Table III.) This com-

ponent consists of two statements: 

No. 16 *Tuition fees is low. 3.42 

No. 14 *He always turn up his stereo. 3.40 

The smallest difference between statements within a component 

are found here with a difference of 0.02 in the mean gravity ratings of 

the two sentences. Likewise, the standard deviations for the two state-

ments differ only by 0.16. 

Although the non-native subjects of this study perceive this error 

component equal to that of the one of Word Form at rank position 4.5 

compared to the rank position of 2 which the native subjects give it, 

the non-native subjects give it a mean seriousness score of 3.41 in con-

trast to the 2.90 rating of the native subjects. Thus, the non-natives 

regard this individual error type as rrore serious than do the native 

submects even though the error component ranks only at mid-point in the 

nonnati ves' ranking order. 



Preposition - Standard Deviation of 
Error Gravity 1.16 

After the Verb Fo:rm canponent, the preposition error corrponent 

has the lowest standard deviation, 1.16, showing rrore harrogeni ty arrong 

the subjects' responses for this canponent than for six other components 

(Table IV). 'Ihe three error statements of this canponent are evenly 

spaced from each other, 0. 30, in their differences from the average rrean 

gravity ratings for this component. The three preposition error state-

rrents follow with their rreans: 

No. 7 *I may have to speak him in the future. 

No. 6 *My country still lacks of high 
technology. 

No. 22 *I arrived to Oklahoma City after dark. 

3.53 

3.21 

2.91 

On the gravity rating scale of 1 to 5, the average mean for this compon-

ent, 3.32, as rated by the non-native subjects, indicates that they 

consider it rrore than average in seriousness even though it occupies the 

rank position of 6. 

Number of Noun - Standard Deviation 
of Error Gravity 1.18 

With a rrean gravity rating of 3.15, the Number of Noun canponent 

.:J;anks next to last in perceived seriousness of error. The standard 

deviation of 1.18 is very close to the 1.16 of the Preposition canponent 

'Which occupies the next to the lowest standard deviation, the lowest 

being the Verb Form component with a standard deviation of 1.03. 

This component includes the following statements: 

No. 23 *OUr country needs are increasingly 
rapidly. 3.47 
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No. 17 *To master English is ~7 second wishes. 

No. 24 *One thing I don't like is the 
traffics. 

3.07 

2.92 

Overall, the difference in rreans for the individual staterrents of this 

component is 0. 55. lhe standard deviations for the first two sentences 

are very close, 1.11 and 1.13, with the third statement showing one of 

1.26. lhis indicates a honogenity in the attitudes toward this error 

type for the first two sentences. 

Article - Standard Deviation of 
Error Gravity 1.27 

Considered least serious as an error component, the Article error 

type has a rrean of 2. 59 and a pooled standard deviation of 1. 27. This 

average rrean of 2.59 is the only one for an error component which the 

non-native subjects rank below 3 on the gravity scale of 1 to 5 even 

though it is at the rooderately serious rating. The pooled standard de-

viation ties this component with the Wbrd Choice component as being 

least honogeneous even though there is only 0.54 difference between the 

high and the low rrean responses. The Article error component includes 

these sentences: 

No. 3 *He studies in the library on the 
Sunday afternoon. 

:No.20 *One of them is undergraduate student. 

No. 5 *There are many good universities 
in U.S.A. 

2.85 

2.62 

2.31 

The rrean responses for these individual staterrents of this compon-

ent are all well below the 3.36 average rrean for all the error compon-
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ents combined and below each of the rreans for all error components except 

for the Article component itself. In addition, each of the rreans for the 



three statements in this error corrponent is below the m=ans of any in

dividual statements outside this component. 

Non-native students 1 writing in English often seems to be recog

nizable in part because of article errors it contains. It is interest

ing that, in spite of this observable fact, both the nonnatives of this 

study and the native speakers of Ward 1 s study rank this error type as 

the least serious. As other studies indicate, even though this type of 

error is evident, it Im.lst not tend to appreciably interfere with under

standing the m=ssage intended and, therefore, to not be too irritating 

or considered too serious (Chastain 1981, Guntennann 1978). 

Differences in the Error Gravity Ratings of 

Error Components by Native 

and Non-Native Subjects 

Corrparing the m=ans of the non-native subjects of this study (the 

foreign students at six levels of proficiency) with the native subjects 

of Ward 1 s study (the instructors of Oklahoma State University) using a 

two-tailed t-test reveals significant differences for seventeen of the 

twenty-five statements. The individual statements showing statistically 

significant differences for the reactions of the non-native student 
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group to the errors can be seen in Table V. This table indicates that 

there is the possibility that the difference noted could be due to 

factors other than language differences in one-tenth of one percent, one 

percent, or five percent of the cases as noted by the probability levels. 

The statistical differences of the responses of the native and the non

native subjects are significant for all of the individual statements in 

the Preposition and American Error corrponents, but not for any of the 



Statement 
Number 

15 
11 

2 
19 

4 
12 
13 
9 

10 
18 
21 
25 

7 
22 

6 
3 
5 

* p < • 001 
** p <.01 

*** p <: .05 

Error Type 

Verb Form 
Verb Form 
Verb Form 
Arrerican error 
Arrerican error 
Arrerican error 
Arrerican error 
Arrerican error 
Word Choice 
Word Choice 
Word Form 
Word Form 
Preposition 
Preposition 
Preposition 
Article 
Article 

TABLE V 

INDIVIDUAL STATEMENTS WITH MEANS 
STATISTICALLY DIFFERENT FOR 

NS AND NNS RATINGS 

NS NNS 
Mean Mean 

3.40 4.19 
3.61 4.03 
3.36 3.95 
3.24 3.75 
2.90 4.16 
2.84 3.39 
2.26 2.98 
1.52 3.36 
2.91 3.39 
2.16 3.57 
3.09 3.46 
2.45 3.25 
3.23 

. 
3.53 

2.51 2.91 
2.49 3.21 
2.13 2.85 
1,86 2.31 

Degrees of 
Freedom 

72 
68 
72 
76 
55 
66 
46 
68 
48 
27 
55 
60 
59 
45 
18 
52 
35 

t-value 

8:35* 
3.48** 
4.05** 
3.47* 
10~67* 
3.58** 
3.76** 

13.77* 
2.86** 
5.24* 
2.41*** 
5.28* 
2.35*** 
2.37~** 
2.31*** 
4.01* 
2.12*** 
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statements in the error components of Number of Noun and Subject/Verb 

Agreement (Table V) . It seems, however, that because the total non

native subject group consistently rate each error type more seriously 

tllan do the native subjects, that tendencies in gravity ratings by the 

non-native subjects can certainly be noted. 

