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This paper proposes a broader and more rigorous

approach to the analysis of errors produced by second language
learners. As a supplement to longitudinal studies, a procedure called
“lateralisation® is advocated as a vay of providing the researcher
with more data than is normally available through examination of
learner text alone. In this procedure a preliminary analysis of
learner texts is used to draw prelisinary hypotheses, which can then
te tested by giving the learner reconstructed errors for his approval
or rejection. PFProm this, an abstract characterization of errors can
be made. The elicitation of linguistic and metalinguistic statements
from the learner on his errors is the stage that should considerably
increase the asount of specific data the researcher can obtain.
However, since the learner®'s language is in a state of flux, it is
isportant to use the elicitation techniques very soon after the
initiel learner texts have been developed. Although this wvork is
limited to linguistic analysis, the help of social psychology is also
indicated as importaant. Several examples of elicitation are given,
including a case study that illustrates the use of elicitation in

error aralysis.
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In this paper it is my intention to propose a broader and more
exacting approach to the study of language produced by second language
learners. In particular it is felt that the learner himself must be
increasingly utilised in ways similar to those associated with native
informants in order to provide the researcher with more data than is
normally available by examination of learner text alone. Thus by
procedures aimed at obtaining both linguistic and metalinguistic
informaticn and by the application of certain techniques borrowed
from social psychology, a much more detailed picture of the learner's
knowledge of his target language (TL) might be achieved.

Recently the theory has been put forward (Corder 1967) that the
errors. made by language learners may be viewed as evidence of
strategic approaches to learning concerning the evaluation of
hypotheses about the nature of the TL, rather in the way that the
child may be said to do so in the acquisition of his native language
(NL). CGranted that this may be so, a study of errors should enable
the researcher to explore some of the processes of second language
learning in terms of the types of hypotheses formulated by learmers,
the order in which language items are learned, the effects of a
teaching syllabus, the role of the learner's NL and other linguistic
and non~-linguistic factors which may have some bearing on the
learning process. To undertake studies of this kind, extremely
complex longitudinal investigations are required and though these
have been callsd for on several occasions (Corder 1971, Reibel 1971,
Richards 1971)° to date there.have been very few actually completed
(e.g. Ravem 1969, Dato 1971).° This is hardly surprising in view of
the considerable practical difficulties involved in carrying out
such projects, and both Ravem's and Dato's studies are based on the
learning of a second language by their own young children. While
the need for such longitudinal studies is clear, a great deal of
valuable resear~h has yet to be carried out on the latitudinal axis
of the language learning process. This research would be aimed at
examining thoroughly the state of the learnmer's knowledge of the TL
at a precise moment in time by means of 'lateralisation’ of
linguistic data already available to the analyst from the evidence
of the learner's text. If one confines oneself to such texts, then
the data available for analysis is quantatively impoverished, for
there is obviously a limit to the amount of language that can be
produced by a single learner, particularly in a classroom context,
where time is inevitably in short supply. In addition, some of this
language will be of limited value in studies of this kind - i: is
difficult to see what use could be made of laboratory drills or
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blank=tilling exercises (cf. Corder 1972). Certainly cssays,
reproductions, letter-writing, dictation, etc. can all serve as
grist to the analyst's mill for these are examples of language
skills with applications in everyday life, especially where the
learner is or has been a participant in further education.
Nevertheless, the fact remains that despite the limitations in the
amount of data deriving from this source, analysts have often felt
confident cnough to arrivs at seemingly definite conclusions as to
the provenance of errors.  Obviously, from a pedagogical point of
view, if remedial teaching based on such analyses appears
successful (to whoever) then there is no more to be done, even
though it is possible that a different, yet equally adequate,
analysis might have led to a different remedial approach. How,
then, do analysts arrive at their conclusions about errors with
such apparent certainty? The answer would seem to lie in several
directions. Firstly, the analyst as teacher will have experience
of the problems generally associated with the learning of a
Particular language; he may share his students' NL or be & na:ive
spedker of their TL. He may also have the benefit of the formalised
experience of other teachers. He will certainly be familiar with
the particular capabilities of his own students. The analyst as
lingui st has recourse to the findings of contrastive analysis (which
he may have to undertake himself) and to detailed accounts of the
structures of his students' NL and their TL. He thus may bring
considerable experiential insights to bear on the analysis of errors.
Thus while on the evidence of a learner's output several hypotheses
about the nature of a single error may be possible, all to some
extent observationally adequate, the analyst will in fact tend,
because of these experiential insights, to reject (or not even to
formulate) any number of these. However, this is not to suggest
that such experientially-assisted hypotheses are never controversial.
while such controversy may not be critical from a pedagogical point
of view, it is clearly of some importance from a psycholinguistic
one. There are times when it is very easy to quibble with some
analyses even when they are expressed as if they represented
incontrovertible fact. An analysis which is occasionally open to
the charge of unjustified self-conviction is that presented by
Richards (1971) in a much-quoted paper. Richards, on the basis of
very limited data, comes to conclusions that lead one to question
the efficacity of analytical procedures based on such scanty
evidence, To demonstrate what 1 mean, here are two examples drawn
from Richard's paper. He proposes three categories of error;
interference from the NL, overgeneralisation of TL rules, and
performance errors.

French speaker Richards' category of error
... this is occurs overgeneralisation

Richards says:

&‘v
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voo the French speaker seems to have generalised the form
'is occurs' frum his experience of forms like 'it is made
of* and 'it occurs'.

