








The Study of Morphological, Syntactic, and Semantic Errors Made by Native Speakers of Persian

and English Children Learning English

state actual proportions (White, 1977; and LoCoco, 1975)
report an 8-23% incidence of interlingual errors in various
samples. LoCoco (1976) and Bertkau (1974) noted that
only a few individuals were responsible for most of the
interlingual errors in their data. This observation indicates
that characteristics unique to certain individuals may be
closely related to the incidence of interlingual errors.

The two quasi-proportion studies (one on oral
production, and the other on comprehension) report
that virtually no interlingual errors were observed. One
of them carried out by Hanania and Gradman (1977)
concluded, “There was no evidence of marked first
language interference in the learner’s English sentence
constructions” (p.88). The other one done by d’Anglejan
and Tucker (1975) states,

Contrary to expectation, the second language learners... even
those in the beginning group, appeared not to process the target
sentences by relating them to similar structures in their native
language... they do not attempt to apply language specific
rules appropriate to their mother tongue to the interpretation of
sentence in the target language (p.293).

In another study conducted by White (1977), twelve
Spanish-speaking adults from Venezuela who were
studying intensive English at Concordia University in
Montreal were selected. The students had been exposed
to eight months of study in Canada at the time the
experiment was undertaken and fell into the intermediate
and advanced levels of proficiency. Oral production
data were elicited using the Bilingual Syntax Measure.
Following the Dulay and Burt (1974) method, White
classified and tallied Developmental, Interlingual and
Other errors, excluding Ambiguous errors from the
developmental and interlingual counts. A total of 541
errors were classified and grouped into 12 grammatical
categories. Based on the results, 60.3% of the errors were
classified as Developmental; 20.6% were classified as
Interlingual; and 19% were classified as Other errors.

LoCoco made two investigations of adult second
language acquisition in a foreign language environment. In
her 1975 study, she examined the errors of native English-
speaking students enrolled in Spanish and German classes
at a university in Northern California. The data collected
by asking the students to write a composition on a topic
of their choice. Four written samples were obtained in
this manner for the two groups of students (one studying
German, the other Spanish) at different points during
the quarter of language instruction they were receiving.
Between 28 and 48 students were included for each
language at each sampling. The first sample was taken
three weeks after the beginning of the quarter, the last at
the end of the quarter. LoCoco used error categories which
were essentially subcategories of those used by the other
proportion studies (e.g. White, 1977; Dulay and Burt,
1974). Based on the results, interlingual errors comprised,
on the average, only 15.4% of the total errors, whereas
developmental errors comprised 68.7%. LoCoco also
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noted that only 25% of the German subjects contributed to
the higher level obtained for interlingual errors. Similarly,
Bertkau (1974) reports that only 3 of his 15 Japanese-
speaking students were responsible for nearly all of the
interlingual errors he observed.

In her second study, LoCoco (1976) again examined
the errors of adults learning a second language in a foreign
language environment. Her subjects were 28 English-
speaking students taking an elementary Spanish course
in a California university. The purpose of this study was
to compare the effects on errors of three tasks used to
elicit speech in the written mode: translation, picture
description and composition. Again, in over a hundred
errors classified, the incidence of interlingual errors was
low, even lower than in the first study across all three
tasks: 13.2% for translation, 13.0% for composition, and
8.3% for picture description.

METHOD

Participants

Approximately 40 Persian- speaking undergraduate
university students, both male and female, majoring
in English Translator Training and Teaching English
participated in this study. They were all last year students.
The subjects were chosen according to their performance
in the English language. That is, the students were chosen
according to their Grade Point Average. The obtained
results compared to the collected data by Dulay, Burt and
Krashen from English children learning English as their
mother tongue.

Instruments

The instrument used in this study was an Elicitation Test.
The subjects were exposed to some pictures and asked
to write a composition of their own choice based on
what they perceived from the pictures. The pictures were
related to U.S war against Iraq and Iranian traditional
holidays called “Nouruz”. Pictures about the war were
selected because the topic implied by the pictures
was one of the most important issues of the day at the
time of administering the test. The participants had
naturally received a good amount of information and
news on the topic by the media. So they had a sufficient
amount of background knowledge regarding the topic.
The participants were also expected to have sufficient
knowledge on the topic covered by the second set of
pictures since Nourouz is the most important national
holiday in Iran.

