
 Education and Linguistics Research 
ISSN 2377-1356 

2017, Vol. 3, No. 1 

http://elr.macrothink.org 1

Errors in Second/Foreign Language Learning and Their 

Interpretations 

 

Julia Falla Wood 

School of Education, Burman University 

6730 University Drive, Lacombe, Alberta, T4L 2E5, Canada 

Tel: 1-403-782-3381 x 4100   E-mail: juliawood@burmanu.ca 

 

Received: November 3, 2016  Accepted: January 3, 2017  Published: January 8, 2017 

doi:10.5296/elr.v3i1.10251    URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.5296/elr.v3i1.10251 

 

Abstract 

The aim of this article is to try to understand why the results of studies on errors in second 
language learning undertaken for several decades are diverse or even divergent. Some of 
these studies state that the mother tongue (L1) plays an important role in the learning process 
not only at the beginning, but also at higher levels of competency while others deny the 
influence of the mother tongue. The results of 60 studies on errors over a period of 40 years 
were contrasted to find out if a link existed between the theoretical foundations, and the 
interpretation of data, and conclusions of those studies. The results of the meta-analysis of 
studies whose theoretical foundations were related to operational cognitive strategies showed 
a continuum from partial to an important role of L1, and those related to order of acquisition, 
universal sequences showed a non-influence of L1. Another possible cause for this 
discrepancy was found in the method used to classify the errors. Finally, a possible cause 
could have been the methodological difficulties concerning the reliability and validity of the 
data. Only one third of the studies applied the control of bias and the triangulation of data.  

Keywords: Errors in second language learning, Second language acquisition, Role of the 
mother tongue in second language learning/acquisition  

1. Introduction 

Teachers and students of a Second/Foreign Language (L2) have observed and experienced 
respectively the influence of the mother tongue (L1). Is this influence important or negligible? 
The question of the influence or non-influence exerted by the L1 in learning a second/foreign 
language (LL2) has been abundantly studied through errors. The interpretation of these errors 
has given birth to concepts like transfer (positive, negative), interlanguage, learning strategies 
and different theories, approaches or models. However, the results of these studies undertaken 
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for more than six decades are diverse or even divergent. How could we reconcile the fact that 
the same data, namely, errors, could result in different interpretations? Could the foundational 
theories underlying those studies be the answer? Could the methodology used to classify the 
errors be a possible cause for this discrepancy? Could the reliability and validity of the data 
be part of this divergence? 

2. Literature Review 

This paper begins with a brief history of approaches and studies undertaken in LL2, and 
explains different concepts used to determine the influence of the mother tongue in the 
learning process. Errors made by the learners at different linguistic levels and at different 
learning levels that have permitted researchers to elaborate theories and models of the second 
language learning process will be considered. The analysis of results of these studies on 
errors made by L2 learners will be presented and conclusions will be drawn from these 
meta-analyses. 

It is important to mention that the designation of Second Language is mainly used in North 
America. In Europe, it is more common to use the term Foreign Language, though we 
acknowledge there is a difference between the two terms, for the sake of this study they will 
be used interchangeably and referred to as L2. Bouton (1976) states that a second language is 
determined by the socio-linguistic environment; two different languages are spoken in the 
country. For example, in Canada, these are English and French. Giaccobbe (1992) states that 
the designation of Foreign Language is used when the languages are not spoken in the 
country where they are learned. As the phenomenon studied here has been observed in both 
cases, L2 will be used indistinctively for the purpose of this article.  

The analysis of errors in LL2 are more related to linguistic aspects of the language, yet it is 
important to consider the learning process through concepts that fall under psychological and 
linguistic theories.  

The LL2 is a complex phenomenon mainly studied under two psychological theories: 
behavioural and cognitive. This process has also been studied following a linguistic approach 
(Chomsky, 1965), even though, the foundations have been considered cognitivist (Chastain, 
1976). Chastain states: “Chomsky adopts a rationalistic view of learning and language closely 
related to the basic principles and beliefs of cognitive psychology” (p. 19). Chomsky’s 
thoughts will be presented later in the article.  