The most obvious tendency is the ranking of Verb Fonn as the most 

serious error by both the native subjects of Ward's study and the non

native subjects of this study. In addition, both groups rank Article 

errors as the least serious of the eight error components. The other 

components are ranked diversely, although Word Choic~ and Word Fonn do 

rank in the middle for both the native and the non-native subjects at 

third and fourth rankings, respectively, for the non-native subjects, 

and tie for third place ranking (along with the error component Number 

of Noun) for the native speakers. The American Error component ranks 

second in perceived degree of seriousness by the nonnatives; conversely, 

the native subjects place the same error type next to last, preceeding 

only the Article error component. 

~.n average of sixty-five of the eighty-four non-native subjects 

recognize the errors in each statement in the American error component; 

moreover, their responses in all of the five staterrents in this error 

component are statistically significant in their differences from the 

responses of the native speakers. The non-native speakers' mean for the 

American Error component gravity rating is 3.53 as opposed to the 2.55 

for the native speakers . 
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Another difference in the two rankings is the placement of the 

SUbject/Verb Agreement error component. The native speakers rank it 

second in seriousness, following only Verb Fonn. The non-native speakers, 



on the other hand, rank it fourth (or in the middle rank) along with 

WJrd Form. 

'Ihe average mean for all error components for the native speakers 

is 2. 78 while that of the non-native speakers if 3. 36, a difference of 

0.58 in rrean error gravity rating. 

Rankings of NNS Error Gravity Ratings 

for Error Components 

by SUbjects' Levels 
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All six levels of subjects show agreement in ranking the Verb Form 

error component as the rrost serious type and the Articles as the least 

serious. M::>reover, all six also show agreerrent in ranking the American 

error component in either second or third place. Rankings of the rerrain

ing six error components reveal less agreement am:::mg the responses of 

the six proficiency (class) levels. 'Ihese rankings of error gravity 

ratings for the eight error components by all six levels can be seen in 

Tables VI through XI. 

Rankings of the Error Components 

for University and ELI LEVELS 

'Ihe greatest difference in attitudes toward errors for NNS levels is 

obvious when the mean seriousness judgrrents of the combined ELI levels 

are contrasted with those of the combined university level classes 

(Table XII) • 

The ELI classes consistently rate the eight error types as more 

serious than do the university level classes. 'Ihis would seem to in

dicate that the higher the level of profic~ency, the greater the toler-



Error Component 

Verb Fonn 

Word Fonn 

Arrerican Error 

Preposition 

Number of Noun 

SUbject/Verb 
Agreerrent 

Article 

Word Choice 

TABLE VI 

RANKING OF ERROR CCMPONENTS 
LEVEL VI - ENGLISH 1323 

Rank 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

Mean 

3.80 

3.56 

3.55 

3.54 

3.46 

3.27 

2.84 

2.34 

Average Mean 3. 30 
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Error Component 

Verb Fo:rm 

Word Choice 

ArrErican error 

Number of Noun 

Preposition 

SUbject/Verb 
Agreement 

Word Fonn 

Article 

TABLE VII 

RANKING OF ERROR COMPONENTS 
LEVEL V - ENGLISH 1013 

Rank 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

Mean 

3.83 

3.27 

3.18 

2.97 

2.96 

2.95 

2.53 

1.88 

Aver~ge Mean 2.95 
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Error Cornp::ment 

Verb Fonn 

Arrerican error 

Subject/Verb 
Agreement 

Word Fonn 

Preposition 

NurnberofNonn 

Word Oloice 

Article 

TABLE VIII 

RANKING OF ERROR CCMPONENTS 
LEVEL IV - ENGLISH 0003 

Rank 

1 

2 

3 

4 

,5 

6 

7 

8 

Mean 

3.83 

3.33 

3.31 

3.19 

2.68 

2.47 

2.46 

2.34 

Average Mean 2.95 
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Error Corrponent 

Verb Form 

Arrerican Error 

Article 

SUbject/Verb 
Agreement 

Word Choice 

Word Form 

Number of Noun 

Preposition 

TABLE IX 

RANKING OF ERROR CCMPONENTS 
LEVEL III - ELI ADVNACED 

Rank 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7.5 

7.5 

Mean 

4.74 

4.23 

4.10 

3.87 

3.00 

1.94 

1.67 

1.67 

Average Mean . 3. 35 
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Error Conponent 

Verb Form 

American error 

Word Choice 

SUbject/Verb 
Agreement 

Number of Norm 

Article 

W:>rd Form 

Preposition 

TABLE X 

RANKING OF ERROR CCMPONENTS 
LEVEL II - ELI INTERMEDIATE 

Rank 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

Mean 

4,82 

4.22 

4.00 

3.75 

2.67 

2.56 

2.21 

1.67 

Average Mean 3.24 
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Error Component 

Verb Fonn 

Article 

Arrerican error 

Word Choice 

Number of Noun 

SUbject/Verb 
Agreement 

Word Fonn 

Preposition 

TABLE XI 

RANKING OF ERROR CCMPONENTS 
LEVEL I - ELI BEGINNER 

Rank 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

Mean 

4.56 

4.17 

3.75 

3.00 

2.67 

2.58 

2.33 

1.67 

Average Mean 3. 09 
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ance for at least sorre errors. 'Ihe average mean for the university ~Jroup 

is 3. 20 compared to 3. 73 for the combined ELI classes 1 a difference of 

0. 53. Differences between the rreans of the two groups for the eight 

error components range from 0.52 to 0.59 except for two. 'Ihe Preposition 

error component shows the least difference 1 0 .13 1 and Subject/Verb Agree

rrent shows the :rrost 1 0. 77. 'Ihe Article error is the sole error component 

which had a rrean error gravity rating of less than 3 for both levels. 

At less than midpoint on the scale of 1 to 5 is the 2.46 error gravity 

rating for the Articles error by the university level. At an almost true 

minpoint 1 2. 98 is the rating for the sane co:rrp:::>nent by the ELI level. 

Finally 1 the difference between the average means of these t~ levels of 

non-native subjects 1 0. 53 1 us very similar to the difference between the 

average rreans of the error components combined for the native subjects 

and the non-native subjects which is 0.58. 

Rankings of Error Gravity Ratings 

by University and ELI Levels 

for Individual Statements 

Comparison of error gravity ratings of individual statements by the 

university and ELI levels reveal sorre variations in attitudes toward the 

errors (Table XIII). With only one exception that of statement No. 22 1 

a Preposition error, (*I arrived to Oklahoma City after dark) with a dif

ference of 0. 30 1 the :rreans for the ELI responses were higher for indi

vidual statements. The differences are statistically significant for 

eight statements at the five percent level of significance (Table XIV). 

'lliree statements were notable for the high ratings they receive. 

Statement No. 15 1 a Verb Fonn error 1 has a rrean gravity rating of 4. 75 
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given to it by the ELI group. This particular Verb Fom error is consi-

dered :rrost serious by both the ELI and the university levels. Almost 

identical to the gravity rating given No. 15 (Verb Forro error, 4. 75) by 

the ELI level is No. 4, an American error, with 4. 73. Following in order 

for seriousness is No. 2, another Verb Fom error, at a rating of 4. 55 

for the ELI level. 