Procedure

Data collection was done in a 2-hour session and the
participants were asked to perform on the elicitation
test. The students’ linguistic errors extracted from the
composition the students wrote on the pictures were
calculated. Errors extracted from the compositions were
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linguistic errors including morphological, syntactic and
semantic ones. The errors categorized and analyzed
according to the error analysis model presented by Dulay,
Burt and Krashen (1982). This model categorizes and
analyzes errors according to two error taxonomies i.e.
surface strategy taxonomy and comparative taxonomy.
However, only surface strategy taxonomy was used due
to the objectives of the present study. Then, the average
frequency of errors for Persian-speaking EFL university
students were calculated according to descriptive
statistics. To gain more insight, chi-square was calculated
when necessary.

In addition, the majority of the participants were so
inspired by the pictures that they wrote more than one
page about the topics. This indicates that the pictures had
face-validity. Moreover, the pictures were presented to
the students, and after 10 days the same pictures were

Table 1
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presented to them again. The results of two tests showed a
high correlation. It proved that the pictures were reliable

RESULTS

The data collected from the participants via the elicitation
tests were carefully studied and the errors were extracted,
and classified according to the surface strategy taxonomy
(Dulay, Burt and Krashen, 1982).

According to table 1, total number of errors relevant
to surface taxonomy extracted from elicitation test
administered to the Persian-speaking learners of English
was 260. The highest number of errors were respectively
related to omission errors (51.92%), Misformation
(26.92%), addition (18.84%) and misordering errors
(2.30%).

Number and Percentage of Surface Strategy Taxonomies for the Errors of Persian-Speaking Learners of English

Kind of error Omission Addition Misordering Misformation Total number
Number 135 49 6 70 260
Percent 51.92 18.84 2.30 26.92 100

Following table summarizes errors made by English
children learning English as their mother tongue. As
depicted in Table 2, English children made 34 different
types of errors relevant to surface taxonomy. The highest

Table 1

number of errors can respectively categorized as omission
errors (41.7%), misordering (26.47%), addition (23.52%)
and misordering (8.82%).

Number and Percentage of Surface Strategy Taxonomies for the Errors of Persian-Speaking Learners of English

Kind of error Omission Addition Misordering Misformation Total number

Number 14 8 3 9 34

Percent 41.7 23.52 8.82 26.47 100
To test the hypothesis of the study-Errors made by  Table 3

Persian-speaking learners of English are very similar to
those made by children learning English as their mother
tongue, a comparison of errors made by learners of
English and errors made by children learning Engish
as their mother tongue can be of help. Comparing the
findings in table 1 and 2 reveals the same order for the
frequency of errors made by both groups of respondents
(English children and Persian-speaking learners of
English). Therefore, the highest frequency and percentage
of the errors for both groups were respectively related to
omission, misformation, addition and misordering errors.
However, some differences in the percentage of each type
of errors found between two groups. For example, 51.92%
of Persian-speaking learners of English were omission
errors while it was 41.7% for English children learning
English as mother tongue. To identify if this difference is
meaningful and significant, chi-square was conducted as
was shown in the following table.
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Chi-square between Errors Made by Children
Learning English as L1 and Turkish- and Perisan-
Speaking Students Learning English as 1.2

Omission Addition Misordering Misformation

L1 Learners 14 8 3 9
L2 Learners 9 7 3 7
¥ =0.34153 P>.05

Chi-square taken among the errors of English children
learning English as mother tongue referred to as L1
learners in the table and Persian-speaking learners of
English referred to as L2 learners in table 2 showed
no significant difference among the errors of these
two groups. The obtained chi-square was 0.34153. In
comparison with the critical value (x*>= 7.81473), it
became clear that the difference is not significant and
meaningful. Therefore, the hypothesis of the study is
accepted and it is concluded that L1 and L2 learners of
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English made similar type of errors.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study gives more evidence in support of cognitive
than behavioristic learning. Theoretically, it confirmed
error analysis to the effect that only a few number of
errors can be traced back to the native language of
learners, and rejects some components of contrastive
analysis which claims that most of the errors are the result
of positive transfer from native language of learners.
In other words while contrastive analysis refers to the
mother tongue as the only source of errors made by EFL-
learners, error analysis also pays attention to a category of
errors which is not a reflection of the mother tongue, i.c.
developmental errors.

The present study indicated that the native language
of learners should not be considered an obstacle to learn
a second language. In other words, errors are no longer
regarded as negative points in the process of learning.
They are the integrated parts of any learning which
facilitate the learning process for both the learner and
the teacher.This can also be of help for the teachers,
curriculum planners, and text book compilers in revising
the teaching materials.
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