It is not at all obvious for what reasons he assumes that this
cvonfusion might have taken place, nor why he should have selected
it is made of ' as one of the form types confused. Furthermore, he
rejects the possibility of this error being an accidental formation
{i.c. a performance error) as the student does not correct it on
being shown the transcript of his text (cf. Corder 1971b esp. p.152).
Theoretically a performance error might be correctable without
assistance but it is arguable whether it is sound experimental
technique to ask a learner to check his own text for such errors,
and subsequently to use the results of such a check as the means of
identifying them. Surely a psychological phenomenon like a
performance error cannot be defined on the basis that it is
potentially correctable by its author. MNot only is it easy for the
learner to overlook such errors but it is also possible that he may
decide to alter a form he previously produced, not because it was
now vbviously erroneous to him but because he subsequently preferred
an alternative at a point where uncertainty had existed in his mind
48 to the relative merits of two or more competing forms. Such
*second thoughts' could not be operationally distinguished from
corrections of performance errors. In this context of 'subsequent
correctability' it would be interesting to know how Richards would
deal with a learner who 'corrected' an error-free sentence by
producing an erroneous one in its place. (I have had examples of
this 'recidivism'.) In fact there are several possible directions
of correction, for while we have seen that an erroneous form could
be altered to an error-free one and vice~versa, it would also be
possible for one erroneous form to be replaced by another, or a

correct form to be replaced by another correct form. Methodologically,

all such alterations would have to be treated as 'performance errors'
- an unsatisfactory state of affairs. It seems clear that where
several possible explanations for an error exist, none should be
given absolute priority on the strength of experiential insights
alone.

French speaker Richards category of error

The camera enregistrate
the image overgeneralisation
The image disappear

Richards maintains that this error (and others cited in his article)
is caused by the overgeneralisation of a rule that assigns zero
endings to all finite verb forms, except of course, in the 3rd
person singular of present tense in English. The learner has failed
to take account of this exception according to this analysis.
However, this hypothesis cannot be considered very likely in this
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cdse for a4 number of reasons:

a. In the ~ase ot ‘enregistrate', the correctly inflected
form occurs just four short sentences later in the
learner's text, viez.,

It is composed with a lens and behind the lens
is little screen coated with cells and
cnregistrates the light.

b. This French student is capable of giving fairly
intricate accounts in English of the workings of a camera,
and elsewhere, the exploitation of natural resources and
the principles of the steam engine. His command of
vocabulary is clearly adequate, so that all in all it
would be open to dispute that a student at this level of
competence would make such 'elementary’ errors except
through inadvertence (i.e. performance errors). The
first example, 'it is occurs', may be seen to corroborate
this argument for the verb is correctly inflected (though
of course the verb itself s erroneous).

c. Finally, the problem may be phonological. These errors
may well have been avoided if each piece quoted in the
article had been written rather than spoken and recorded.
We may have here an example of interference from Freanch
syllable structure, though this theory would not account
fc1 the correctly inflected 'enregistrates' which occurs
so shortly afterwards. The occurrence of these two forms
so close together lends weight to the argument against
correctability as a defining characteristic of performance
errors. 1 would prefer to think, using the little
evidence therc is, that 'enregistrate' is simply a
performance failure, a psychological slip compounded by
phonological pressure from French.

Un the face of it, Richards' classifications do not seem
convincing because they are insufficiently supported. Similar
statements as to the provenance of errors are not uncommon. Buteau
(1970), for instance, in her analysis of errors made by students of
French, attributee the selection of forms 'finissont' and 'venont' in
the frames ‘ces ¢léves ' and "tes amis 'in a multiple~
choice test to the generalisation of "the inflection used in the
present tense of avoir, eétre, faire, aller, and in the future of all
verbs". Her assumption thus is that this handful of irregular verbs
could interfere with a rule of nearly absolute generality im French,
namely that the third person plural presert tense ending is -ent.
Furthermore the morphology of the future temse is also somehow
involved, even though this tense is likely to have been taught after
the present tense. -How she can safely make this ascumption on the
basis of an incorrect selection by a relatively small percentage of
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stugents (12000 and a.e7 respectively) in g multiple~choice test
1s not at all (lear. In Lulay and burt's paper (1972), it is
maintained taat the non-appearance in interrogative sentences of
auniliary D0 with full verbs in the speech of Norwegian children
learning inglish was due to their overgegeralisation of HAVE ¢ NP
vova D while living in Lngland "where the verb RAVE is permuted:
as e a4 jobl nave vou 3 cold!”  [nis sweeping statement about
rAV: an stitish fagiish 1s manifestiv inac.urate.