TABLE XII 

CCMPARISON OF MEANS OF ERROR CCMPONENTS 
FOR UNIVERSITY AND ELI LEVELS 
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Error Average Mean All Average Mean All 
Corrponent University Levels ELI Levels 

Verb Fom 3.86 4.41 

American error 3.37 3.96 

Word Choice 3.32 3.85 

Word Fom 3.30 3.87 

SUbject/Verb 
Agreement 3.19 3.96 

Preposition 3.08 3.21 

Number of Noun 3.04 3.63 

Articles 2.46 2.98 

Average Mean 3.20 3.73 



Four other statements received gravity ratings of above 4 by the 

ELI level. These rankings are by error type and the rating received: 

Number of Noun (No. 23), 4.20; vlord d10ice (No. 18) and Word Form (No. 

21) both at 4.11; and Arrerican error (No. 9) at 4. 09. (See Table XIII. ) 

All of these ratings are statistically significant in their differences 

from the university level ratings. 

The university level ratings are all below four on the gravity 

rating scale. Two are very close to the four rating, however. No. 15, 

the Verb Form error, rated rrost serious of all individual statement 

errors, is rated 3.98 and No. 4, an American error is rated at 3.95. 

Statement No. 11 (*This is one reason I was go abroad), a Verb 

Form error, ranks second in order of gravity by the university level 

and has a rrean gravity rating of 3.90. This sarre statement is given 

a rating of 3. 94 by the ELI level. This is the closest correspondence 

of ratings for individual statements by the two levels. 

Staterrents showing the greatest difference in ratings between the 

two levels are scattered anong the error corrp:>nents (Table XIII) • No. 9, 

an Arrerican error (*I feel very badly about that), shows a difference of 

1.09 in rating (ELI= 4.09, university= 3.00). The staterrent showing 

the next greatest difference is No. 3, an Article error (*He studies in 

the library on the SUnday afternoon), with a difference of 1.02 (ELI = 

3.56, university = 2.54). Statement No. 23, a Nurrber of Noun error 

(*OUr country needs are increasing rapidly), follows with a difference 

of 0.88 (ELI = 4.20, university = 3.32). Five other staterrents are 

alrrost identical in their differences of 0. 78 and 0. 77: No. 4 , (*He 

could of done the v.urk), an American error; Nos. 16 and 14 (*Tuition 

fees is low) and (*He always turn up his stereo), SUbject/Verb Agree-
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Statenent 
Number 

15 

11 

2 

4 

19 

12 

9 

13 

10 

18 

1 

21 

TABLE XIII 

(DIIPARISON OF MEANS OF INDIVIDUAL STATEMENI'S 
FOR NATIVE SPEAKERS, UNIVERSITY, 

AND ELI LEVElS 

Error ~Rating ~Rating 
Type Native Speakers University level 

Verb Form 3.40 3.98 

Verb Form 3.61 3.90 

Verb Form 3.36 3.69 

American error 2.90 3.95 

American error 3.24 3.67 

.Aroorican error 2.84 3.28 

American error 1.52 3.00 

.Aroorican error 2.26 2.94 

~rd Oloice 2.91 3.33 

~rd Oloice 2.16 3.32 

~rd Form 2.93 3.39 

Word Form 3.09 3.34 

Mean Rating 
ELI level 

4.75 

3.94 

4.55 

4.73 

3.92 

3.62 

4.09 

3.45 

3.60 

4.11 

3.94 

4.11 

"' 1-' 



TABLE XIII (Continued) 

Staterrent Error Mean Rating 
Number Type Native Speakers 

25 W:>rd Fonn 2.45 

16 Subject/Verb Agreement 3.20 

14 Subject/Verb Agreement 2.60 

7 Preposition 3.23 

6 Preposition 2.49 

22 Preposition 2.51 

23 Number of Noun 2.71 

17 Number of Noun 2.97 

24 Number of Noun 2.76 

20 Article 2.44 

3 Article 2.13 

5 Article 1.86 

. Mean Rating 
University Level 

3.17 

3.22 

3.15 

3.40 

3.11 

2.73 

3.32 

2.96 

2.84 

2.56 

2.54 

2.28 

Mean Rating 
ELI Level 

3.55 

4.00 

3.93 

4.00 

5.00 

2.43 

4.20 

3.55 

3.14 

2,89 

3.56 

2.50 

0'\ 
N 



Statenent 
Number 

15 

2 

9 

4 

14 

16 

3 

TABLE XIV 

INDIVIDUAL STATEMENTS SHOWING SIGNIFICANT 
DIFFERENCES IN THE RESPONSES OF 

UNIVERSITY .AND ELI LEVElS 

Error 
~He Degrees of 

Type Freedom 

Verb Fonn -3.89 71 

Verb Fonn -2.59 71 

Anerican error -4.51 67 

Anerican error -3.82 55 

Subject/Verb Agreenent -2.43 46 

Subject/Verb Agreenent -2.24 60 

Article -2.45 51 

level of 
Significance 

0.001 

.05 

.001 

.001 

.05 

.05 

.05 

O't 
w 



rrent: No. 15 (*He wants to \\Ork after he will be finished his studies), 

Verb Form; and No. 21 (*After carrplete their studies, they will return 

hone) , Word Fonn. 

Conpa.rison of Error Gravity Ratings 

by Native Speakers and University 

Level Non-native Speakers 

Rankings of error carrponents by the native speakers of Ward's study 

and those of the university level non-native speakers are sorrewhat sim

ilar, but with differences. The error corrp:ment ranked rrost serious 

is the sane (Verb Fonn) for both groups. (See Table XV.) Likewise, 

both rank .the Article carrponent as least serious. Word Form is ranked 

fourth by both groups; hO\i\lever, this ranking is shared with Word Choice 

and Number of Noun for the native subjects. One obvious difference in 

the t\\0 group ratings is that while the native subjects rank the Arrer

ican error carrponent seventh, the university level non-native subjects 

rank the sane error type in second place. 

Examining the rreans for the error carrponents for the university 

level non-native subjects, one can see that rrost of the rreans are in 

the range of the gravity rating of 3. That is, no rrean is 4 or rrore, 

seven are between 3.04 and 3.86, and only one is below 3 (2.46). The 

range of the neans of all the error components for this group is 1. 40. 