According to the behaviourist learning theory of language, language learning is a habit 
formation, and the errors are due to habits already formed in L1. These behaviours interfere 
in the process of forming habits in L2. Teachers were asked to thwart persistent habits 
coming from L1. Conversely, the cognitivist model states that all learning activity is an 
integration of new knowledge. The interpretation of information is accomplished by different 
mental operations; and then, it is kept in our memory. Prior knowledge intervenes in the 
interpretation and construction of new knowledge.  

Furthermore, in the cognitive approach, two positions coexisted. The first one was related to 
Chomsky (1965, 1976, 1980, 1980b) and Lenneberg (1967) who claimed that there existed a 
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specific language acquisition faculty, a genetic device independent of other general cognitive 
mechanisms. The second one, advocated by Piaget (Piatelli-Palamrini, 1979), Anderson 
(1983, 1985), Bruner (1975), and Slobin (1973), postulated that the general cognitive 
mechanisms are used for all cognitive activities, including language acquisition. Chomsky’s 
position will now be further explored. 

In Chomsky’s terms, the innate knowledge we have consists of principles underlying the 
systems (properties applied to all languages), and what we learn, are the values of the 
parameters (properties applied to specific languages). It is important to note that Chomsky, 
himself, has not applied his theory to LL2. For certain researchers, the principles of the 
Universal Grammar (UG) intervene in LL2. Hence, the crucial point would be to understand 
the extent to which adults have access to principles and parameters of the UG. 

In Chomsky’s most recent work on UG (1995, 2000, 2002), called the Minimalist Program, 
he suggested that the language faculty consisted of a computational procedure and a lexicon. 
The parameters would not be linked to principles, but contained within the lexicon. 

In consideration of this observation three hypotheses coexist:  

1). Non-accessibility to UG: Clahsen (1990) postulated that the principles and parameters 
active in L1 were no longer available in learning L2, but universal cognitive strategies 
accomplished that role. Alternatively, Bley-Vroman, Felix & Ioup (1988) who, after 
undertaking a study with 92 Korean students having a good competence in L2, stated that it 
was difficult to believe that students had access to UG. Meisel (1997), however, claimed that 
one of the most fundamental principles of UG (structure-dependency) is not available to L2 
learners any more. Finally, Sauter (2002) through a study on Spanish/Italian [+ null subject] 
claimed that the results did not provide full evidence for total accessibility to UG, and he 
preferred the notion of non-accessibility.  

2). Partial accessibility to UG: The results of studies undertaken by White (1985, 1986) 
showed that the learners used the parameters of L1 at the beginning, but as their competence 
increased in L2, they used the parameters of L2. The access to UG was actually done through 
L1. A study undertaken by Liceras (1988b) showed that adults had access to different 
parameters, but they preferred L1 parameters when they begin LL2. Schachter (1989) 
considered that adults could eventually have access to the absolute universals; those that are 
the same for all languages, and to the parameters whose values have been established by L1. 
Hawkins (2001) argued that the learners transfer the functional features of L1 to L2. 

3). Total accessibility to UG: Flynn (1984, 1987) claimed that adult L2 learners had access to 
the same innate device that L1 learners have; therefore, the acquisition problems were the 
same in L1 and L2. Epstein, Flynn and Martohardjono (1996) maintained that the adult 
learner of L2 had access to principles and parameters of UG, and that he could assign a 
different value than the one assigned in L1. The debate is still open. Hence, the results of 
studies undertaken on non-accessibility, partial accessibility or total accessibility to UG are 
inconclusive. 

A number of new concepts were developed in the 1980s: meta-linguistics in LL2 (Higgs & 
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Clifford, 1982), and the dichotomy between Second Language Learning and Second 
Language Acquisition (Krashen 1981). Learning a L2 is a conscious process leading to 
learning rules and structures. Acquisition, on the other hand, is considered an unconscious 
process leading to fluency.  