It is refreshing to comae across analyses which have been
tharaughls rosearched {cd. Bickerton 1971, Hill 1957) or which at
fcast strike a welcome and appropriate note of caution. Duskova
time), in her analvsis of errors made by Czech learners of English,
taaes 4 very good point about making inferences from limited data:

tor the purposes of teaching, nonce mistakes appear to be of
3mail value since the conclusions that can be drawn from
tnex, +f anv, apply only tc one particular learner, and
unless some system can be discovered in them, they are of
little value even in the case of the learner who commits
tiem.  (hmphasis mine)

lustead sne proposes that the analyst should concentrate on
recurring and systematic errors made bv a number of learners. This
:ndeed may be said to represent the traditional approach to error
analvsis, and certainly from a pedagogical point of view, it would
"¢ uneconomical to do otherwise. However, a psycholinguistic study
ot second language learning requires the analyst to look more
atetuliv at 1ndividual outputs in order to discover what system or
s¥stems, il any, are operating behind the most minimal data. Again
it is necessar to reiterate the need for 'lateralisation' of
availaole gata, in order to refine the first-order hypotheses that
come a8 A result of applying experiential insights to these data.
A considerable degree of lateralisation can sometimes be achieved
bv elicitation of specific language items from learners. The
subsequent increase in relevant information might enable the analyst
to evaluate more clearly the competing claims of various
chservaticnally adequate and experientially valid hypotheses.,

The procedure aimed at lateralising data which 1 am suggesting
is hardly cuntroversial and differs little from data-gathering and
analvysis procedures outlined by linguists such as Garvin (1962).

The first stages follow closely those of conventional error analysis
except that they apply to individual learners rather than groups and
can be used to deal with nonce forms. Thus the initial step
consists of the sclection of the appropriate texts from which the
analyst will then isolate those areas which are of particular
interest to him, followed by a preliminary analysis. Oa the basis
af this analvsis he will arrive at a number of first-order
hvpotheses carrving varying degrees of conviction., These hypotheses
he @wil. then test, in the first instance by constructing errors

t



Dased ot the ‘tegel! error centained an the learner's text.  These
constructions will be $0 tormed as to incerporate the first order
hypotheses, and will then be fed back te the learner for his
dpproval or rejection, so that he provides the analyst with
judgements about the nature of his own internalised TL grammar. In
thia way it might he possible, on the basis of the learner's
Feactions to those test forms to modify, reject or confirm the
titst-erder bvpotueses, thus hopefully icading to an ahstract
viiardcterisaticn o errors rather than a merely taxonomic one. By
using the Lasic tecnnigues of elicitation, such as syntagmatic and
paradigmatic variation, paraphrase, translation, etc., the amount

“1 specitic data obtainable may become considerably enriched,

shere i oo reason why, through elicitation, lateralisation cannot
continue inte arvas less directly related to items in the original
text. It would be ot interest to study, for ir:itance, the learner's
range of ‘syntactic implications' in his language. Thus in English,
if we have b CANED Tdl SUY we a3y also have THE CANING OF BOYS MUST
CEASE and HIS CANING JOs WAS QUITE UNNECESSARY. The appearance of
OF in the 'action nominalisation' (Lees 1960) is generally
vhligatory when there is no prepusition associated with the related
Verbe.  Such syntactic implications should be acceptable to a great
number of native speakers of tnglish., The question arises to what
vxtent such series also occur in the learner's language, and whether
they retlect the learner’s NL, his TL, or are in some way
idiosyneratic,  dowever, it is no use waiting for the evidence to
appear textually, not only because there is no guarantee that it
will ever do so, but also because the learner's language is
(opefully) in a state of flux., ODilatoriness in the elicitation
lage will tend to invalidate attempts to achieve lateralisation o
Jiatue  Tooattempt to discover sodething of what the learner knows,
the analvst has to work quickly in order to 'freeze' that knowledge
@t a4 gaven point.  (cf. Reibel 1971 esp. p.95n)

vorder (1972) has pointed out many of the ways in which
secund~language learners as informants differ from their counter=
parts in other fields, i.e. the child acquiring his first language
and the adult native informant. These differences may be summed up
4s follows: wvery young children possess only what they know of
their first language; the language learner on the other hand, if an
adult, not only knows (or thinks he knows) something of the TL but
also possesses a NL. Furthermore, if he is an adult who has been
the recipient of language teaching he will almost certainly possess
1 metalanguage of some sort as a by-product of that teaching,
(hildren are not generally considered to possess a metalinguistic
faculty though a recent study suggests they might do (Gleitman,
Gleitman and Shipley, 1972). The native informant may possess a
metalanguage and speak the researcher's NL, but not necessarily so.
Additionally, the native informant's judgements about his language
v not correlate with his actual language performance, for during
vlicitation he may be appealing to some supposedly higher linguistic
Rerm to which he aspires but wnich he does not attain (cf. Samarin

n ¢
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pel¥a). Ihis is far less likely to be true of the language learner,
particularly when his text forms the basis for elicitation. Corder
rightly points out that the possession of a metalanguage is important,
for with it a learner can make available to us his intuitions about
the nature of the language he is lea "ng; however the existence of
such a metalanguage does not necess .y mean that the learner's
intuitions ate valid, for it is unlikely that any learner (let alone
native speaker) is capable of giving a complete account of them, and
often such acceounts as there may be represent little more than
post=hoc rationalisations on the part of the learner as a response to
questioning by the analyst. These metalinguistic statements cannot
be ignored, however, tor they can provide clues about the way in
which the leatner's language is organised when conventional and
lateral analvses fail or are insufficiently refined. There is no
reason why a learner cannot be asked to give an explanation as to why
he arrives at a certain form, and it is often interesting to see
whether the analysis arrived at by the researcher matches the
explanation vffered by the learner. The danger exists for the
learner, however, that once such an explanation has been voiced, he
will follow it to the letter, even though the ‘true’ linguistic rules
e had been applying previously were not really those implicit in the
learner's statements to the analyst. However when so little is known
about what the iearner does, post-hoc rationalisations are
potentially useful but they have to be viewed circumspectly. I give
two examples where two such statements have interesting implications.
Thev were made by two students during discussions of particular
sentences cach had written. Neither student knew that each sentence
was, in fact, erroneous. The first student, German, wrote:

