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A CASE STUDY G AN ADVANCED ENG.I SH LEARNER S
ERRORSI N NATURALLY OCCURRI NG SPEECH

Zhao Lili
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Abstr act

| dentifying describing and anal yzing errors have been seen by many li nguists as one of the nmain ways of
Investigating L2 acquisition The present paper wll focus on anal yzi ng an advanced Englishlearner serrorsin
naturally occurring speech Firstly it describesin detail theerrorsthat a Chinese advancedlearner nmadein her
first few months the naturalistic communication then analyzesthe main types and causes of errors Lastly
thereis a conclusionthat language errors are caused by theli mts of humanlanguage L1 L2 abilitiesand L2
errorsareclosely relatedto L1 interference
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1 Introduction

It is humanto make mstake Soit seensthat errors and mstakes are part of the nature of human
behavior includinglanguage behavior Identifying describing and analyzing errors have been seen by
many li nguists as one of the main ways of i nvestigating L2 acquisition The Rod Elis 1997 15 believes
that errors are” the a conspi cuous f eature of | ear ner | anguage” and worth focusing on Mchael Gar man
also attaches muchi mportancetothe value of the study of | anguage errors

“ Errors have considerable potential to shed light on the nature of the [anguage system since they
mar k t hose points at which the system breaks down The sy mpto matology of errors can thus in
principle carryinfor mation on whereinthesystemthe breakdown occurred and how inthe sense
of the possible mechanisminvolved ” 1990 151

Sincelanguageis such a compl ex phenomenonthat justice cant possibly be done by asingle paper a
focus on one of its most i mportant aspects —errors should be a goodstart point tolook at the nat ure of
|anguage This paper triesto track down the errorsthat a Chinese advanced English [earner frequently
made during her very first months naturalistic communication after arrivingin Britain

2 The Choice of the Subject and Mt hods Used

Ms Aiscurrently a29 year old MA Englishliteraturestudentina British university a native speaker
of Chinese Beforeshe cameto Britain 6 months ago she had had very for mal instructionin English for
morethan 13 years the 3 years pri mary school the 6 years mdd e schoal the 4 years university wth
English as her major andshe had had 5 years experiencein teaching Englishin a Chinese college Wiile
she wasin China her contacts with native speakers were very few It was only after she cametostudyin
Britain and especially after she beganto go out wth a British boy friendthat she had regul ar opportunities
to use Englishin naturalistic surroundings As a non native speaker myself having studied English many
years yet without much chanceto useit | often feel jeal ous of her opportunities for practice Yet every
time |l showed her my jealousy she |aughed and said with much discouragement that the more she
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practiced the more mstakes she made and she never made so many mstakes when she was a teacher
speaking alot in her classroom Surprised and curious | asked herto pay attentionto andif convenient
take notes of her mstakes perceived by herself or pointed out by her boyfriendintheir conversations |
wish | were aninvisible woman and coul d have beentheresittinginontheir datestotake a whole picture
of their conversations Chbviously M6 A was moreinterested in something else other than her | anguage
errorsin aromantic date andthus as result she produced a note much smaller than | expected Yet I felt
very thankful to herinthat her note however small carriessomeinformation useful to me and what is
more sheis so generousthat she managedto find aslot bet ween their datestolet me have atalk wth
t hem about her errors

3 Results and Analysis
The foll owing are t he notes and interview
Data 1

Ms A s notes
1 Ifeel felt verydryin myroomlast night with all heaters on

2 \WMat does did your Mbm do before sheretired

3 Ddyou mention meto your Mim

4 \Mat does did he she say

5 | had have had i nt enough of thesesandw ches

6 Youdrivetoo much everydaytravelingto work Youare not easy Itis not easy for you
7 Could you please get me some potato potatoes when you pass Asda

8 Thisisthe boy whotook up Rose the sroomand he got aletter of her hers
9 He want wanted meto passtheletterto him her — Rose

10 The computer play was playing up and |l can couldn t sendit

11 1told you beforethat youcould call me anyti me and | mean meant it

12 Youtal ked about Alice so much but I didn t expect he she isso small

13 lam amgoingto be away next Saturday and back on Sunday

14 | dreamed my momlast night andin my dream he she is was ill

15 Have a goodtrip and hopefully you weren t won t get carsick

16 He work s asacleaner in his part ti me

Dat a 2

Records of theinterview

Ms A

Mbstly | can findthe right words to express what | mean Maybe not very exact but adequate for
meaning Mst of my mstakes arelower elementary mstakes like pronouns 3rd person singular and
t he use of tenses Al of these | know have known very well sincel wasin my mddle school And I
taught have beenteaching themto my students so many years | never made such st upid mstakes when
| wite wote ortalk talked in myclassroom Oherwsel would have been kicked out years ago