As presented above, the UG-based researchers put emphasis on the language dimension of 
LL2. The L2 researchers mentioned below put more emphasis in the learning component of 
LL2. These researchers belong to two different approaches: processing approaches, and 
emergentist or constructionist approaches. The processing approaches examine how L2 
learners process linguistic information, and consider the possibility of an innate device for 
language acquisition. The emergentist or constructionist approaches consider language 
learning guided by communicative needs, and disprove an innate, language specific, 
acquisition device. For the purpose of this paper, these approaches will not be considered as 
they are more related to the functional and pragmatic perspectives on L2 than to the linguistic 
perspective. 

The processing approaches study how short-term memory (declarative knowledge) and 
long-term memory (procedural knowledge) deal with LL2. Shiffrin and Schneider (1977) 
claimed that the way we process information is controlled and requires attention (from the 
learner) or is automatic (does not require attention from the learner). McLaughlin (1987) 
applied Shiffrin and Schneider’s concept, and stated that the L2 is learned like any other 
complex cognitive skill which begins with controlled processes and ends with automatic 
processes. Another model which has also been applied to LL2 is Anderson’s Active Control 
of Thought Model (1983, 1985). This model is similar to McLaughlin, but differs in the 
terminology. Anderson claimed three kinds of memory instead of two: a working memory 
(short-term memory in McLaughlin), a declarative long-term memory and a procedural 
long-term memory (there is only the procedural long-term memory in McLaughlin). Later on, 
O’Malley and Chamot (1990) tried to insert the learning strategies into Anderson’s ACT 
model. According to them, L2 learners would benefit from being taught learning strategies.  

Second Language Learning (or Second Language Acquisition) has been understood 
differently depending on the underlying theory. For the behaviourists, it is conceived of in 
terms of conditioning and automatisms; for the cognitivists, it is viewed in terms of processes, 
strategies and cognitive operations; for the linguists, it is understood in terms of rules, 
principles and/or linguistic universals. It is, therefore, important now to consider the nature 
and causes of errors in learning a second language 

2.1 Errors in Learning a Second/Foreign Language 

The nature and causes of errors made by learners of L2 have been extensively studied in 
applied linguistics. Certain linguists (Corder, 1967; Landriault, 1980; Perdue, 1980) used the 
term error, while others (Rojas, 1971; Lamy, 1983) used mistake. Corder (1967) made a 
distinction between errors and mistakes. He considered that a mistake is related to physical 
conditions (fatigue) or to psychological conditions (strong emotions), and an error is the 
result of a transitory competency in L2. Corder (1971a, 1983b, 1986) distinguished three 
types of errors:  
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1). Pre-Systematic (the learner does not know the rule in L2);  

2). Systematic (the learner discovers the rule in L2, but he does not apply it properly);  

3). Post-Systematic (the learner knows the rule, but for lack of attention or memory, he does 
not use it).  

Carrió-Pastor (2014) in her study of lexical errors produced in scientific texts written in 
English by non-native researchers presents another category of errors: conceptual interference. 
These errors are caused by an “erroneous conception of the relationship between the image, 
concept and term” (p. 99). She explains that these errors are the result of a misinterpretation 
of concepts in L2; therefore, “The process followed to translate a concept from the mother 
tongue into the target language is not always followed correctly by speakers of a second 
language and so conceptual errors may be detected” (p. 102).  

A considerable number of studies have been undertaken in order to identify the source of 
these errors. The following studies are examples that illustrate the influence of L1 in the 
learning process of L2. Some studies show that the linguistic interference or negative transfer, 
and the positive transfer phenomena are important in LL2; others, however, present these 
phenomena as negligible in LL2.  

Meriö (1978) analysed 10,000 errors made by Finnish and Swedish speakers having higher 
knowledge of both languages, and he developed the theory of the distant interference, direct 
and indirect. In direct interference, errors could be attributed directly to L1; in indirect 
interference, errors could also be attributed to L1 through borrowed-translations. Moreover, 
the interference at distance could be attributed to L1through categories that do not exist in L1.  