The boat was going to leave Ustend harbour at 13.30
the other day

whet her co-text and translation of the senten.e as ‘am anderen Tag'
unumbiguously indicated that she should have used 'next' in place of
‘other', i.c¢. 'the next day'. On the basis of experience, one might
attribute such an error to interference from German. However this
analysis scems to be an oversimplification. Firstly, the student
seemed convinced that her sentence was definitely correct English,

at the same time rejecting another sentence containing *next'® in
place of 'other' in favour of her own, even though she quite
willingly conceded that one could say 'am nichsten Tag' in German.
1his suggested that she may have had some sort of {diosyncratic
svstem which distinguished lexically between temporal and spatial
relationshiips or between 'proximity' and 'succession®, or
combinations of both. Elicitation along these lines was not entirely
vonclusive though the temporalsspatial distinction seemed to exist.
Finally | asked the student what the difference between ‘other' and
'next' was, . and the answer was a confirmation of the temporal/spatial
distinction”. Since elicitation had already indicated that such a
distinction was heing made, the student's statement can be assumed to
have some foundation. This example also goes to show once more how



e

amalvsin o teat alone may prove inadequate, even though subscequent
dalvsis serves only to make the situation more complex.

Ihe secend example gelates to o Swiss~German student who wrote
the tol l\\\\‘i fipe

I bhad not g preat conversation,

AMter clicitation aimd at exploring some ot the syntactic

tmplications of the HAVE form, | asked the student for her comments
on tie equivalent bnglish sentence containing the dunmy auxiliary
)y ViZe,

I didn't have much conversation.

Again this sentence was rejected in favour of the original erroneous
sentence. She ot fered the unsolicited statement, however, that
although she had often heard sentences with DO ¢ HAVE in England,
she had never used them, as her teacher in Switaerland had told her
that D0 and dAVE could not co-occur in such circumstances! This
appareat case ot one rule for the English, and another for Swiss
students tells us at the very least that the student was prepared to
justity her sentence in the face of my probing. Whether there is
any truth in what she said canpot, of course, be established, though
her statement raises o broader issue concerning the importance of
the learner himsell in the analysis of errors. In order to make
wdvances in the study of the language learning process, we need to
Rnow more than the nature of linguistic inputs and outputs. Clearly
the beliets ot the learner himself about the specific language he is
learning, whether these beliefs are the result of teaching or
deraiving from the learner himself, must affect in subtle and not so
subtle wavs the actual language he produces. Differences between
native amd target cultures may also have some significant part to
plav.  Although measures of attitude and motivation do exist in the
ticld ot second language learning (cf. Jakobovits 1970) these are
lLikely to prove insufficiently detailed or revealing. More
sophistivated methods of research are needed, designed to assevss the
personality ot the individual, especially within the actual teachings
learning situation itself. This situation contains at least two
people in it, one of whom is the teacher, and thus the reaction of
teacher to stwlent, and to the class as a whole, as well as the
reaction of the students to each other must have some affect on the
learning of the target language. Observation has showm that, all
conditions being equal, while some students attempt to produce
extremely complex work both in content and language, others will
usually be satisfied to produce wrrk which, though error-free, is
relatively simple in content and structure. In the first case it
seems as if the student is putting the desire to communicate above
the desire to be grammatical. This difference may be attributable
to individual characteristics net limited to the learning of a
second language; on the other hand it may be the result of a
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patticular approach to the learning ot the sceeond languages  The
analvst neceds help trom the social psychologist in devising schemes
by which such information migat be obtained. For the moment it
svems unlihely that very much can be done in this direction and even
it such schemes were available it is not at all clear how their
findings could actually be linked up to linguistic performance.
tbviousiy a start can be made through the application of certain
tests (perhaps measuring introversion extroversion, dogmatism,
conservatism, extra- and intrapunitiveness etce.) to individual
learners, coupled with in=depth interviews in which a picture of the
learner and his varying beliefs and attitudes might be elicited.
Such interviews would, however, require an inordinate amount of
srill on the part of the interviewer. As for the role of the
individual in the teaching/learning situation, one method that
springs tu mind that can be used to assess the iadividual's standing
within the group is Interaction Process Analysis (Bayles 1970) which
mahes use ot the intuitive feelings that people have for other
memboers ot their group, and also makes use of the skilled observaticon
ot the group in action. For the moment the fact remains that what we
know of the learner's contribution to the language he produces is
linited to impressions. e need an overall, accurate picture.
Loupled to this, it would also be necessary to have access to the
material which served as potential input for the learner, i.e. the
actual teaching he received. Knowledge of this material, which does
not necvessarily constitute the input itself, would allow the analyst
to make some inferences as to the individual strategies adopted by
learners, but the practical difficulties remain epormous.

tere is one further arca where the learner can offer the
analvst some direct assistance, for he can give an account of the
relative difficulty he experiences in the production of a particular
form. He is often ab.e to state not only the precise point at which
the Jdifficulty exists, but also what alternacive forms were available
to him (if any) and why they were not selected. Furthermore he can
state whether such processes as analogising or inferemncing (Carton
1971) were available to him. It is apparent in work of this kind
that the occurrence of error and those points at which the learner
experiences difficulty do not necessarily coincide, for an error-free
sentence may have caused the learner considerable difficulties in its
tormation while a completely erroneous sentence may have caused him
none. Thus learners often demonstrate just jow strongly certain
patterns are embedded in their internalised TL grammars by total
adherence to them during elicitation. The folluwing sentence was
written by a German student who maintained that this sentence was
correct knglish even after being asked to comment on the corrected
torm with AT replacing IN:

«o.obut in that very moment it was six o'clock.

