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Error Analysis of written English Essays of ESL students

With the process of globalization, English becomes one of the most widely used languages for communication. Most students choose to learn English as their second language (L2) in order to get more opportunities for further studies or satisfactory jobs. However, learning a L2 is a long and tough process for everyone, and errors and mistakes appear not only at the beginning of learning, but also with the whole process. Writing, compared with other basic language skills like reading and listening, is a more difficult part to learn for English as a second language (ESL) learners since it acquires solid foundation of language for every aspect: from the choice of words to the coherence of sentences, from grammar among the sentences to the structure of the whole passage. This causes that ESL learners’ writing skill falls behind other aspects of English learning. Therefore, it is urgent and necessary for teachers to help them to solve the problems in their writings so that they could make great progress in their English writing and the whole level of English.

S.Pit Corder (1967) discussed the significance of error analysis, and he mentioned that errors are evidence what they have taken in during their learning, rather than what teachers think they have put in. It is crucial to know that intake is not the same with input. From what Corder pointed out, it is obvious to see that error analysis is a great way to help learners to identify the existing problems, find out and analyze the cause, and to seek effective strategies to solve the problems.

Vacide stated in his paper “Contribution of Error Analysis to Foreign Language Teaching” that teachers can benefit from the error analysis in many ways. Errors can be regarded as feedback for the teacher since they reflect how effective he is by applying his teaching style and what changes he has to make in order to let his students to get better performance. Moreover, errors indicate the teacher the points that needs to pay more attention to.
For most of learners, one of the great challenges of English writing is about the use of grammar, since great difference exists in the grammar of English and their first language (L1). Darus and Subramaniam (2009) analyzed the errors made by 72 Form Four Malay students in their compositions, and then summarized them into different types. The results showed that the errors that they made were basically grammatical. Other types of errors appeared because the students failed to choose the appropriate words for expressions and they could not correctly applying sentence structure rules in English. They concluded that the students have problems in applying grammatical rules in English writing.

 In this paper, I identify the grammatical errors of the essays of ten ESL learners of English, summarize several most common errors which they make in the essays, and explore the reasons of those errors' appearance. Moreover, some suggestions about teaching English writing are provided at the end of the paper.

Methodology

The participants were ten L2 students from the ESL 15 program at Pennsylvania State University. Most of them are freshmen, and they come from China, Korea, Arab, and some other countries. Basically, they have learned English as one of the subjects in their elementary and high school. Most of the time they speak and write in their L1 to their parents and friends and in many informal occasions. They only use English during the classes and when they need to. The writing samples which are used in this paper are the rough drafts of the same writing assignment by the same teacher. The assignment requires the students to write a critical essay about given articles and the essays range from 500-1200 words. In order to better classify the errors, I summarize the general grammatical errors into the following categories, they are:

a. errors in the use of verb tense
b. errors in the use of articles

c. errors in the use of subject/verb agreement

d. errors in the use of conjunctions

e. errors in the use of prepositions

f. errors in the use of singular/plural forms

g. errors in the use of punctuations

h. errors in the use of verb forms

i. errors of incomplete structures

j. errors of capitalization

k. errors of spelling

l. errors in the use of active and passive voice

m. errors in the use of possessive structures

Result

     Table 1 shows the total number of errors for each category of grammatical errors and also its percentage, and the types of errors are ranked by the frequency.
Table 1: Total number of errors and percentage per category

	Item
	Type of Error
	No. of Errors
	Percentage (%)

	1
	Conjunction
	28
	13.3

	2
	Verb Tense
	25
	11.9

	3
	Article
	25
	11.9

	4
	Verb Form
	23
	11.0

	5
	Preposition
	23
	11.0

	6
	Singular/Plural Form
	19
	9.0

	7
	Incomplete Structure
	17
	8.1

	8
	Subject/Verb Agreement
	15
	7.1

	9
	Punctuation
	12
	5.7

	10
	Capitalization
	7
	3.3

	11
	Active/Passive Voice
	6
	2.9

	12
	Possessive Structure
	6
	2.9

	13
	Spelling
	4
	1.9

	
	Total
	210
	100


     The result shows that there are in total 210 errors of all 13 categories which the participants make in their essays. The percentage shows that the three most common errors that they make are in the use of conjunctions (13.3), verb tense (11.9), and articles (11.9). 
In the following part of this paper, samples of participants’ three most common grammatical errors are displayed and identified accordingly, and the causes of the errors are also analyzed. 