The results of Arabski’s study (1979) showed that more than half of the 4,263 errors, 
committed by 169 Polish students learning English L2 at three levels −beginners, 
intermediate and advanced− can be attributed to L1. 

El-Sayed (1982) studied the frequent syntactic errors committed in compositions written by 
Saudi students. The major source of errors was found in verbs. His findings showed that 
mother tongue interference was the main reason for the students’ errors. 

Köhlmyr (2003) analyzed 400 written compositions from the Swedish national tests in 
English administered in 1992 and 1995 to 16-year-old Swedish students. The results of her 
research indicated that the transfer of grammatical structures and rules from Swedish 
explained many of the errors. Also, Miliander (2003) examined university-level students of 
English in their second and third year of their English studies whose purpose was to become 
English teachers. The students received identical assignments for oral and written production. 
The results of this study showed an important number of errors coming from their mother 
tongue, Swedish. Zhengdao Ye (2004) also expressed his experience stating, “The struggle 
between English and Chinese is constant. When speaking English, I may think in English, but 
only partially; the next moment it flicks back to Chinese” (p. 138). Further, Rosén (2008) 
studied 400 written compositions collected between 1999 and 2005). She analyzed the 
written production of Swedish students learning German at different levels: beginners, 
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intermediate and advanced learners. The results demonstrated that even though the texts 
produced by the Swedish students were grammatically correct, the text was considered by 
German assessors to be “un-German”. The Swedish students structured and sequenced 
information differently from native Germans. She concluded that this is another kind of 
transfer to be considered. 

Qiyun Zhang (2010) investigated the tag question errors in Chinese people, and stated: 
“Many elements of the native language have no corresponding counterparts in the target 
language; L1 habits would cause errors in the L2, and learners would transfer inappropriate 
properties of L1. This is true for English tag question learning” (p. 579). Pavlenko (2011) 
stated: “The enormous literature on transfer or cross-linguistic influence from L1 indicates 
that even advanced L2 speakers continue to be influenced by their L1 in a range of domains.” 
(p. 146)  

Carrió-Pastor (2012) investigated the lexical errors committed by Spanish researchers writing 
scientific texts. The results showed that more than half of the errors (negative and positive 
transfer) came from the influence of L1. Tüm (2012) analysed the errors committed by 
Russian learners learning Turkish L2. When Russian and Turkish are compared, in term of 
similarity and dissimilarities, various aspects of the language differ: alphabetic system, 
synthetic vs. agglutinative, article, adjective, verb, and word order. The results confirmed 
interference from the mother language (assumption that L2 and L1 are similar), an 
incomplete knowledge of L2 (transferring this knowledge in a sentence in L2), and the 
complexity of the L2 (not being aware of the fact that L2 has more suffixes than L1). 

Mourssi (2013) declared: “Arab learners of English think in Arabic first, before performing 
the task in English. […] This happens with most of the Arab learners of English up to higher 
levels” (p. 255).  

Finally, Lixin Xia (2015), in her research on error analysis of the word class of Chinese 
college students, stated: “Interlingual transfer might account for most of the errors. As there 
are substantial differences between Chinese and English in regard to the word class, Chinese 
learners may inappropriately apply their mother tongue rules and knowledge to their English 
learning” (p. 44).  

All these studies from different L1’s (Arabic, Chinese, English, Finnish, French, Polish, 
Russian, Spanish, and Swedish) learning L2’s (English, Finnish, German, Swedish, and 
Turkish), seem to converge in their results, that is, that the influence of L1 in learning L2 is 
substantial. However, in LL2, what is the role attributed to the transfer phenomenon? There 
are two positions: 

1). Those who consider that the influence of L1 is very important, even at higher levels of 
competence in L2; and 2. Those who minimize the influence exerted by L1, and emphasize 
the contribution of universal principles.  