The following short conversation then took place:

te:



EN:  Now yuu thought you were LU0l right., 1 wrute *at that
very mument.' You are quite convinced that it i ‘in
that very moment'?

§: The only question would be, is it correct to say 'it
was &ix a'clock® or 'it had been six o‘clock’. That
would be the only question.

Wite of the more fortunate side~cifects of such elicitation procedures
18 that occasionally one obtains potentially useful information when
it is not expressly being sought. In this case we learn that there
Is a trace uof uncertainty as to the selection of simple past over
past perfect. Un the basis of this statement, one might explore this
student 's knowledge of aspects of the English tense system.

Other examples of such adhererces to erronecus forms are not
ditficult to tind, and, not surprisingly, they often seem to reflect
interference from the NL. | append one more example of such
adherence, which additionally gives very limited evidence for an
implicational set of a sort, namely positional variation of a
subordinate clause within a sentence. The sentence in question is:

Arrived in Dover, the first thing what I had to get usecd
to was left-hand driving.

Again as in the previous example, the student's expressed difficuley
lay not with the erroneous parts of the sentence, but with a part that
was actually correct, namely 'l had to get used to'. The dialogue was
48 follows:

EK: You said you were unsure about this sentence. What
were you not sure about?

St This part of the sentence, '! had to get used to...*
This was a little bit much, but I traed it.

EK: You thought this was probably where you were going to
be wrong?

St Yes, it could be, yes.

EK: ... Would you tell me if this sentence is for you correct
English? 'The first thing what | had to get used to,
arrived in Dover, was left~hand driving;®

S$: No, 1 think you must put ‘arrived in Dover' at the
beginning or at the end.

EK: So you would say 'The first thing what 1 had to get used
to was left-hand driving, hewing arrived in Dover'?
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3¢ Yo, 1 think you can say it.

EK:  would you say that this sentence is right? ‘Sat
down, 1 asked for a drink' You're in a restaurant
or sumething.

S Yoesy, 1 think so.

EK: wow try this one. Still in the restaurant, right?
Laten the sandwich, the waiter brought me another.'

NY ft?be
ete,

Une must treat the data derived from such elicitation with some care
howewe T because of the effects of perseveration, amongst other
things. tlicitation sessions incorporate a 'teaching effect', and
the longer an informant is asked for his judgements, the less likely
these judgements are to be reliable.

while the above examples seem to demonstrate how committed a
learner may be to his own production (with the reservations as to
the reliability of such data already mentioned), learners tend to
display varying degrees of commitment ranging from total confidence
to & complete lack of {t. These degrees of adherence may be due,
in some respect, to individual personality traits, and it is
untfortunate that it is extremely difficult to check up on the
tindings ot conventional and lateral analysis by observation of the
spontancous speech of learners. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to
accord all errors equal status within the learner's grammar.
Clearly some errors do represant absolutely correct forms for their
authors but others may represent forms in conflict with competing
forms. The degree of conflict between two or more competing forms
might be expressed in thecry by a score of probability of a form
sctually appearing. Thus while groups of learners with the same
linguistic background may be said to produce errors described as
‘typical’ for that group, this does not mean that these errors are
in any sense equal in terms of each individual's TL grammar. To
take extreme cases, a meticulous psycholinguistic description of
the learner's language should attempt to distinguish between an
*absolute® error and a performaance error, when both are identical
in surface form, and would be described in identical ways in any
tormal grammatical model. Psychologically, and pedagogically, they
would be quite different, of course. A possible example of an
*ahsolute® error is, as we have seen, 'the other day', instead of
‘the next day’. At the same time this very error was wade by
another student, who without prompting was able to correct her
sentence and offer the explanation that her error was duc to
carelessness, and that ‘the other day' was 'a very German
translation'. There will be other types of error too, some limited
to production only (i.e. the learner recugnises the correct form
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vven if he does not produce it) and there will be those errors
caused by the learner exploring the TL. It does not seem that it
is methodologically possible at the moment to distinguish
confidently between these (and other) types of error, but patterns
of response in elicitation procedures may prcvide clues as to the
possible status of such forms. Rules could then be written for
tragments of the learner language, incorporating, in the relevant
arcas, 'shadow grammars' in which alternative forms might be
expressed as variational probabilities. In many cases the shadow
forms would never appear, of course, even though they might
continue to interferc with the production of the selected form.
It is likely that the variational probability of the principal
and the shadow form will alter vis~a-vis each other as time goes
on, until the latter is (hopefully) extinguished. Thus it is
unwise to assume that the appearance of an ostensibly correct TL
form indicates that the learner has at least in one area no more
to learn, for not ouly might such a form be ‘right by chance'
(Corder 1971a) but it might be in competition with any numrer of
competing forms up to and including free variation.