There is a difference of 0. 49 between the rrean of the error component 

rated highest, the Verb form carrponent at 3.86, and the one rated 

second in seriousness' the Arrerican error carrponent at 3. 37. BetVJeen 

the t\\0 error components ranked the 10\iVest, there is a difference of 

0.58 (the lowest, Article = 2.46, the next lowest, Number of Noun= 
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Error 
Component 

Verb Form 

Arrerican 
error 

Word Choice 

Word Form 

Subject/Verb 
Agreerrent 

Preposition 

Number of 
Noun 

Article 

Average Means 

TABLE "iN 

MEANS AND RANKINGS FOR ERROR CCMPONENTS 
BY NS ~ UNIVERSITY LEVEL NNS, 

AND ELI NNS 

Native Speaker University Level 
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ELI Level 
Mean and Ranking Mean and Ranking Mean and Ranking 

3.46 (1) 3.86 (1) 4.41 (1) 

2.55 (7) 3.37 (2) 3.96 (3) 

2.82 (4) 3.33 (3) 3.86 (5) 

2.82 (4) 3.30 (4) 3.87 (4) 

2.90 (2) 3.19 (5) 3.97 (2) 

2.74 (6) 3.08 (6) 3.81 (6) 

2.82 (4) 3.04 (7) 3.63 (7) 

2.14 (8) 2.46 (8) 2.98 (8) 

2.78 3.20 3.73 
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3.04). 
Thirteen individual staterrents show significant differences between 

the native subjects' and the university level non-native subjects' 

responses. (Table XVI) All of the rreans for the staterrents of the 

Arrerican error corrponent are significant in their differences for these 

twD groups, but none of the Preposition component are significant. Four 

staterrents are significant at the 0.001 level: No. 15 - Verb Form, Nos. 

4 and 9 - Arrerican error, and No. 25 - Word Form. Three are significant 

at the one percent probability level: No. 13 - Arrerican error, No. 18 -

WOrd Choice, and No. 23 - Number of Noun. At the five percent level of 

significance are the rreans for six staterrents: Nos. 19 and 12 - Arreri-

can error, No. 10 - WOrd Choice, No. 1 - Word Form, No. 14 - Subject/ 

Verb Agreerrent, and No. 3 - Article error. The significance of the dif-

ference of the rreans for the responses of the twD groups for these indi-

vidual statenents is considerable, especially for those at the one per-

cent level and even rrore so for those at the 1/10 of one percent level. 

This indicates that there is one chance in a hundred or in a thousand, 

respectively, that the differences noted could be due to chance. The 

level of probability one will accept will vary, depending on the degree 

of error that can be allov.ed for a particular type of study; for rrost 

language studies, however, a five percent level of probability is corn-

non. (Hatch & Farhady 1982:89) 



TABLE XVI 

INDIVIDUAL STATEMENTS WITH SIGNIFICANTLY 
DIFFERENT MEANS BEIWEEN THE NSs 

AND THE UNIVERSITY NNSs 

Staterrent Error 
Number Type 

15 Verb Fo:rm 

4 American error 

19 American error 

12 American error 

9 American error 

13 American error 

10 Word Choice 

18 Word Choice 

1 Word Fonn 

25 Word Fonn 

14 SUbject/Verb 
Agreerrent 

23 ~Umber of Noun 

3 Article 

* p<0.001 
** p < .01 

*** p < .05 

University 
Mean 

3.98 

3.95 

3.67 

3.28 

3.00 

2.94 

3.33 

3.32 

3.39 

3.17 

3.15 

3.32 

2.54 

NS 
Mean 

3.40 

2.90 

3.24 

2.85 

1.52 

2.26 

2.91 

2.17 

2.93 

2.45 

2.60 

2.71 

2.13 
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t-value 

3.40* 

7.73* 

2.48*** 

2.41*** 

9.74* 

3.34** 

2.22*** 

3.36** 

2.58*** 

4.14* 

2.70*** 

2.96** 

2.27*** 



Corrparison of Error Gravity Ratings 

by Native Speakers and ELI 

Non-native Speakers 

llgain, as with the other groups conpared, there is agreement be

tween these two groups for rankings of the nost and the least serious 

error canponents (Verb Fonn being ranked nost serious and Article error 

being ranked least serious) • (Table XV) Also, both groups agree as 

to their ranking of the SUbject/Verb llqreerrent error canponent as 

second in seriousness, Word Fo.nn as fourth (although Word Fonn shares 

this ranking with Word Clloice and Nurrber of Noun for the native 

speakers) , and Preposition as sixth. 'lhe attitude about the serious

ness of the Anerican error for these two groups shows the native sub

jects ranking it seventh, and the ELI group ranking it third. 

EKamining the error gravity rating means for the error canponents 

by the ELI group, one can see that the means are consistently higher 

for this group than for either of the other groups (native speakers or 

university level non-native speakers). 'lhe range of the means for the 

ELI group is 1.43, very similar to the 1.40 range of the university NNS 

group; h~ver, the highest mean for the ELI group, 4.41 for Verb Fonn, 

is 0.55 higher the highest rating, 3.86, also for Verb Fonn, of the 

university group. '!here is a difference of 0.95 in the rankings of the 

Verb Fonn canponent beb.een those of the native speakers and the ELI 

group. 

The ELI group alone shows a range of only 0. 33 for the middle six 

error canponents. The difference between the two highest (Verb Fonn at 

4.41 and SUbject/Verb llgreement at 3.97) is 0.46, greater than the 
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total range of the middle six error corrponent rankings for this group. 

The difference between the~ l~st ranked error corrponent neans 

(Article at 2.98 and Number of Noun at 3.63) is 0.65, an even greater 

difference than that between the ~ highest ranked error component 

rreans, those of Verb Form and SUbject/Verb Agreerrent. '!here is, there

fore, close agreerrent in this group's attitudes toward the six errors 

in the middle rankings. In fact, the ratings are a.lncst identical for 

sene: the ratinjs of 3. 97 for Verb Form and 3. 96 for Anerican error, 

and those of 3.87 for Word Form and 3,86 for W::>rd Choice. 

Fifteen individual statenents show significant differences between 

the rreans of the native subjects and those of the ELI subjects (Table 

XVII) • The differences in the nean responses between the ~ groups 
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are significant for all of the five Anerican error corrponent state

ments and both of the SUbject/Verb Agreenent error corrponent statenents. 

'Ihe difference of the neans of six statenents show significance at the 

one-tenth of one percent level: Nos. 15 and 2 , Verb Form; Nos. 4 and 9, 

Anerican error; No. 18, WOrd Choice; and No. 14, SUbject/Verb Agreerrent. 

Four showed statistical significance in the difference of the neans at 

the one percent level: Nos. 18 and 25, Word Form; No. 7, Preposition; 

and No. 3, Article. Finally, the difference of the neans of error grav

ity ratings Y.ere significant at the five percent level for five state

ments: Nos. 12, 19, and 13, Anerican error; No. 16, SUbject/Verb Agree

ment; and No. 23, Number of Noun. 