Errors in the Use of Conjunctions
The most common error in the participants’ essays is about the use of conjunctions. Only one of the participants does not make this kind of error, and the rest make conjunction errors repeatedly. The errors here can be divided into two categories, which are the lack of conjunctions, such as and, but, and or, and the misuse of conjunctions or conjunctive adverbials, such as in addition, however, and on the contrary.

Some errors are as follows:

a. The writer knows how important work is, he explains how men and women need to work at home together more.

b. The reason why they use it a lot is that they think sending a message is new and fresh, in fact, it is wrong.
In example a, the conjunction and should be added before the second clause, and in the second example, but should be placed in front of “in fact” in order to express the transitional meaning.
In my point of view, the cause of the above errors is that the learners fail to understand the structure of sentences. When a sentence has already included its subject, predicate, and other needed components such as adverbials and complements, it should be ended by a full stop or connected by a conjunction if it includes two clauses. Since the students are not clear about the rules, they use commas to separate the two clauses if they feel that they do not finish expressing their thoughts in one sentence. Conjunction in English is very important, since it makes the content of the sentence coherent and the structure standard. Therefore, in the case of example a, the conjunction and should be added after the comma to connect the two parallel clauses.
The situation in the second example is a little different from the first one. It seems that the writer of example b not only does not clearly understand the sentence structure, he/she also ignores the logical relation in the sentence. It is important to discover the logical relation of several phrases of a sentence or among clauses. Only if we make clear of whether they have coordinative, causal, adversative, or other relations, we can choose the right and appropriate conjunctions to connect the sentence. In example b, it is obvious to figure out that there is adversative relation between the former clause “The reason why they use it a lot is that they think sending a message is new and fresh” and the latter one “In fact, it is wrong.” Therefore, the adversative conjunction but should be added between the two clauses in order to ensure the complete structure and the internal logical relation of the sentence.
There are also errors like these:

a. The author introduces how to make dumplings. In addition, she expresses different ways of folding.

b. People think their friends understand these models for they always send them to each other. On the contrary, other people will not understand these messages.
     Conjunctive adverbials are necessary and substantial in writing since they imply the logical relation of sentences and paragraphs. It is difficult task for some ESL learners to figure out the internal logical relation between sentences and then choose the appropriate conjunctive adverbials, and the meanings of different conjunctive adverbials are often confusing for learners.
     In the first example, it is inappropriate to use in addition to connect the two sentences. The meaning of in addition is similar to “also”, and “as well”. The content after in addition is basically additive to the former sentence, which conveys the meaning of “except……, also…….” When readers see the former sentence of example a which says that the author introduces how to make dumplings, and the conjunctive adverbial in addition, they may presume that the following sentence may be something like how to cook or eat dumplings. But in fact, the latter part of example a is that the author expresses different ways of folding. Then, the whole part could be paraphrased as “Except that the author introduces how to make dumplings, he/she also expresses ways of folding.” This sounds wired since we all know that “ways of folding dumplings” is one procedure of “making dumplings”. This containing relation is not appropriate to be connected by in addition.
     As for the second example, I think the participant notices the contrastive relation between the two sentences. The cause of the misuse of the conjunctive adverbial is that he/she does not clearly understand the meaning of the phrase on the contrary. On the contrary is used when people want to express something in opposition to what have been stated, which may not be true. However, in example b, what people think about their friends is true. The author’s intention is to make a contrast between their friends and other people. So the situation here is not suitable for the use of on the contrary, the transitional conjunction however would be more appropriate to connect the two sentences.
Errors in the Use of Verb Tense
This study of error analysis shows that errors in verb tense account for 11.9% of the total number of errors, and verb tense is the second highest total number of errors in this study after conjunction.
Since the topic of the essays were requiring the participants to write critical essays of given articles, it obliges the students to quote or cite the authors’ sentences and opinions of the articles. Then some related errors about the choice of tense appear as follows:
a. In conclusion, Rushdie’s essay gave perfect personal views……. Some of his opinions are too extreme, and gave no solutions except criticizing.