My own work follows the methodological proposals above as
far as is possible, though without entering into the realm of
social psychology. I have limited myself to purely linguistic
analysis accovdingly. Thus while the procedures leading to the
formulation of first-order hypotheses are reasonably straight-
forward the praccical problems of elicitation of linguistic and
metalinguistic data are considerable. Each step of the procedure
1s time-consuming, and for this reason, and in order to minimise
the time-factor, preliminary analysis may be sketchy. A sketchy
analysis leads to sketchy elicitation, with the result that one
tinishes up with incoherent data and desperate appeals to the
learner for explanations. Here lies the tasic problem of all
attempts at lateralisation; any set of procedures designed to
collect and analyse data is really longitudinal. Accordingly one
must make a methodological assumption, namely that provided the
analyst works swiftly to complete the various steps, he is
effectively examining a latitudinal section of the learner's
knowledge. How swiftly he has to act I cannot say -~ 1 aim to
complete the various steps and procedures with an individual
within one or two days. Consequently 1 am aware of the inadequacy
of many of my very tentative conclusions. Though I believe that
elicitation has an important role to play in such studies of
second language learning, I do not believe that we can do much
more than begin to scratch the surface with such procedures. One
needs considerable luck, and it is easy to miss potentially
useful important lines of inquiry during the course of the
investigation. Unfortunately, it is not always possible to return
to the learner to pursue these lines because of changes in the
state of the learner's knowledge which may have taken place, or
because he is no longer available.

) 8
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Until we know a great deal more about the psychological and
sucial make=up of individual learners and the strategies they bring
to the problems of learning, we can make little more than informed
guusses as to what language learning mechanisms are. Nevertheless
| maintain that by bringing the learner into the analysis of his
text in some of the ways outlined in this paper, we are making
available data that are useful in the refinement of techniques of
analysis of language produced by learners beyond the point
permitted by the application of experiential insights alone.

A case study of the use of elicitation as a component of error

analysis

A Swiss-German student produced the following sentence in a
tree composition:

The co-text of this sentence
AFTER CLOSING THE DUORS, is as follows:-

THE JET (TOOK OFF). There were many other students
in the same place, but 1 didn't
know anybody. After s.ecc..
(took off). With big noise and
full power the jet rised in the
sky.

A cursory analysis of this error, without reference to the learner's
NL would indicate only a contravention of an English rule which could
be stated thus; 'Civen a sentence consisting of a main and one or
more subordinate clauses, if the subordinate clause is introduced by
a subordinating conjunction of the class of which AFTER is a member,
then, optionally, if the grammatical subje.t of this clause is
coreferential with the grammatical subject of the main clause, then
the subject of the former may be deleted, and the finite verb form
{(full or auxiliary in the case of HAVE, BE) replaced by the non-
finite INC-form;'. Thus in English we may say:-

a) After had seen Fountains Abbey, (he] became a monk.
ohn Smith

al) After seeing Fountains Abbey, he became a monk.
az) After having seen Fountains Abbey, he became a monk.

The following sentence pairs confirm contraventions of the above rule:-

1A
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b) After John identified the folly, Brian dated it.

bl) *After identifying the folly, Brian dated it.

¢) After Mary had their sixth child, Dan decided on a
vasectomy.

Cl) *After having their sixth child, Dan decided on a
vasectomy.

Both b1 and 3 break the co-reference condition.

Thus, to return to the original sentence,
d) AFTER CLOSING THE DOORS, THE JET (TOOK OFF)

we see that in terms of English, the co-reference condition is also
violated. Nevertheless, it is easy to see that many native speakers
of English would accept sentences such as d) as perfectly
comprehensible and not in the least odd, so that we cannot assume,
on the basis of the text alone, that this is not likewise a slip of
the learner's pen.® The diagrams below attempt to illustrate in a
non-rigorous way a nymber of means by which such a sentence might be
generated in accordance with the data derived from textual analysis,
experiential insights and elicitation. The model used is essentially
that proposed by Stockwell et al. (1973), though with one base rule
not included in their model, namely that after the rule

MOD(ality) -~——» (NEG) AUX (ADV) (Rule 2: Stockwell
et al. p.27)

there should be an additional rule

ADV —» (Place) (Time) (Manner)
from which we obtain

Time —™ PREP + NP

The first diagram, Fig. 1, represents the principle of subordinate
clause reduction from finite to non-finite, when the subjects of
both main and subordinate clause are co-referential, with subsequent
subordinate clause subject deletion (See Fig. 1).

1n order to arrive at the surface structure of the sentence in
Fig. 1, three rules are required to act on its deep structure. The
first of these is the Active Subject Placement rule (Stockwell et al.
1973) by which the last actant in the Proposition (other than a
Locative) becomes the surface subject in the active voice. At the
same time the preposition associated with the underlying case of the
subject is deleted (See Fig. 2).

15
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AUX ADV v o A
| ‘ K l /
TENSE TIME build P PREP NP
: T~ L__oA]
_*PAST, PREP NP palaces Vanbrugh
| [
after
MUD PROP
' \“
ALX v o
! ' |
TENSE write NP PREP NP
| [__0a]l 2N
[ +PAST ] plays Vanbrugh

Fig. I: Deep structure of

AFTER WRITING PLAYS, VANBRUGH BUILT PALACES.