A1 though the rreans of the native speakers' responses for individual 

statenents and those of the ELI group are quite different, only fifteen 

individual statenents show statistical significance for the difference 

in the rreans of the two groups. 'Ibis is rrost likely due to the small 



TABLE XVII 

INDIVIDUAL STATfli1ENTS WITH SIGNIFICANTLY 
DIFFERENT .MEANS FOR THE NSs 

Staterrent Error 
Number Type 

15 Verb Form 

2 Verb Form 

4 Arrerican error 

19 Arrerican error 

12 Arrerican error 

9 Arrerican error 

13 Arrerican error 

18 Word Choice 

1 Word Form 

25 Word Form 

16 SUbject/Verb 
Agreerrent 

14 Subject/Verb 
Agreerrent 

7 Preposition 

23 Number of Noun 

3 Article 

* p <{).001 
** p< .01 

*** p < .05 

AND THE ELI NNSs 

University NS 
Mean Mean 

4.75 3.40 

4.55 3.36 

4.73 2.90 

3.92 3.24 

3.62 2,85 

4.09 1.52 

3.45 2.26 

4.11 2.17 

3.94 2.93 

3.55 2.45 

4.00 3.20 

3.93 2.60 

4.00 3.23 

4.20 2.71 

3.56 2.13 
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t-value 

11.02* 

4.29* 

11. 99* 

2.41*** 

2.59*** 

13."68* 

3.05*** 

4.97* 

3.40** 

3.86** 

2.67*** 

5.37* 

2.99** 

2.97*** 

3.81** 



number of resp:mses at the ELI level for sorre of the staterrents, rraking 

the differences less significant statistically as the equation for the 

t-test involves the standard deviation and the number (in this case of 

resp:>nses) in addition to the differences of the rreans. 

Conparison of Error Gravity Ratings by Native 

Subjects, Non-native University Level, 

and ELI Level 

71 

Examination of Table XII reveals that there are obvious differences 

in the rreans of the two levels of non-native subjects and the native 

subjects and that the ratings of the university level non-native sub

jects are consistently higher than the rreans of the native subjects, and 

that, furtherrrore, the rreans of the ELI group are consistently higher 

than those of the university level non-native subjects. The highest 

degJ;ee of difference, 1.41, exists be~en the rrean error gravity rat

ing for the Arrerican error between that of the ELI group, 1 3. 96, and 

that of the native subject group, 2.55. On the other hand, the closest 

agreerrent, 0.22, is shown in the rrean gravity rating for Number of Noun 

between the rrean ratings of the university level non-native subjects 

and the native subjects (3.04 and 2.82, respectively). Be~en the 

ELI and the native subject groups, there are three error corrponents with 

differences in the rrean ratings of over 1 point: Subject/Verb Agreerrent, 

1.07; W::>rd Fonn, 1.05; and W::>rd Choice, 1.04. 

Besides these observations, it is obvious up:>n examination of 

Table XII that there is a step-wise decreasing of attitudes about the 

seriousness of errors (or increased tolerance toward errors) for these 

subjects at increased levels of proficiency. In other w:>rds, it appears 



from these findings that as the subjects becone nore proficient in the 

l~e, they becare nore tolerant toward errors. '!his observation, 

however, rrust be tempered with two facts. First, on nust bear in mind 

that the native subject group is a highly literate one (university in

structors of various rank).· This is in contrast to the opposite level 

of proficiency, that of beginning learners of a second language. 

Second, the low number of responses for sare statements at the lower 

levels tends not to give as accurate a picture of these attitudes toward 

errors as would be desired although it certainly gives indication of 

their level of proficiency. 

Rankings of Non-native Subjects • 

Error Gravity Ratings 

by language Groups 

With at least ten percent of the total number of subjects, four 

language groups are large enough to analyze their responses for any 

effects their first language might have on their attitudes about the 

seriousness of errors. 'lhese four language groups are Arabic, Olinese, 

Malay, and Spanish. 
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OVerall, each of these language groups ranks the eight error can

ponents as nore serious than do the native subjects with the exception 

of the Chinese, ~o rank the Subject/Verb Agreenent and Word Choice 

error type components as slightly less serious than do the native sub

jects. The subjects \'bo speak Spanish as their first language rank four 

error types (Verb Fonn, Number of Noun, Articles, and SUbject/Verb 

Agreenent) nore seriously than do the other three groups. 'lhe Arabic

speaking subjects rank Word Form and the Anerican error types as nore 



serious than do any of the other language groups. 'Ihe Preposition 

error canponent is ranked rrost serious by the 01inese subjects of all 

the groups. 'Ihe gravity rating for this error corrponent is alrrost iden

tical to that of the Spanish subjects, hov..ever. 'Ihe Malay group rank 

the Word 01oice corrponent higher than the other language groups (3. 63 

as compared to the Spanish group's rating of 3.56, for example). 

Figure I shows the language groups' rrean responses to the eight error 

corrponents compared to that of the native subject group. 

'Ihe Preposition error corrponent corresponds very closely with the 

rreans for each of the Arabic, 01inese, and Spanish language groups 

(3.28, 3.35, and 3.33, respectively). 'Ihe largest anount of difference 

occurs with the subjects' ratings of the Subject/Verb Agreement error. 

'!he 01inese group rate the error cc.up::ment at 2. 88 and the Spanish at 

4.19. 

It seems that the subjects of these four language groups tend 

to rate as rrore serious the errors with which they have the greatest 

difficulty. This theory seems to be substantiated, for example, by the 

Spanish-speaking group 1 s rating of the Subject/Verb Agreerrent corrponent, 

a granmar point which gives them a great deal of difficulty. 

Rankings of Non-native Subjects'' Error Gravity 

Ratings by Subjects 1 Sex 

'nle ranking of error carrponents by the subjects 1 sex is shown in 

Figure II. It can be clearly seen that the female subjects rank all of 

the error types rrore seriously than do the rrales, although they follow 

the sane general configuration quite closely. '!he rankings of tw::> of 

the error types show the largest differences in attitudes, though. 

73 



5 

4 

_g 3 

~ 
2 

~ 
~ 1 

5 

tJ'I 4 
-~ 
~ 3 

~ 
2 

1 

Verb Fonn Number of Noun 

5 --
4 --!-----" 

3,__ ,---

2 

NS A c M s 
- __ _I_________] 

JJ NS A c M- s 
--- _____ ___!_________._ 

Preposition 

5 

4 

3 

2 

1 

Key: NS = native speakers 
A = Arabic speakers 

SUbject/Verb 
Agreerrent 

NS A C M S 

C = Olinese speakers 
M = Malay speakers 

Article Word Fonn 

5 

4 4 

3 

2 

11 NS I A I c I M I Is 

::-1-H ~ 
l,Ns. AI cl M[ s 

Word Choice Arrerican error 

--
5 5 

4 4 -

NS A c M s 

3 

2 

1 
~A c M s 

3 

2 

1 

S = Spanish speakers 

Figure 1. Error Gravity Ratings for Native Speakers and Four Non-native language Groups 

-...) 
II'> 



Verb Fonn 

5, 

·E 
~ 

j 
Male Female 

Preposition 

5 

4 

$ 
& 
~ 2 

~ 1 
~ 

Male Female 

5 

4 

Number 
of Noun 

Male Female 

~ 

4 

3 

2 

Subject/ 
Verb Agr. 