In contrast, Dulay and Burt (1974d) determined that only 3% of the errors were due to 
interference of L1. According to these researchers, the errors did not originate in the influence 
of L1, but were the result of an imperfect knowledge of L2. They illustrated that language 
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acquisition follows a universal order. For example, different learners with different L1 will 
have the same difficulties in LL2. Meisel, Clahsen and Pienemann (1981) found that the 
transfer in LL2 is negligible. Krashen (1983) considered that the transfer phenomenon was 
only due to ignorance, and did not play an important role in LL2. Felix (1980a) analyzed 
three syntactic structures of Anglophone children learning German L2 and concluded that 
transfer was not an important strategy in LL2. Zobl (1984) has observed that the acquisition 
of determinants “a” and “the” in English are easier for those learners whose language makes 
the distinction between definite and indefinite determinants (French and Spanish) than for 
those learners whose language does not make that distinction (Chinese and Russian). 

White (1986) has also compared Spanish and French students learning English as L2, and 
observed that the French students learn the subject-pronouns faster than the Spanish students, 
and that it is probably because Spanish allows the null-subject while English and French do 
not.  

Towel & Hawkins (1994) determined that transfer affected all linguistic levels. They 
considered that people were more aware of the transfer when L1 and L2 differed on a 
particular structure; in that case, the learner would use a structure that does not belong to L2. 
At the phonetic level, an English student learning French L2 would have the tendency to 
pronounce the word “fin,” like “fan”, or a French student learning English L2 would say 
“zees,” for the English word “this.” Furthermore, they would transfer the phonological 
properties from English to French in the first case and from French to English in the second 
one. Clahsen and Muysken (1986), in their study of word order, sustained that the transfer 
existed, but it could be better understood as a discursive strategy. 

The transfer phenomenon has been examined for more than six decades. Not only have the 
linguistic factors, at different linguistic levels, been studied, but also the 
psycho-socio-affective factors. Some researchers see it as an unconscious learning strategy, 
others as a cognitive conscious strategy. Certain scientists consider it to be an important 
phenomenon in the learning process; others minimalize its intervention in LL2. Some experts 
believe that it is important at the beginning of the learning process, but it disappears as the 
competence increases. Others maintain that it continues to intervene, and it does not 
disappear, even in highly competent bilinguals.  

Another important concept related to LL2 and used to explain the errors made by the learners 
is interlanguage (IL). This concept will now be explained. 

2.2 Interlanguage 

It is Selinker (1972) who used this term for the first time. He also realized that the structures 
utilized by learners of L2 were not the same as the ones a person would use in his/her mother 
tongue to express the same meaning. Interestingly, numerous studies have been undertaken to 
define those processes and strategies, but none of them have questioned the concept of 
interlanguage itself except Adjémian (1976), who pointed out that the ILs were natural 
languages and subject to the same linguistic rules that could create new structures.  

Others have presented the concepts of variability in IL (Othman, 2003) who claimed that “for 
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the past three decades, there has been a growing number of empirical and theoretical works 
dealing with variation in interlanguage” (p. 81). Ellis (2004) declared that variability in IL 
depended on the nature of the task. Al-khresheh’s review (2015) of Interlanguage Theory 
revealed that the IL theory was almost no longer valid in the field of second language 
acquisition for the reasons presented by Adjémian (1976).  

In this literature review, the analyses of errors showed two main positions: Researchers who 
claim mother-tongue influence, from beginners to advanced learners; and those who claim a 
minimal or even a non-influence from the mother tongue.  

However, what implications could this influence or non-influence have in life? First, it may 
help to have a better understanding of the learning process and, why not, another possible 
theory or model. Second, it may have implications at a pedagogical level, in particular, in 
Canada where the immigrant population in schools and universities has become more and 
more important, due to world conflicts and to economic difficulties, in particular, in 
developing and underdeveloped world countries.  