Fig. 2: Schema of Active Subject Placement rule.
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bollowing the application of this rule, the next rule to be applied
ts vqui=NP-deletion, by which the subject of the subordinate clause
is deleted provided it is co-referential with the subject of the
matn Clause.

N s
N
\, S~ o N~
€ G P M” NP P
. '
AV \ 0 ADV v
L1y TIME
=
\ \
NP NP
3 S
P\\\\
- ! ~ ’
A Han PROP MuD PROP

Fig. 3! Schema of Equi-NP-deletion rule

Finally, 4 gerundising rule is required to reduce the verb from the
tinite to the non-finite form:-

TiME TIME
/’/,\\\ ///””\\
PREE NP = PREP NP
S S
/ / \
oD PROP -ing PROP

Fig. +: Schema of Gerundisation rule.
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The first possibility, that the learner had produced the form AFTER
CLOSING THE DOORS, THE JET (TOOK OFF) as a slip of the pen, was
temporarily ruled out by means of specific questioning: in other
words, the student confirmed his adherence to this sentence both
explicitly and implicitly.

A second possibility indicated by low-level analysis was that
the learner had correctly applied the subordinate clause reduction
schema according to English, but due to differences in lexical
properties of the word jet between the learner's language and
English, the sentence appeared to violate the co-reference condition.
Under this interpretation, jet in the learner's language can be
considered a collective noun with the feature [+Human] in the same
way that 'government'’ or ‘England’ is:

The government is/are considering the next move.

England have never played so badly.
In English the word igg.and allied nouns lgke plane, boat, ship,
etc. can possess something of this collective nature reterring to
the cadre of personnel contained within the confines of the object.
Thus note:

The jet has been forced to land.

The car is going to turn back at the border.

The ship is more relaxed now that the mutiny is over.
If this hypothesis is plausible, then in terms of the learmer's

language, the English subordinate clause reduction schema can
proceed.

ni)u NP PROP ucl)ﬁ P PROP
ADV ADV

I the jet the jet
+Collective

TIME +Human T
/\[ A
PREP .\|;p pKEP \iu’

S
an A
NP MoD PROP 0D Prop
&

the jet
+Collectiv
+Human

bnd

Fig. 5! Schema of subordinate clause reduction when jet has
ldiosyncratic rather than English lexical properties
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In an attempt to test the validity of this hypothesis, the following
sentences were oftered to the learner:

a) After serving the drinks, the pub closed.

b) After watching the film, the cinema closed.

¢) After ringing the bell, the boxing started.

d) After blowing out the candle, the house became dark.
e¢) After closing the doors, the car moved forward.

If the above hypothesis holds water, the learner ought to accept a)
and ¢), and possibly b), but not ¢) and d). In saying this we make
one assumption that underlies all work in second language research,
namely that some of the learmer's language will in fact be identical
with the TL in all critical respects. Hence in b) I have assumed
that the student's understanding of ‘'watching' is the same as mine,
i.e. that cinemas show films and that audiences watch them (though
even here we are in difficulty, e.g. 'the whole cinema was stunned
by the scenes of gratuitous violence'). If it is not (as we are
indeed positing with jet) then the elicitation procedure is useless,
unless we can have recourse to one of the most useful ploys in error
analysis, namely translation. The learner of a foreign language is
capable of providing more information than the evidence of his own
TL utterances and his intuitions about them; he can also provide a
translation into his mother tongue, which should effectively aid in
the successful interpretation of the meaning of the learner's
utterance.

While it would be possible to account for the form of sentences
like a) and e) above by the schema given in Fig. 5, in ¢) and d) it
is difficult to find an implied subject of the subordinate clause
that could be co-referential with the subject of the main clause.
Additionally, a collective interpretation of house is not really
possible in this context (i.e. 'dark'). Consequently it seems
unlikely that the [+collective] interpretation has any basis since
the student gave his assent to all the test sentences. At this
stage we may tentatively rule out two hypotheses, 1) the slip of the
Pen hypothesis, and 2) the ‘collective’ noun hypothesis.

The third hypothesis is based on the possibility of deletion of
a dumny subject in the subordinate clause. This treatment of the
subordinate clause produces a form equivalent to an English
agentless passive, i.e.

Learner's form English equivalent

AFTER CLOSING THE DOORS Af ter the doors were ciosed



If we allow this interpretation, which is possible from the limited
Jata gleaned frozm elicitation, then the schema would be as follows:

MUD N PRUP

| |

ADV v

AN

MUD N PROP

g\/\l

ADV '
l the pud ‘ / the pub ‘
TIME close K close
PREP NP PREP NP
' !
o |
after S after S
// \\\ / \
NP MUD P%(P MOD ﬁ;{i
4 ) -ing V o
serve serve
the drinks the drinks
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Fig. 6: After serving the drinks, the pub closed

Every one of the above sentences a) to e) can be analysed according
to the above schema; it is formally adequate.