11£ t f/ /1// ( / L 

Male Female 

Article 

5 

4 

3 

2 

1 v , / / y ( / /,41 

Male Female 

~rd Clloice 

5 

4 

3 17 I 7 I 71:/ 

2 

Nale Female 

Figure 2. NNS Error Gravity Ratings by Sexes 

~rd Fonn 

5 

Male Female 

Arrerican 
error 

5-- -- . 

4., 

3 

2 

llr///4///4 

Male Female 

....] 
Ul 



'Ihe nean gravity rating for the Article error component is 2. 42 for 

males and 3.24 for fenales a difference of 0.82. Similarly, the average 

nean for males for the W:>rd Choice error component is 3. 23 and for 

fenales, 4.14, a difference of 0. 84. 

'Ihe difference in the nean for the gravity ratings for the error 

Number of Noun is 0. 4 7, v.hereas the nales and fenales • responses for 

the other error types show even less difference. (See Figure II) 

In this study, then, these differences in neans for error gravity 

ratings reveal a rrore serious attitude on the part of the non-native 

subject fenales about errors. Apparently, according to a study con

ducted by Iabov in New York City, this difference in attitudes cuts 

across cultures and is found in Anericans as 'lilell. He found that the 

fenales of his study centered on New York City also were rrore conscious 

of errors and the reaction that they produced in other people. (Labov 

1966:310-313) 'Ihis difference between the sexes in their attitudes 

toward errors, therefore, might be part of a larger sociological factor. 
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The Problem 

CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY OF STUDY, CONCLUSIONS, 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

SUrmary of Study 

Attitudes toward errors in language learning and their importance 

have changed over the years. Teachers and researchers now place greater 

emphasis on errors than previously to better understand how second lan

guage learning progresses and at what stage of language acquisition a 

particular learner may be. The emphasis now, however, is rrore on the 

effects of second language learners 1 (or non-natives 1 ) errors on the 

listener, whether the listener be a native speaker or another non-native 

speaker. Researchers have focused on the influence of non-native 

errors on native speakers with the hope that a better understanding of 

these effects would aid in rrore judicial use of classroom tirre. Pre

sumably, if particular errors do not interfere with comrunication to an 

appreciable degree, and, thus, do not cause irritation, then classroom 

tirre and effort would be better spent in focusing on the errors 

that do cause greater problems (Raig 1975:289). 

Of rrore recent emphasis is the interest in attitudes or feelings 

that non-native speakers, themselves, have about errors; consequently, 

several questions cone to mind men one considers these effects. Do 
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the attitudes of second language learners change as they learn rrore 

about the second language? Do they becorre rrore like the native speakers 

in their attitudes toward errors? 'lhat is, do their attitudes cor

respond rrore closely to those of native speakers as they reach higher 

levels of instruction? Is there an appreciable difference in attitudes 

toward errors at different levels of learning as well? Do other factors 

such as first language spoken and the sex of the non-native speakers 

also influence subjects' feelings about the seriousness of errors? 

Can it be said that there is a hierarchy of error types for non-native 

subjects? 'lhe objectives of this study were to a.nsw=r these questions, 

or to add infornation to already obtained infornation on this subject. 

'Ihe hypotheses of this study is that non-native speakers•· attitudes 

about errors will rrore closely correspond to those of native subjects at 

higher levels of instruction, and that, secondly, their attitudes, on 

the 'iihole, would differ from those of the native speakers. 

Method, Materials, and SUbjects 

To rrore accurately compare native and non-native subjects' reactions 

to errors, the questionnaire Ward ( 1983) developed for her study of 

native speakers • attitudes was used in this study. Ward • s quesstion

naire of twenty-five sentences containing eight error types was used to 

rreasure non-native speakers • attitudes and to measure differences be

~ the responses of Ward's native subjects and the non-native subjects 

of this study. The questionnaire was given to subjects in their regular 

classroom during a nornal fifty minute class period after printed in

structions were read to them by the author of the study. 

The subjects of this study consisted of eighty-four non-native 



subjects enrolled in six levels of instruction. Twenty-nine subjects 

were enrolled at the English Language Institute of Oklahoma State 

University. 'Ihe ELI group consisted of subjects 'Who were beginning to 

learn English as a second language up to those 'Who were proficient 

enough to enter the university. 'Ihe remaining fifty-five subjects were 

enrolled either in a remedial graduate level English class for foreign 

students or in one of the tv.D separate levels of English freshman corcp

osition classes at Oklahoma State University. 

SUrrmary of Results 

Although not all results were statistically significant, this study 

seems to reveal sone tendencies in the error gravity ratings by the non

natives of this study. Non-native English speakers of this study were 

consistent in ranking errors rrore seriously than did the American 

native speakers of Ward 1 s study. While rraking this co:rrparison, one 

must keep in mind the fact that the non-native subjects of this study 

were second language learners in college preparatory English training 

or in ESL freshman composition classes, mereas the native subjects of 

Ward 1 s study were university instructors of various ranks. 'Ihe differ

ences were not significant either for all of the individual statenents 

or for all of the error components; hoY.ever, seventeen individual state

nents showed significant differences for the responses of the tWJ groups 

at the five percent level of significance for the t-test. Differences 

in responses of the tv.D groups were not significant for any staterrents 

in the error categories of SUbject/Verb Agreenent or Number of. Noun. 

Differences between the six individual levels are roixed, but the 

combined subjects of the ELI level rate all of the error components 
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higher than do the combined university levels. Responses on seven of 

of the twenty-five individual statements are statistically significant in 

their differences for these two groups at the five percent level of sig

nificance with the t-test. Statements with significant differences be

tween the responses of the two groups are Verb Fonn (two sentences) , 

Arrerican Error (two sentences) 1 SUbject/Verb Agreement (two sentences) 1 

and Article (one sentence) • 

The native speakers of Ward's study and the non-native university 

level subjects of this study show sene similarity. They rate identi

cally the following error conponents: Verb Fonn ( 1) 1 Word Fonn ( 4) 1 

Preposition (6) 1 and Article (8). 'Ihe highest degree of difference in 

rreans for these identical :rrean rankings of error cOJ:IpOnents occurs with 

W::)rd Fonn showing a difference of 0 • 48 . The error cOJ:IpOnent showing 

the rrost difference in the order of ranking that these t\\0 groups gave 

it is the Arrerican error which is ranked second by the university level 

and seventh by the native speakers. The differences in the :rrean gravity 

ratings of these two groups for thirteen individual statements are stat

istically significant. These state:rrents are in the error conponents of 

Verb Fonn (1) 1 Arrerican error (5) 1 W::)rd Clloice (2), W::)rd Fonn (2), SUb

ject/Verb Agreement (1), Number of Noun (1) 1 and Article (1). The only 

error conponent with no individual statements with statistically signif

icant differences in :rreans is the Preposition conponent. 