3. Meta-Analysis of Studies on Errors 

In a previous study, Falla (2000) analyzed 60 studies of errors in LL2 over a period of 40 
years. The purpose of the analysis was to find out if links existed between the theoretical 
foundations, the interpretation of data, and the conclusions of those studies. These studies 
were selected according to the following criteria: errors committed by L2 learners, the 
relationship between errors in L1/L2, and errors and internal processes present in LL2. These 
were chosen from three different databases: ERIC, Dissertation Abstracts, and Psychological 
Abstracts. They were analyzed through two analytical grids. The first analytical grid was used 
to determine the research design, the objective, the theoretical foundations, the sampling, the 
collection of data, the type of data, the linguistic level (lexical, morphological, phonological, 
semantic, and syntactic), and the learning level (beginner, intermediate, advanced), and the 
results. The second analytical grid was used to analyze the conditions in which the collection 
of data was carried out, in order to evaluate the reliability and validity of the data.  

All of the studies examined here were descriptive. The sampling was composed of subjects 
accessible to the researcher. These subjects were in a guided LL2 or in a non-guided LL2. 
The age of the subjects was divided into four categories: children (4-12), adolescents (13-17), 
young adults (18-30), and adults (31-69). The highest number of studies was found in the 
category of young adults. The data collection mainly consisted of translation exercises, 
interviews (free expression with and without pictures), and repetition exercises. Some studies 
did not mention the number of errors analyzed. Among those that did mention them, the 
number varied between 80 and 29,980. The linguistic levels were: morphological-syntactic, 
followed by syntactic, and lexical-morphological-syntactic. The L1 of most of the studies was 
Spanish, followed by French, then Japanese, and, finally, Chinese. English was the L2 most 
studied, followed by French, German, and Spanish, respectively. Most of the studies were 
completed at three levels: beginners, intermediate, and advanced.  
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4. Interpretation of data 

With respect to the triangulation of data, more than half of the studies have used this 
procedure. The impact of bias, the conditions of data collection and the correction of written 
composition have been clearly defined. Only one third of the studies had both triangulations 
of data and control of bias. 

The theoretical foundations were divided into two categories: 1). Those foundations that 
could be confirmed; and 2). Those that could not. Falla (2000) called the first category the 
operational cognitive foundations which concerned the different cognitive strategies. The 
results of the first category led us to record anywhere from a partial influence of L1 to an 
important influence of L1. The theoretical foundations of this second category are related to 
order of acquisition, universal sequences, and the innate faculty for basic linguistic structures. 
The results of this category show a non-influence of L1. Some of these studies accept a 
partial influence of L1. The results of 81% of studies show a partial or an important influence 
of L1, and the results of 19% show a non-influence of L1.  

5. Conclusion 

In this paper we have discussed the different concepts used to explain the errors made by 
learners at different linguistic levels and at different learning levels, the results of 60 studies 
on errors during a 40-year-period, for which the conclusions vary from a non-influence to an 
important influence of the mother tongue in learning a second language, and finally, the 
possible causes of this diversity or even the divergence of results.  

As mentioned earlier, the theoretical foundations related to universal principles which could 
not be confirmed was one of the causes of the divergent results. Another possible cause for 
this discrepancy was found in the method used to classify the errors. Some questions that 
arose: Are these transfer errors, or developmental errors? Where is the limit? The same error 
could be the result of two different causes or two different interpretations? Could Errors be 
misclassified? 

Finally, a possible cause could have been the methodological difficulties concerning the 
reliability and validity of the data. As mentioned before, only one third of the studies applied 
the control of bias and the triangulation of data.  

It would be interesting to analyze the errors made by learners of the second language, taking 
into consideration a cognitive theoretical foundation, having a good knowledge of the mother 
tongue of the learner, and emphasizing the methodological considerations concerning the 
control of bias and the triangulation of data.  

More research is needed to better understand the learning process of a L2, and to find ways to 
help teachers and students to cope better with the process of teaching and learning English as 
a Second Language in a new country and in a new education system. 
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