b. E.J. Graff (2010) starts by……. The article implied……
     In all of the ten essays, participants either employed simple present tense or simple past tense to cite the authors’ opinions. However, some of them mix the two tenses together in one essay or even in one paragraph, which may cause the inconformity of the tense of the whole passage and confusion of readers’ understanding of what the authors intend to imply. From my point of view, both simple present tense and simple past tense can be used for quoting and citing other authors’ work, though their emphasis is a little different. For simple present tense, the emphasis would be the overview and summarize of the research articles; for simple past tense, the writer would focus on the review of historical records or the introduction of the early research. So the participants could choose from the two tenses according to their different emphasis. However, the tense in one essay should be kept accordant, or it would disarrange the consistency of the essay and make the readers confused.
c. They magnified and distort events to satisfy people’s narcissism of themselves.
Errors like the one in example c are also found in some essays. In this sentence, both “magnify” and “distort” are the predicates of the subject “they”, so both of them should be changed into their past form. Only the verb “satisfy” should be kept as its original form since it follows the preposition to. In fact, the above rule is not difficult to understand and remember for ESL learners, and the cause of this kind of errors is their carelessness and lacking of rechecking of their essays.
The other large amount of errors in the use of tense appears when the participants employ present perfect tense in their essays. The study finds that the misuse of verbs’ different forms is the main reason for this. For example, sentences which include “have became” and “have woke up” can be found in the essays. The present perfect tense is formed with the verb have/has and the past participle. The regular change of a verb’s past and past participle form is “+ed” at the end of the word. However, there are also English verbs that their forms of past and past participle are changed irregularly. For instance, some words have the same form of origin, past tense, and past participle, such as put and hurt; some other verbs have the same form for their origin and past participle, and only change for their past tense, such as the verb become, with the three forms become, became and become. In order to correctly use present perfect tense, ESL learners have to memorize the verbs with irregular change of different forms.
     The reason of the making errors in the use of tense is that there is great difference between English and ESL learners’ first language in the aspect of tense. In their first language such as Chinese and Malaysian, then tense of a sentence is only reflected by the addition of auxiliary verbs and particles. The verbs remain the same form when they are used for present, past, or future tense and they are no inflection of time. However, verbs in English change its form according to aspect of time. There is an example of the comparison between English and Chinese:
a. I am eating dinner. 

我在吃晚饭。

b. I will eat dinner.
我要吃晚饭。

c. I have ate dinner.
我已经吃晚饭了。

     The Chinese verb “吃(eat)” in the sentences does not change its forms at all and it does not indicate time. While in English, the different forms of the verb eat reveal the difference in the aspect of time. As a consequence, ESL learners are inclined to forget to change verb forms for different tenses due to the influence of their first language. Moreover, the great amount of irregular changes of verb forms is a tough task for learners to memorize completely.
     Errors in the Use of Articles
     The same with verb tense, errors in the use of articles also rank as the second common errors in the participants’ essays. It is common for ESL learners to make errors like lacking of articles, using articles redundantly, and mixing up the use of indefinite and definite articles. During the process of identifying this kind of errors, the following examples are found:
a. Children waste their time to be spent in worthless place like a prisoner.
b. Different generations have various attitudes toward the Twitter.
c. So abbreviation is a good way to help us save time and know things clearly in same time.
     Each of the above examples represents one category of errors in the use of articles in this study. In example a, the indefinite article a should be added in front of “worthless place”, or the writer could change the word place into its plural form places. The cause of errors like the one in example a is that sometimes ESL learners are confused about whether a certain noun is countable or uncountable. The indefinite articles a/an, or definite article the could be added before a countable noun, while for a uncountable noun, the could appear in front of it for nongeneric use but it would be wrong to put a/an right before the uncountable noun. Here in the participant’s opinion, place is an uncountable noun just like the word space, so he/she does not apply any articles in front of it. There are some commonly used uncountable nouns like advice, furniture, homework, information, knowledge, and news are all confusing for ESL learners. Many of the learners regard the above words as countable nouns and put indefinite articles a/an directly before them or add “s” after them to make them plural.
     In the second example, the definite article the is not necessary before the word Twitter which is a proper noun to refer to the brand particularly. This kind of errors reveals that ESL learners sometimes make errors of article when the following part is a proper noun. It is difficult to grasp the use of the definite article the with proper nouns. Because in some situation, we put the in front of certain proper nouns while other times the rule changes, which means the is not necessary for some proper nouns. It seems that there are certain rules that learners could follow, but exceptional cases are numerous and hard to memorize. The followings are some of the examples.
     The names of people and countries generally do not use articles to modify, for example, William Shakespeare, Canada and China. However, the names of some countries are with the definite article the, like the United States, and the Netherlands. If there are restrictive qualifiers before the names of people and countries, the definite article the is also necessary. Examples are the young Shakespeare, and the old China.
     The definite article the is required before the names of most oceans, rivers, and straits, such as the Atlantic, the Thames, and the bay of Bengal. The learners, however, should pay attention to the exceptions like San Francisco Bay, which is not used with the definite article.
     Some of the newspapers and magazines’ names start with the definite article the, such as The New York Times, The People’s Daily and The Economist. In other cases like Time, Life, and China Daily, the definite article is not needed.
     Another situation in which the may or may not be used is about the names of festivals. In most cases, we do not add the definite article before the names of holidays, such as Christmas, National Day, New Year’s Day, and Valentine’s Day. However, the definite article is used in some Chinese traditional festivals’ names, like the Spring Festival and the Mid-Autumn Festival.