The fourth hypothesis, which has been partially tested, is
based on the interpretation of the ~ING form as a noun and has in
its favour evidence from German. As a possible aid to analysis, I

24



13,

asked the student to transiate the sentence AFTER CLUSING THE DOURS
ete., and his replyv Jdoes indeed suggest the plausibility of the
N-ING (rather than the V=IN0) interpretation. His translation is:

Nach dem Schliessen der TUren ...
where an agent s implicit (as it is in the tnird hypothesis). Thus

we have a structure 'after N-ING the NP' equivalent in English to
(the rather stilted) 'after the N=ING of tie NP',

TIM TIME
PREP /-P\ = PREP NP
alter DET /;ﬁﬁ:\\\ alter JET NOM
ART N PREP NP ART N PREP NP
| | L\
the of S the serving of drinks

act. 2‘ :

act:ion, -ing V NP

activity / ‘

serve drinks

Fig. 7: Schema of AFTER THE SERVING OF DRINKS, THE PUB CLOSED

Stockwell et al.'s proposal for the generation of 'action nominals’
(Lees 196U) posits that some head nous of a nominal group, such as
ACT, ACTIUN or ACTIVITY (and specially marked in some way) is
deleted and replaced by a gerund deriving from an embedded sentence
in the nominal group. In the derivation of AFTER CLOSING THE DOORS,
THE JET TOOK OFF, a similar underlying structure could be utilised,
i.e.

21
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TIME TIME
N\
PRE;//// NP PREP NP
/N = | |
after DET NOM after NOM
N PREP NP N NP
| | AN
act S closing the doors

(etc) ‘,a*”*dﬂ\‘\‘ )

-ing V NP

close the doors

Fig. 8: Schema of AFTER CLOSING THE DOORS

Thus the evidence of contrastive analysis can be brought to bear
on attempts to solve the above problem. Clearly, though this
hypothesis (that the gerund is a noun rather than a verd) is
attractive, it is by no means satisfactory. It might be possible to
distinguish between hypotheses three and four by the giving of new
tests to the learner designed to establish whether the ~ING form was
essentially N or V. Following a suggestion by James, this could be
done Ly adverdb insertion as follows:

After immediately serving the drinks, the pud closed.

After immediate serving the drinks, the pub closed.
ete.

The above analyses are, of course, sketchy and inconclusive, and
do not claim to be explanations of what the learner knows, as data is
very limited. There are other possible accounts of the derivation of
the learner's sentence, of course, but the principal point I have
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votried to wake i3 that even one sentence is capable of o multi-
tacetted analysis, and that one of the most promising ways of
testing these analyses is by elicitation. It is not for a moment
suggested that eticitation must inevitably lcad to a solution of
the probtem; on the contrary, it will often lead to an uncertainty
vf a more complex kind. However, even though it may not be
pussible to deterwmine the cxact nature of an error and its
provenance by elicitation, it is to be uoped that some of the
possible esplanations will, by means o! these procedures, be
vliminated. Elic#ation of linguistic dita is only onc part of the
process of error analysis: it is complemented by elicitation of
metalinguistic data, analysis of text, experiential insights, and
observation of the learner's language in use. Only by carrying
out such complementary studies will it be possible to attempt
validation ot hypotheses.

NOTES

1. Throughout this paper I use the term 'error' to refer to
those forms which teachers of EFL would be expected to judge
a8 incorrect. The term is retained despite its prescriptive
f lavour because the students on whose data parts of this
paper are based have all been working towards advanced EFL
oxaminations. It is recognised that while on the one hand
there are those errors made by learners that nearly all
educated native speakers would consider unacceptable, on the
sther there are those forms about which there would be
considerable disagreement. In such latter cases, teachers

. still have to decide whether to allow these forms, which
though to some extent acceptable to them, they themselves
would never teach to students.

2. Thus Corder; "In order to make progress in the methods and
materials of teaching second languages we need to be able to
relate the materials and procedures used by the teacher to
changes in the knowledge of the learner. For this we need
longitudinal studies of learners expressed in terms of
scquential sets of descriptions of their 'etats de dialecte'.”
Richards: “Are some of the errors observed in second language
learning also representative of developmental sequences of
which the learner masters the rules of the English grammatical
system? ... What is needed is detailed longitudinal studies of
an adult learner's progress with a second language documenting
the appearance and development of particular structures.”

Reibel: "While research into child lamguage learning is being
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vattied o by bongitudical studies, it seems curious that up
to now rescdreh on aduit bat guage learning has typically
proceded by means ot aynchronic studies of interference
Plonomenad oo, Such tescateh is not without interest, but it
Ieaves unanswered o whole host of questions. ... Quite a few
wethads ot vesearch sagpest thewsolves, such as the study of
spontanecus speech of adult ledrners_over tioe to see the
crdoer an which eortain teatutes are thuired; acceptability
caperiment s such as those of Cairk and Svartvik (1966); and
the manipulaticn ol varieus eovironmental conditions to
Jeterminge their int luence on speed and accuracy of learning.”

i, carl James has told s that one ot his students at the
tniversity College of North Wales, Bangor, is currently
tvudertaking o lungitudinal study ot a Spanish learner of
kuglish in Spain,

4.  Among the many published error analyses of recent date, one
would mention those by Arabski (1968), Duskova (1969),
buteau (1y70), and Grawberg (1971). ‘
5 Her explanation was as follows:~ "'the other day' is a question
of time o.. [ speak trom today, and 1 can say 'the other day’,
that 1 can say but ‘nexce’ ... 'near to me', 1 would say, 'near
to mwe'.®

(Puaation?)

That's 1t. Yes, that's it. ‘'Other' is distance in the sense
ot time, and "next to me', it is 'clouse to me'.

('ivday' and 'tomorrow', this is 'other'?)
Yt‘ S .

he For a discussion of the 'hanging' or unattached participle in
English see, for instance, Quirk et al. (1972) pp.757-758.
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