The native speaker subjects and the ELI level subjects also show 

sane similarities. The ELI group show agreement with the native speakers 

on the ranking of the sane error components as do the university level; 

the ELI level, in addition, also shows agreement with the native speak

ers in the ranking of the SUbject/Verb Agreement conponent in second 
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place. Thus, the ELI level agrees with the native subjects on the rank

ing's of five error conponents, those of Verb Form (1), SUbject/Verb 

Agreenent (2) , Word Form ( 4) , Preposition ( 6) , and Article (8) • 

Fifteen individual statements show significant differences between 

the neans of the native subjects and the ELI subjects. These occur in 

the indicated frequencies for the following error conponents: Verb Form, 

twice~ American error, five tmes~ Word Choice, once; Word Form, twice~ 

SUbject/Verb Agreement, twice, Preposition, once; Number of Noun, once~ 

and Article, once. Thus, all error components had at least one state

mant with differences in the means for the 'bo.o groups which was statis

tically significant. Examining the differences of the means themselves 

would cause one to expect nore significant differences. '!he fact that 

the number of significant differences in the neans is not greater is 

probably due to the small number of responses for sare statements, es

pecially at the ELI level. 'lhese results could also be influenced by 

the standard deviations for the statements, though. 

It is obvious in examining the means of the three nain levels of 

subjects for carrparison in this study (the native subjects, the univer

sity level non-native subjects, and the ELI subjects) that the ELI 

group do rate errors nore seriously than do the university level and 

considerably nore serious than do the native subjects. '!he highest de

gree of difference, 1.41, exists between the mean error gravity rating 

for the American error component between the ELI group (3. 96) and the 

native subects (2.55). Other error camponents showing large differences 

between these 'bo.o groups are the SUbject/Verb Agreement camponent with 

a difference of 1.07, Word Form with one of 1.95, and Word Choice with 

one of 1.04. 



The differences in the responses be~ language groups show that 

they vary in their attitudes toward the error components. For five of 

the error canponents (Verb Fonn, Number of Noun, Article, Preposition, 

and Subject/Verb Agreenent) the Spanish speakers rate the errors the 

highest. Arabic speakers rate the canponents Word Fonn and the Arrerican 

error higher than any of the other language groups do. Finally, the 

Malay speakers rate Word Choice rrore seriously than do the other groups. 

'Ihe Chinese group's ratings are closer to the native speakers' than are 

any other group's ratings for five of the error components: Number of 

Noun, Article, Word Fonn, Subject/Verb Agreenent, and Arrerican error. 

Furthernore, the Chinese speakers rate one error canponent, Word Choice, 

lower than the native speakers do. '!he Malay group's response rrean is 

slightly less than the Chinese speakers' for Verb Fonn. 

Female subjects rate all error components higher than do the :rraies, 

although the differences are not always great. Both groups, hO\\ever, 

rank the errors similarly. The fenales rank the error canponents as 

follows from rrost to least serious: Verb Fonn, Word Choice, Word Fonn, 

Arrerican Error and Subject/Verb tied, Number of Noun, Preposition, and 

Article. The males rank the error components in the following order: 
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Verb Fonn, Word Fonn, Arrerican error, Subject/Verb Agreenent, Word Choice, 

Preposition, Number of Noun, and Article. Both groups rank Verb Fonn 

rrost serious, and Article, least. Also, both include the same five 

errors within the top five rankings, and also the same three in the 

last three rankings, although not in identical order. 



Conclusions 

Mlile this study did not conclusively prove its hypotheses stat

istically, it seems that the results show tendencies mich indicate-·. 

that the hypotheses have sOire validity. Care must always be taken in 

interpreting statistics, however, and care must especially be taken in 

interpreting statistics that apply to hard-to-measure factors such as 

attitudes. Also, men using the t-test employed here, one must bear in 

mind that although the t-test is one of the most useful statistical 

procedures, there may be intervening variables related to general lan

guage learning mich are not measured (Hatch & Farhady 1982: 120) • 

Therefore, any conclusions or implications drawn must be done so with 

caution. 

'Ihis study is limited by the small sample size and the unequal 
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sizes of the various levels. In addition to the small size of the 

sample, the fact that subjects did not correctly identify SOire errors 

made the means of the responses less reliable as a gauge of the subjects' 

feelings about those particular errors. ·For sOire subjects, especially 

at the lower levels, not identifying the error ~ld indicate that for 

them, this error was indetenninate (Schachter et al. 1976: 70) • In 

other ~rds, they had no experience, or, perhaps, understanding of 

this error, and thus, could not make a judgrrent about it. The possibi

lity that SOire errors ~uld be indetenninate for subjects could possibly 

also be true for the American Error for the lower levels. Did those 

subjects actually identify the error because they recognized it, or was 

it nerely strange to the, and, therefore, presurced to be the error? 

For sOire questions, respondents failed to correctly identify the effor 



because they were confused about the sentence itself, as was discussed 

in Cllapter III. 

Implications 

Several implications from this study seem to be appropriate, and 

some especially so for the non-native college student. Wl.ile non

natives are not expected to perfonn like natives, and, indeed, ma.y be 

resented by native speakers \\hen they do, according to Preston (1981: 

107), they do seem to need to understand mat is considered important 

by the native speakers. In fact, the results of this study seem to 

substantiate to sorre degree the theory that non-native speakers acquire 

a rrore native-like feeling about errors as they advance in language 

training. Vllether or not they consciously acquire this attitude or 

not, this study is not designed to detennine. Preston further notes 

that "non-native speakers must select from native speakers those aspects 

mich prove rrost effective." (Preston 1981:107) 'Ibis, too, 'WOUld seem 

to be a task mich teachers and administrators ~uld need to keep in 

mind mile planning classes and curriculum to help students know mat 

aspects are rrost effective. 

Furthe.rroc>re 1 it Seems that mile foreign language learnerS in their 

own language settings (countries) might not need to use a language that 

closely corresponds to the language of native speakers, those studying 

in the target language setting w:::mld need rrore native-like skills 

(Richards 1972: 184) • 'lb achieve language perfonrance closer to that of 

the native speakers, a non-native subject needs to be integrated into 

the native speakers' comnunity to some degree according to Richards 

(1972: 184). Again, the fact that the second language learners need to 
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be integrated into the native speakers' conmmity to effectively learn 

more native-like skills would seem to have implication for ESL teachers 

and administrators, particularly at a preparatory level. Students 

studying a second language in their own cultures might not need precise

ness in perfonnance, but subjects preparing for training in the target 

language setting would need to be able to perfonn adequately to be 

understood. This need for preciseness in performance would seemingly 

include feeling about errors the way native speakers do. Furthermore, 

if Richards' views are correct, an effective way to develop these atti

tudes sabout the language would be for the students to be more integrated 

into the native speakers' ccmnunity. In addition, it would seem that 

if students feel more self-confident about which errors are considered 

serious, this self-confidence would improve their overall perfonnance 

in classes. 