Actually more oftenthan not I realized my errorsthe moment | finishedthe sentences Someti mes |
was t 0o anxiousto stopto correct myself if they didnt prevent understanding but I felt frustrated and
distracted by them and t hey occurred even more ofteninthe followngtalk

Ms A s boyfriend

Her Englishis very good for a non native speaker Cear pronunciation andtonein each and every
individual word asif she were giving alecturelettingthe voicereach ever corner of the classroom Her
sentences arelong and perfectly structured And someti messhe couldeven help me out when I got words
stuck onthetip of mytongue So mostly our talk went smoothly ok except when so meti mes she plays her
tricks with numbers and persons and tenses Shelikesto omt odds and endslike s and ed and use a
si mpleformof the verb or nouninstead 1 can notice all these but feel nodifficultyin understandi ng what
she meanstosay However | was often confused and hadto question more closely when she made a mess
of“ she” and“ he” theotherwsel didn t know who did what in her stories
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Let the ssort out the errors describedinthe notesintothe foll owingtable
have a better |ook at their patterns

in which case we can

QOmssi on Qmissi on Personal Sip of
Types Q hers
of ed of es pron tongue
Frequency 10 2 5 2 1

Sincethe errors have beenidentified and described now comestothe point whentheir types can be
classifi ed and causes diagnosed

Type 1 Sip of tongue slip of mnd

Ms A said she often made funny utterances that meant nothing asshownin note5 15 The She
felt she was thinking one word “ much” while speaking another “ enough” and as result she
embarrassedly pronounced somethinginthe mddle anintelligible mxture of thetwo

Wththistype of errors M The A doesn t havetofeel embarrassed at all inthe eyes of Rod Hlis
Accordingto Hlis 1997 17 *“ the an accidental slip of the tongue” is universally found in both native
speakers and any nationality non native language | earners Mbst people have had the experience of hearing
thensel ves say sonething not quite astheyintendedit There nust be monents whenthe witing bet ween our
brain and oral organis fused and our mout h works deviant fromtheinstructions by the brain Gir nman caledit
“the articulatoryin nature” 1990 23 anditis part of theli mts of our language abilities

Wat has causedthe fuse Elisthinks people makes slips when they aretired or under pressureto
communicate ar man believesthat more often with L2 itisduetolack of proficiency |nthe case of
Ms A advanced|earner sheisthough understandably she* slipped” alotin her first months naturalistic
communication duetolack of both ease and proficiency

Type 2 Qmssion of grammatical suffixes es ed

Ms Atendstoomt e s edandusesimplefornsinstead notel 2 3456 7 89 10 11 12 13
For an advanced learner like Ms A itisleast likely that shelacksthe know edge of the correct for m of
plural form or past tense And besides she seldom makes such mstakes in her witing or classroom
lecturing Thereasonliesinthat sheis anative Chinese in whoselanguagethereis nosuch athing at all
asto change for ns of verbs or nouns

Type 3 Confusion of the uses of personal pronouns she he

Ms A constantly makes mstakesinthe use of“ she” and“ he” Note4 8 9 12 14 Itis relatively
easy totell stories comparedto other spokentasks and they should have been the most interesting and
frequently occurring part of a private conversation betweenthelovers but she makesthem a mess wth
too many mstakes An advanced|earner who studied English for 18 years including 5 yearsteachingit
seens never ableto get rid of the mstakes that a native child can easily deal with but it is not at all
surprising In Chineselanguage* she” and“ he” are witten slightly differently but they have exactly the
same pronunciation The Chinese say ta referringto any third person singular wthout consciously
maki ng a difference bet ween a“ she” or“ he”

So as we cansee Type 2 and Type 3 errors are both caused by Llinterference |f wesaythat Type
1 errors are universal to all speakers then Type 2 Type 3 errors may be common to Chinese |learners
whose mot her t ongue manifeststhe samelinguistic property If wesaythat Typel errors can be explained
by the fact t hat theli mts of human|anguage abilities are deep rooted thenfrom Type?2 Type 3 errors
we may feel equallytrue of theli mts of L2 acquisition abilities duetothelongstanding L1interference

4 Concl usion

I nthe above paper we explained and analyzed threetypes of errorsthat a Chinese advanced | ear ner
madein her first few months naturalistic communi cation And we reachedthe conclusion that |anguage
Conti nued on p 105
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