     From the above examples, it is obvious to see that the use of the definite article with proper nouns is a difficult point for ESL learners because of numerous exceptions. Therefore, they are easy to make errors within this aspect.

     In example c, the lack of the definite article the reveals that the participants have problems with the use of article in collocations.
     There are some collocations with definite or indefinite articles in them, for example take a break, have a rest, and have a try, those with the indefinite article a; phrases like in the same time, tell the truth, and in the distance require the definite article the. The use of articles in those collocations cannot be omitted or replaced by others, so the ESL learners need to carefully remember the exact expression of the collocations.
     Conclusion and Pedagogical Suggestions

     According to the findings of this study, it could be concluded that ESL learners, even though the ones at advanced level, still have many grammatical problem with their English writings. Especially within the aspects of the use of conjunctions, verb tense, and articles, the learners are inclined to confused and make errors. They also need to pay attention to use of verb form, prepositions and other aspects. 
     To reduce the grammatical errors in ESL learners’ English writings and to improve their writing capabilities, some pedagogical suggestions are offered for ESL teachers:

     ESL teachers should pay attention to the review of basic English grammar, though some of their students are at advanced level of English. They need to especially focus on the teaching of syntactical structure of sentences, which includes the use of conjunctions. In order to let the students be familiar with different sentence types, teachers should design specific exercises for various sentence types.
     A great numbers of examples and practices should be provided by ESL teachers in applying grammar, and especially the examples of exceptions. Examples can be used as explanations and supplementations of the theories and rules of grammar, which make learners to grasp the knowledge of grammar more specifically. Moreover, only if the students get to be familiar with the exceptional expressions in grammar, they would make fewer errors in their English writings. 
     ESL teachers could help students to enlarge their scope of reading materials. From reading passages, students may have a better understanding of the meaning of a word, the use of collocations, and how to apply words and grammar according to the context. In addition, it is beneficial for learners to be familiar with the language style and custom of English.
     Since the grammar of English could be different with the first language of the ESL learners, teachers should make comparisons between English and some of their first languages during the instruction. This helps the learners to be clear with the difference between their first language and English, so that they could avoid making errors in the process of English writing due to the influence of their first language.
     ESL teachers should help students to cultivate their English thinking ability, since the great difference exists in the way of thinking in English and in their first language. During the process of English writing, students might follow their ways of thinking in their first language, which they are more familiar with. If the teachers could help students with their English thinking ability, there would be great progress in their sentence structures and the organization of the whole passage. 
     Through the above pedagogical suggestions, it could be inferred that the ESL learners would reduce making grammatical errors and make progress in their English writing ability. Furthermore, ESL teachers cannot just highly focus on the teaching of grammar then neglect writing itself. They should adopt appropriate teaching methods according to their students’ specific situations. 
Reference
Corder, S. P. (1967). The significance of learners’ errors. International Review of 

   Applied Linguistics, 5(4), pp.161-169.

Darus, S., and Subramaniam, K. (2009). Error analysis of the written English essays

   of secondary school students in Malaysia: A case study. European Journal of 

   Social Sciences, 8(3), pp.483-495.

Erdogan, V. (2005). Contribution of error analysis to foreign language teaching. 
Mersin University Journal of the Faculty of Education, 1, 2, pp.261-270.