Recarmendations for Further Research 

Further research along these lines would be helpful in adding to 

the info:rmation about error judgment attitudes. For another study such 

as this one, a larger population sample would be advisable, as well as 

a more evenly divided population on the various levels. If further 

research is done to more precisely guage the attitude differences be

tween language groups, the number of subjects in the language groups 

should be equal. 

Another study of this type would most likely benefit from a mod

ified questionnaire which would have a balanced number of sentences 

between the error groups, and, as nuch as possible, avoid more than one 

possible error per sentence. 



Additional research could examine rrore closely the differences be

tween native and non-native speaker reactions to errors using Ward's 

questionnaire. '!his could be accomplished by errploying tw:> groups of 

students, native and non-native, such as the two corresponding freshman 

corrposition courses at Oklahoma State University, English 1013 for 

foreign students and English 1113 for Americans for the top level groups 

for comparison. If tv.o such groups were used for the top level of com

parison, factors such as age and general education level v.ould be rrore 

equal and the study could give a clearer view of differences in atti

tudes about the seriousness of errors. 
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APPENDIX A 

EXPlANATION OF ERROR CCMPONENTS 



1.0 
w 

Error Corrponent 

Verb Fonn 

American error 

Word Choice 

APPENDIX A 

EXPLANATION OF ERROR (.'())1)?()NENTS 

Sentences 

It hard to compare America 
with Vietnam. 

This is one reason I was go 
abroad. 

He wants to work after he will 
be finished his studies. 

He could of done the work. 

He ain't here now. 

John and me cane early. 

I feel very badly about that. 

He did good. 

Two questions always repeating in 
my mind. 

He makes exercise in the gym. 
The engineer does an important part 

in a developing country. 

Explanation of Error 

emission of be verb. 

Substitution in past tense 

Substitution in present tense. 

Substitution of preposition of for 
verb have -

Substitution of colloquial contrac
tion ain't for isn't 

Substitution of objective pronoun 
case me for nominative case I 

Substitution of adverb badly for ad
jective bad 

Substitution of adjective good for 
adverb -well 

Substitution of always for kept 

Substitution of makes for does 
Verb substitution--does for:plays 



Error Conponent 

Word Fonn 

Subject/Verb Agreement 

Preposition 

Number of Noun 

APPENDIX B (Continued) 

Sentences 

I am very interest in construction. 

After conplete their studies they 
will return hone. 

Their father is so kindly. 

He always turn up his stereo. 

TUition fees is law. 

My country still lacks of high 
technology. 

I may have to speak him in the 
future. 

I arrived to Oklahoma City after 
dark. 

'1b master English is my second 
wishes. 

OUr country needs are increasing. 
One thing I don't like is the 

traffics. 

Explanation of Error 

Omission of inflection on past part
iciple 

Omission of inflection on present 
participle 

Addition of adverbial inflection on 
adjective 

Omission of third person singular 
verb inflection 

Substitution of singular for plural 
verb 

Addition of unneeded preposition 

Omission of preposition 

Substitution of preposition--to for 
in 

Addition of plural noun inflection 
on a countable noun 

Omission of possessive inflection 
Addition of plural noun inflection 

to an uncountable noun 

\.0 
~ 



Error Conponent 

Article 

APPENDIX B (Continued) 

Sentences 

He studies in the library on 
the Sunday afternoon. 

One of them is undergraduate 
student. 

'!here are niany good univer
sities in U.S.A. 

EXplanation of Error 

Addition of the definite article 

Onission of the indefinite article 

Onission of the definite article 

\.0 
U1 



APPENDIX B 

ERROR JUDGMENT QUESTIONNAIRE 



I. Nane of the class you are in now ----------------------------
II. Language 

III. 

IV. 

A. What is your first (native) language? --------------------
B. Please list any other languages you speak---------------

Personal Information 

A. Age 

B. Sex 

Male 

Female 

c. Country where you were born 

Previous English Instruction 

Please check the appropriate boxes (you may need to check rrore 
than one). Also, please indicate how rrany rronths or years 
you studied at each of these levels. 

1. Elerrentary school 1. rronths years --- -----' 
2. Secondary (high) school 2. ___ rronths __ _.years 

3. Intensive English program 3. rronths years __ .....; -----' 

4. University 4. __ ...;;rronths ----~years 
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Error Judgnent Questionnaire 

Directions: Given below are 25 sentences representing sorre recurrent 
types of errors in written EngliSh made by students of 
EngliSh as a second language. After reading each sen
tence, please do the following: 

1. Underline the error. 

2. Write a correction in the space provided below the 
sentence. 

3. Circle the number 'Which Shows how serious you think 
the error is. Number "1" indicates that the error is 
not serious. Number "5" indicates that the error is 
~serious. 

4. If you do not recognize any error, please write 
"no error" in the space below the sentence. 
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Not Serious Very Serious 

1. I am very interest in 
construction. 

2. It hard to corrpare America 
with Vietnam. 

3. He studies in the library 
on the SUnday afternoon. 

4. He could of done the work. 
work. 

5. There are many good uni ver
sities in U.S.A. 

6. My country still lacks of 
high technology. 

7. I may have to speak him in 
the future. 

8. Two questions always repeating 
in my mind. 

9. I feel very badly about that. 

10. He makes exercises in 
the gym. 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 
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Not Serious Very Serious 

11. 'lhis is one reason I was 
go abroad. 1 2 3 4 5 

12. John and IrE carre 
early. 1 2 3 4 5 

13. He did good. 1 2 3 4 5 

14. He always turn up his 
stereo. 1 2 3 4 5 

15. He wants to :work after he will 
be finished his studies. 1 2 3 4 5 

16. Tuition fees is 
low. 1 2 3 4 5 

17. To master English is lT!Y 
second wishes. 1 2 3 4 5 

18. '!he civil engineer does an 
i.rrportant part in a developing 
country. 1 2 3 4 5 

19. He ain•t here now. 1 2 3 4 5 

20. One of them is nndergraduate 
student. 1 2 3 4 5 

21. After complete their studies, 
they will return hare. 1 2 3 4 5 

22. I arrived to Oklahoma City 
after dark. 1 2 3 4 5 

23. OUr country needs are increas-
ing rapidal y. 1 2 3 4 5 

24. One thing I don • t like is 
the traffics. 1 2 3 4 5 

25. 'lheir father is so 
kindly. 1 2 3 4 5 
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